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A is for Attendance
Large cross-sectional studies have  
shown a positive relationship between  
participation in sports programmes  
and school attendance and 
between physical fitness and 
school attendance.

Stead and Nevill, 2010

The Youth Sport Trust (YST) has been working with schools for many years developing ways of 
using the power of PE and sport to raise achievement in schools. In supporting the production 
of this book, YST’s Matt Pauling has brought together a range of case studies that exemplify the 
work being undertaken in hundreds of schools and colleges. 

In his first entry in this book, Matt presents two case studies which have stood out in  
recent years. 

Sport can be the hook to inspire and encourage reluctant learners and school-
refusers to improve their attendance. There are many examples of how a programme 

of sporting opportunity can develop the confidence and sense of belonging in young people 
who either feel that they cannot cope or who have concerns about fitting in to school. 

Sky Sports Living for Sport (SSLfS) is one such programme. Schools across the country use 
SSLfS successfully to re-connect young people with their school and rebuild their self-esteem. 
This first case study is a great example of how one school used the SSLfS programme to 
dramatically improve the life-chances of one student in particular.

CASE STUDY: Using Sport as the Hook to  
Improve Attendance
Newbattle School, Scotland

Newbattle School registered for the Sky Sports Living for Sport programme. As part of 
the programme the school selected a group of students and asked them to choose a 
sport they did not feel confident in. This would push them to challenge their perceptions 
of the activity and step out of their comfort zone. The objective of the project was to 
see the students lead a group of younger pupils in their chosen sport and in doing so 
develop generic leadership skills and gain extra confidence in their lives.
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Conor was chosen to take part in the initiative because he struggled with his 
attendance, spending most of his second year absent from school. The sport he chose 
was basketball, a sport he was not familiar with and found challenging. Using the 
British Athletes’ Commission’s ‘six keys to success’2 in the SSLfS programme, Conor 
improved to the point where he felt able to lead younger pupils in extra-curricular clubs. 
Having flourished on the SSLfS project, Conor subsequently started coaching younger 
students in badminton once a week. Conor then proved his adaptability and growing 
confidence by arranging a line-dancing group at the school. 

From being a virtual school-refuser, Connor is now thriving in his studies. Since 
participating in the SSLfS programme, Conor’s attendance has rocketed. His attitude in 
class has improved greatly as he has applied his new-found confidence and motivation 
from the sport intervention to his academic studies. Such has been his resurgence as a 
model student, Conor has been selected to be a ‘School Ambassador’. This role takes 
him into local primary schools to lead presentations to pupils on how they can reach 
their full potential. Prior to his work with SSLfS Conor struggled to get himself to school, 
let alone inspire other students.

Bob Foley, Head of PE for Newbattle School, comments: ‘The transformation in every 
aspect of Conor’s life has just been remarkable. To see where he is now from where he 
was is a massive credit to the person he has become. His mother is so proud of him,  
and so she should be. Every member of staff at Newbattle is delighted to know and 
teach him.’

In other circumstances the barriers to school attendance at school can be found closer 
to home. Sport can play a significant, positive role here too, helping to break down pre-
conceptions and perceptions about school and the value of education. One such example of 
this is from East Yorkshire and the ‘Four Streets project’.

CASE STUDY: The ‘Four Streets Project’

George Pindar School, Yorkshire

George Pindar School is located in Eastfield, near Scarborough and is situated in an area 
of significant economic deprivation, drawing from a community that is both isolated 
and insular. Issues facing the school included three aspects that will be familiar to many 
school leaders:

n low levels of prior attainment;
n high levels of challenging behaviour;
n low levels of attendance by a significant minority of students.

The school undertook a significant data gathering exercise in an attempt to identify  
the underlying causes. Their analysis threw up a startling conclusion – that the majority 
of students identified as causing concern lived on four streets within the Eastfield estate. 
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These students only had a 72% attendance rate and were more likely to be the subject 
of senior leader call-outs. The school recognised that it needed parental support to fully 
engage these young people. This was a natural extension of the school’s community role 
but with a much more targeted approach. So began the ‘Four Streets project’ in 2006.

The project is led by a member of the SLT and the extended schools officer. It is 
supported by every member of staff including the headteacher and non-teaching staff. 
The first step was to write to all of the families on the four streets and invite them to 
a football match at Scarborough FC. The evening was very relaxed and staff used it to 
initiate informal conversations about the young people’s progress. The aim was to build 
long-term relationships, not to tackle immediate problems. 

Parents responded so positively that the school proceeded to offer a more extensive  
and varied menu of activities. Many of these were sport-focused, but as the project 
evolved it has included health and beauty clinics, coffee mornings, barbecues and 
Christmas parties. 

The involvement of other local partners is critical, particularly as the project is funded 
from within school budgets. (Everything is free to the families or they would not have 
been able to attend.) Partners such as Hull Kingston Rovers RFC and Sheffield United 
FC provide access to prestigious events whilst local companies, such as the bowling 
alley and ice-rink, offer in-kind support. The relationship with the local community police 
officers is critical. 

The impact of the project on the students has been significant. Those targeted in the 
‘Four Streets project’ have seen their attendance increase from 72 per cent to 94 per 
cent. Furthermore, achievement measured against Fischer Family Trust data is on-track; 
senior leader call-outs to these young people now has parity with other students; 
short and long term exclusions have decreased; and the number of young people not 
in education, employment or training after leaving George Pindar has dropped. There 
are 18 students from the project in the sixth form and six young people are going to 
university; the first from the four streets.

This project won George Pindar School an Innovation Award from the YST. The prize  
was an activity weekend at PGL. They gave the award to the families involved in the ‘Four 
Streets Project’. 

It is a great example of how a school forensically used attendance data to provide some 
extremely precise information and then used sport as the intervention to improve the 
situation. The young people, their families and the community have all benefitted in a 
powerful way, providing a dramatic demonstration of the power of sport to change lives.

Matt Pauling, YST

See ‘H is for Health’ for further evidence of the impact that PE/sport can have on attendance.



The A-Z of School Improvement Through 
PE and Sport is available to purchase now, 
at a special price of £4.79* (for a limited time 
only).

Visit our website to buy your copy now!

Re
gu

la
r p

ric
e:

 £
5.

99
 . 

Pl
ea

se
 n

ot
e 

P&
P 

no
t i

nc
lu

de
d 

in
 li

st
ed

 p
ric

e

http://unitedlearning.org.uk/United-Thinking/Publications/AZ-Sport
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