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Purpose of Report 

This briefing note provides you with the final evaluation of the Attendance Service trials in 
South Auckland and Kawerau.  

Proactive Release 

a) agree that the Ministry of Education release this briefing in full once it has been
considered by you.
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National Director Learning Support Delivery Associate Minister of Education 
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Background 

1. On 13 January 2020 we provided you with an Education Report [METIS 1212923] 
recommending the implementation of two Attendance Service trials: South Auckland 
and Kawerau. The trials were to explore a new model of attendance management, 
placing resources closer to schools. 
 

2. Key focus areas for the trials were: 
 
a) Meeting the needs of Māori and Pasifika learners and their families. Attendance 

Advisors must be culturally responsive in their practice. 
 
b) Responding to referrals from schools, locating and engaging the learner back 

into learning, working with the student and their family and whānau to identify 
the root causes for their absence. 

 
c) Proactive initiatives to address the identified underlying root causes of 

unjustified absence. Working in collaboration with schools, social service 
agencies, community stakeholders and iwi. 

 
d) Early intervention. Working proactively with primary school aged children who 

are persistently not attending school and addressing the underlying causes of 
their non-attendance at school with their parents, family, whānau and 
community. Longer term, this should reduce the number of older students who 
have entrenched patterns of absence from school. 

 
e) Building relationships with schools, family and whānau, community groups, and 

local government agencies to create a collaborative focus on supporting 
attendance in South Auckland communities. 

 
3. The trial in South Auckland is a split service model with schools leading the service 

managing unjustified absence referrals (UA) from schools in their respective cluster, 
and NZ Blue Light Ventures leading the service managing non-enrolment notifications 
(NEN) referred from the Ministry. 
 

4. The trial in Kawerau is an integrated service model with one lead school managing 
both UA and NEN across their community. 

Evaluation of the trials 

5. The purpose of the evaluation was to understand any implementation issues, to assess 
whether their intended goals were being met, and to help inform the next phase of the 
Attendance Service redesign. 

 
6. The evaluation was undertaken by the Ministry of Education’s Evidence Data and 

Knowledge Group. Available administrative data including key performance indicator (KPI) 
reporting, a survey of South Auckland schools undertaken in 2021 and semi-structured 
interviews with 26 key stakeholders were used to inform the evaluation. Interviews were 
conducted by Geoff Stone, a Wellington-based social researcher and evaluator contracted 
by the Ministry and interviewees included lead schools, Blue Light Ventures, schools in 
South Auckland and Kawerau. 

 
7. The full evaluation report is attached (Annex one). 
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Outcome Findings 

8. Interviewees strongly endorsed the trialled school-based Attendance Service model, and 
Blue Light’s approach to working with NENs in South Auckland, compared to the previous 
contracted services, which were consistently criticised and under-used. Interviewees 
reported the new model is achieving better engagement with schools, learners and 
whānau; and better outcomes for absent and non-enrolled learners than the previous 
service. 
 

9. There was an improvement of performance against the KPIs and a reduction in NENs, 
however it is uncertain whether this is due to the trial or an effect of Covid-19. 

Implementation Findings 

10. Three distinctive models of the Attendance Service proved suitable and effective for 
different operational contexts: 

• urban/high deprivation – a large cluster of schools in a densely populated high-
deprivation, urban environment 

• urban/mixed community – large schools and an urban relatively large 
population with increasing pockets of growing deprivation 

• provincial-rural/high deprivation – a smaller community with high deprivation.  
 
11. These models differ substantially from the previous service, being more localised and 

responsive, relational, and wrap-around/intensive. Key success factors included:  

• strong local leadership 

• responsiveness 

• a relational ethos 

• being local and school-based 

• working holistically and across silos to address multiple barriers to learning 

• investing in programme continuity and development.  
 
12. A kaupapa Māori kura in South Auckland did not use the Attendance Service. They 

described a fourth model where attendance challenges were entirely met by the 
school. 

 
13. Barriers to success included: 

• disruptions due to Covid-19 

• insufficient funding and related staff turnover 

• children and families with high/complex needs that require more input than had 
been assumed or allowed for 

• inadequate access to specialist services and viable alternative education 
pathways 

• lack of uptake or co-operation from some schools 

• Attendance Service Application (ASA) case management system that is difficult 
to use 

• KPI reporting that is indifferent to case complexity. 
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14. Interviewees raised concerns in relation to support and resourcing. They reported that 
the current funding for the school-based service only covers basic operations and the 
Blue Light NENs service in South Auckland had unrealistic caseload demands due to 
“huge” referral volumes unmatched by funding. The interviewees said that there is 
considerable room for improvement in the provision of guidance at the establishment 
stage and support for continuous improvement of the service. In addition, other support 
in relation to improving access to specialist services, extending inter-agency 
collaboration for disengaged youth and the development of viable alternative education 
pathways also needs strengthening. 

 
15. Schools and providers felt that the communication and engagement from the Ministry 

did not meet their expectations or needs. The communication channels were not clear 
and there didn’t appear to be a consistent and visible champion for attendance and 
non-enrolled services, which was a source of frustration for schools and Blue Light. 

Limitations of the evaluation  

16. The evaluation methodology was limited by the funding available for evaluation 
purposes. The approach used existing data where possible, to fit the low-cost 
evaluation requirement. Funding for interviews of school and provider leads was 
provided in the later stages of the evaluation process. Consequently, the evaluation 
evidence has some limitations and is not as robust as a fully-funded evaluation might 
have been. 

 
17. The disruptions caused by Covid-19 impacted on service delivery. The numbers of 

students not attending school increased and the impacts of Covid-19 on attendance 
made evaluating the service during this time difficult. In addition, increased investment 
in attendance related activities during the Covid-19 response made comparisons 
between the trial period and earlier difficult. 

