Rising severe school absences in London signal deeper societal challenges in education resilience
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New Department for Education data reveals a troubling rise in severe school absences in London and across England during the 2024-25 academic year, even as overall attendance figures show some improvement. In London alone, 17,050 pupils—about 1.6% of students—were classified as severely absent, missing more than half of their school sessions across the autumn and spring terms. This figure marks the highest level recorded since data collection began in 2016-17 and is up slightly from 1.5% the previous year. Meanwhile, 17% of London students were persistently absent, defined as missing 10% or more of sessions, a marginal decrease from 17.2% in 2023-24.
Across England, severe absence reached 2.26% in the same period, rising from 2.14% the previous year and representing a continuation of an upward trend that contrasts sharply with pre-pandemic rates of around 0.81% in 2018-19. Despite this, the overall pupil absence rate declined slightly to 6.63%, the lowest since 2020-21, and persistent absence fell to 17.63% from 22.32% in 2021-22. Yet, both these measures remain significantly above pre-pandemic levels, indicating ongoing challenges in tackling pupil attendance.
A particularly worrying aspect of the rise in severe absence concerns children with Education, Health and Care Plans (EHCPs), who are among the most vulnerable students due to complex special educational needs and disabilities (SEND). The proportion of pupils with EHCPs missing over half of their classes rose from 6.55% in 2023-24 to 7.3% in 2024-25. School leaders have voiced serious concerns about this trend. Pepe Di'Iasio, general secretary of the Association of School and College Leaders, highlighted that the increase in severe absence among children with the most complex SEND needs is alarming. Di'Iasio explained the difficulties schools face in improving attendance while grappling with intense financial pressures, staffing shortages, and limited access to specialist support, which likely contribute to the rise in absences.
Paul Whiteman, general secretary of the National Association of Head Teachers (NAHT), described the slight decline in persistent absence as positive but emphasised the need to address the root causes of absence beyond the school environment. He pointed to mental health challenges, social issues such as poverty, and deficiencies in the SEND system as critical factors driving severe and persistent absences. According to Whiteman, schools alone cannot overcome these barriers without broader societal and governmental interventions.
Government officials maintain that significant measures are being implemented to address these challenges. A Department for Education spokesperson highlighted recent progress, noting the biggest improvement in school attendance seen in a decade during the last academic year. Initiatives such as free breakfast clubs in all primary schools, attendance mentoring programmes, and earlier intervention strategies for children with special needs are part of the government’s approach to creating a more supportive and inclusive school system.
However, external evaluations indicate that progress remains uneven, especially for disadvantaged pupils who continue to experience disproportionately high absence rates. The charity Impetus analysed the latest data and warned that at the current rate, it could take over four years for persistent absence to return to pre-pandemic levels. Their report emphasised the urgent need for targeted support to prevent a prolonged crisis in attendance, particularly among disadvantaged children who face complex barriers to regular schooling.
Education leaders across England are calling for coordinated action among schools, local authorities, parents, and government bodies to address the intertwined issues of mental health, poverty, and SEND provision that underlie severe absence. While overall attendance improvements offer hope, the rise in severe absence—especially among vulnerable groups—presents a continuing challenge requiring sustained, multifaceted responses to ensure every child can access the education they need.
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