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Background 

Educating our children is one of the state’s most important tasks. In 2015, 293 000 children were 

enrolled in approximately 770 state schools. Attending school regularly is critical for student 

success, and poor attendance can have lifelong consequences. Students who regularly miss 

school are at the greatest risk of broader disengagement, which can affect employment, welfare 

dependence and likelihood of committing a crime, and even increase the risk of suicide. This 

report assessed whether the Department of Education had taken reasonable steps to improve 

the level of student attendance in Western Australian public schools since our 2009 report.  

Audit Conclusion 

There has been no improvement in student attendance at public schools since our last audit 

with 70 per cent of students attending regularly in 2014 compared with 72 per cent in 2009. The 

proportion of students at the three levels of educational risk in 2014 were also very similar to 

those from 2009. Aboriginal students remain overrepresented in the at-risk group, especially 

those at severe educational risk. These attendance figures indicate that the strategies 

introduced by the Department of Education since our previous report have had little overall 

effect. 

The Department and schools report on average attendance rates, but this is not a good indicator 

of performance, and relying solely on it can mask attendance problems. Of the 526 schools that 

achieved at least 90 per cent attendance by the measure in 2014, 210 did so despite at least 

25 per cent of their students being at educational risk due to non-attendance. 

The Department has comprehensive information about the patterns and reasons for non-

attendance since it introduced a Student Attendance Reporting application in 2013. However, 

its analysis and reporting are not effective. It does not routinely assess how many children do 

not attend regularly, or which schools have significant attendance issues, or those that have 

improved performance. Nor has it reviewed recent major attendance strategies. 

The Department has recently made two major changes to deal with students at high risk. In July 

it restructured how it delivers attendance, behaviour management and psychologist services, in 

part as recognition that past practices have not delivered the desired outcomes. Also, in 2015 it 

introduced student-centred funding, which provides resources to schools based on the 

characteristics and needs of their students. Schools now have more flexibility to tailor strategies 

to their needs and resources for attendance strategies and initiatives as part of increasing 

autonomy.  

We have seen examples of where schools have made changes that have improved attendance. 

Making broader improvements across the system will need more consistent guidance and 

support.       
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Key Findings 

 The pattern of student attendance at schools has remained stable since 2009. Seventy 

per cent of students attended school at least 90 per cent of the time, while around 30 per cent 

were at indicative, moderate or severe risk. Aboriginal students represent nine per cent of all 

students. However, sixty-five per cent were at educational risk and represented half of all 

9 655 students at severe risk.  

 Forty per cent of absences were unauthorised. Thirty per cent of absences were unexplained. 

Unexplained absences can be a sign of disengagement from the education system. 

 Twenty-six per cent of absences were due to illness, over which families have little control. 

Family vacations account for over nine per cent of absences. Seven per cent of these were 

authorised by school principals while two per cent were unauthorised.   

 The Department has not formally evaluated whether major strategies for student attendance 

have been effective.  

 The Department does not report clearly on numbers of children at risk due to non-attendance. 

It only reports an average student attendance rate in its Annual Report. In 2012, a 

parliamentary committee recommended that the Department report on the numbers of 

children at educational risk. 

 The Department introduced a new Student Attendance Reporting system in 2013 which 

allows for consistent and standardised reporting for schools. However, the Department still 

needs to improve its analysis and reporting of the information.  

 Student-centred funding and one-line budgeting are expected to impact on how schools 

manage student attendance. These changes will allow schools more flexibility to tailor 

programs according to specific local need. 

 Since 2009 structural changes have increasingly devolved responsibility to individual 

schools. Around 70 per cent of students and teachers are now in Independent Public Schools. 

Regional offices have replaced district offices and recently a new Student Support Services 

Directorate and executive level Aboriginal Educational position have been created to provide 

schools with additional support including for student attendance.  

 In eight schools we visited, we saw that attendance could be improved. Key to this was that 

teachers, staff and administrators were consistent in what they did when children were 

absent, following up on absences, and responding to individual students and reasons for 

absences. This involves tailoring resources to local circumstances.  

 There is no comprehensive strategy for collecting information from individual schools about 

successful strategies, template and processes, or making this available to other schools.  

This has resulted in the Department missing opportunities to leverage effective practices 

across schools. 

 In 2015, the Department decided that Attendance Advisory Panels should be offered to all 

students at high risk. The number of panels has increased from eight in 2013 to at least 60 

in two regions in 2015.  