Interviewee recommendations and proposed Ministry responses 

18. Interviewees made six recommendations: 

• reformulate the programme budget 

• improve Ministry leadership 

• invest in research and development for continuous improvement 

• pay immediate attention to workforce development and retention 

• establish an information management system that also meets schools’ needs 

• develop guidance resources.  
 

19. A summary of these recommendations and proposed Ministry response is set out 
below: 

 
Recommendation 1: Reformulate the programme budget 
Interviews suggested reformulating the budget for the Attendance Service based on 
actual input costs and evidence of need/demand, noting that service quality and 
sustainability are at stake. 
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Budget 2022 has invested a further $88 million in funding to improve school 
attendance. This includes $6 million to address cost pressures in the Attendance 
Service and allow providers to increase capacity to support schools. Current levels of 
chronic absence in schools and non-enrolment are high and have been exacerbated 
by the impacts of Covid-19. The additional funding will help providers work through this 
period of high demand. The new regional response fund of $40 million over four years 
should also reduce the number of referrals through to the Attendance Service.  

 
 Recommendation 2: Improve Ministry leadership 

Interviews suggested actively promoting the school-based Attendance Service with 
non-engaged schools and incentivising their use of the service, for the sake of greater 
inclusiveness, responsiveness, and effectiveness. Further they wanted to see 
“National Office” which is now Te Mahau, champion the issue of disengaged learners, 
including actively partnering with schools in the ongoing development of services. 
 
The Ministry is championing attendance issues through the Attendance and 
Engagement Strategy, which addresses declining attendance and engagement in 
school. The strategy has three key parts which include: 

• Presence – raising accountability for all parties involved in attendance and 
engagement such as parents and whanau, schools, local community as well 
as the Ministry and partner agencies. 

• Participation – reinforcing and promoting schools as being welcoming 
environments that enable powerful connections between families, whanau 
teachers and students. 

• Progress – where students begin thriving and progress in both their learning 
and their engagement and attendance in school. 

 
The establishment of Te Mahau will also clarify Ministry relationships with schools. Te 
Mahau now owns the relationship with and leads all service delivery to the community 
and Te Tāhuhu enables and supports Te Mahau.  
 
Recommendation 3: Invest in research and development for continuous 
improvement 
The functions performed by the trial Attendance and Non-enrolled Services are 
critically important to achieving more effective cross-sector policy directed at engaging 
underserved young people in learning and community participation. Resourcing for 
dedicated research and evaluation support is needed to better support continuous 
improvement of the service. This is an essential part of the co-design process on which 
the trial Attendance Service has been founded. 
 
Later this month, Te Mahau is meeting with all current Attendance Service providers. 
This will provide a platform for engaging, information sharing, learning and continuous 
improvement of the service and will inform the Attendance Service redesign for 2023. 
Te Mahau, through its relationships with schools, kura, communities and iwi, is leading 
the redesign and implementation of Attendance Services that best meet the needs of 
communities. Continuous support and improvement will be managed and monitored at 
both regional and national levels. Performance measures will be co-constructed and 
informed by current reporting measures, learnings from the evaluation, and strategies 
including the NELP, Ka Hikitia, and the Attendance and Engagement Strategy. 
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Recommendation 4: Pay immediate attention to workforce development and 
retention 
Certainty of employment, a competitive salary and appropriate professional 
development and supervision are critical. Interviewees suggested viewing Attendance 
Advisers as ‘first responders’ to children and families with complex long-term issues. 
Trauma and lack of trust are common underlying conditions. In many instances, the 
most important intervention happens in the doorway of the family home. Attendance 
Advisers are doing social work, by another name. 
 
The Attendance Service is focussed on chronic absence and non-enrolment and the 
work is complex. The Attendance Service is being redesigned through a co-design 
process with Te Mahau, the sector, iwi and hapū alongside community partners to 
ensure it best meets the needs of its communities. The contracting model means that 
staff wellbeing, salary and professional development are the responsibility of service 
providers. However, the Ministry plays an active role in monitoring and addressing the 
needs of Attendance Service providers through regular communication, strong 
relationships, and performance review cycles.  
 
Recommendation 5: Establish an information management system that also 
meets schools’ needs 
The Attendance Service Application (ASA) is unsuitable and unreliable, creating 
frustration. Interviews suggested building on the existing Te Rito portal. 
 
ASA was designed in 2012 to meet the requirements of the newly established 
Integrated Attendance Service. Ten years later, ASA continues to be the central data 
management system for the Attendance Service used by schools, Attendance Service 
providers and the Ministry. The Ministry is currently working with Attendance Service 
providers to identify the key performance issues with ASA. Our next step will be to 
develop a business case, seeking funding and approval to replace ASA. 
 
Recommendation 6: Develop guidance resources  
Interviewees wanted the Ministry to develop guidance resources for establishing and 
implementing school-based Attendance Services. These resources could draw on the 
best of what trial services have been doing, acknowledging the contribution of cluster 
leads. Documentation should be kept up-to-date, continuously engaging with cluster 
leads and participating schools. 
 
The Ministry is currently updating the guidance material for Attendance Service 
providers. Meetings are being held with current providers to draw on their knowledge 
and experience. 

Next Steps 

20. The evaluation report will be provided to the participating schools, Attendance Service 
Trial leads, and will be available upon request by all current Attendance Service 
providers and schools.  
 

21. The evaluation findings will be used to support the Attendance Service redesign by 
providing insights into key success factors and limitations of the various models.  

Annexes 

Annex One – Attendance Service Re-design 
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