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Executive Summary
This report presents an account of the focus 
group consultation processes with children 
and young people on school attendance 
which took place over a two-day period in late 
November 2025 in the Department of Education 
and Youth, Dublin. The consultations were 
designed and led by Tusla Education Support 
Service. The consultation methodologies 
including the key questions were piloted by 
child and youth advisory groups in schools 
and also with Comhairle na n-Óg. Reflexive 
thematic analysis of the data was structured 
around a set of anchor questions distributed 
across the consultation activities. The analysis 
adopts a child’s rights–based approach to 
participation explicitly aligned with General 
Comment 12 of the UN Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (UNCRC) and with General 
Comment 4 to Article 24 of the UN Convention 
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (The 
right to an inclusive education). Findings are 
interpreted through the Lundy model (Space, 
Voice, Audience, Influence) of participation 
in decision-making and thereby reflect the 
national participation framework for children 
and young people.

Both the UNCRC and the UNCRPD require that 
children and young people have opportunities to 
express their views freely on matters affecting 
them and be supported appropriately to do 
so, and that their views are listened to and 
given due weight in decision-making. Within 
the context of school attendance, this means 
moving from compliance-only responses, such 
as consequences for non-attendance, to more 
relational and responsive systems whereby 
children and young people can articulate what 
helps and hinders their school attendance, are 
listened to without fear of shame, and can see 
tangible changes and improvements around 
them as a result. 

Across the spectrum of responses at the 
consultations, children and young people 
repeatedly emphasise factors that encourage 
school attendance: (i) positive relationships 
and a sense of belonging and wellbeing (ii) 
accessibility, inclusion, safety, and basic needs 
met (iii) curriculum and pedagogies that engage 
and feel meaningful (iv) predictable, fair and 
proportionate expectations, and (v) trusted, 
low-stigma support pathways. Conversely, 
when these conditions are not experienced, 
attendance becomes less certain. 

Implications for policy and practice include: 
strengthening relational approaches and 
wellbeing supports, ensuring that reintegration 
(following absence from school) is supported 
rather than stigmatised, multi-agency 
involvement in collaboration with the school 
community, and meaningful inclusion of children 
and young people in policy development related 
to school attendance and in decisions that affect 
them. School attendance is an important matter 
that affects all children and young people in 
Ireland. 
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In Ireland, children have a constitutional right to an education and the vast majority of children and 
young people access this right by attending school. Most adults will have attended at least one school 
over their lifetime and have varied memories of things they liked and perhaps disliked about school. 
As National Service Director with Tusla Education Support Service (TESS), I regularly describe the 
service as data-driven. What does this mean? It means the data we in TESS collect makes us wiser 
about how we go about doing our work so that it is not just based on an individual experience of school 
but rather, reflects the trends across the almost one million school-going children in Ireland. This 
is very important but is not the whole story. In my job, the richest data I have is what children and 
young people tell me about what helps them to go to school and what might make it hard for them to 
do so.  For all of us working in TESS, this is our ‘North Star’. Listening carefully to children and young 
people, checking that we have understood correctly what they have said, and amplifying their voice to 
influence how we provide our service, is at the heart of everything that we do.

In November 2025, TESS invited children and young people from primary, post-primary and special 
schools to a consultation event to tell us about what helped them to come to school regularly.  I want 
to acknowledge all of the children and young people who attended over the course of the consultation 
days and who spoke with such clarity and insight into their own experience of attending school 
regularly; the factors that encourage them to attend and the barriers that some experience in the 
context of school attendance. Their voices have already and will continue to influence how we in TESS 
think about the work we do. Their voices will also help schools, parents, the Department of Education 
and Youth and the Minister to understand the things that we can all work on together to make it easier 
for all children and young people to attend school every day and to feel a sense of belonging. 

This report details the many important things children and young people have told us. One standout 
message is that people are at the heart of the good and the bad days – a best friend, a supportive 
teacher, a kind SNA, an encouraging parent. We also heard about some children and young people 
experiencing unfairness in interactions throughout the school day and the devastating impact of 
bullying behaviours on wellbeing, on relationships, and on inclusion in school.  Belonging and safety 
matter a great deal to children and young people. I am committed to using what children and young 
people have told me in all of the work we do and how we shape our service in TESS. I will also share 
their insights to inspire colleagues across education, ensuring we all work together to support children 
and young people to attend school every day.

I want to thank Dr Bernadette Ní Áingléis who designed and led the consultations in partnership with 
TESS, inspiring great reflection by the children and young people, and providing a meaningful and 
joy-filled consultation experience for them.  I also want to thank  our colleagues from the National 
Participation Office , Department of Children, Disability and Equality,  who supported us to facilitate 
this important consultation. And my final thanks go to the Department of Education and Youth for 
access to the Clock Tower building and facilities. The space was ideal, safe and comfortable, and was 
enjoyed by children and young people. 

A Note from Áine O’Keeffe, National Service 
Director, Tusla Education Support Service
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It is widely recognised that “attending school 
regularly is crucial to ensuring that a child or 
young person has the best chance of success” 
(DEY, 2024a:82). Accordingly, supporting, 
promoting, and improving school attendance 
is central to policy and practice in both the 
Department of Education and Youth (DEY) and 
Tusla Education Support Service (TESS). It is 
at the heart of strategic planning and delivery 
by TESS (2023a). The link between school 
attendance, children’s wellbeing, and achieving 
their full potential is well-documented (DES, 
2018; DEY, 2025a; OECD, 2024a; McCoy et al 2007; 
Smyth, 1999; Smyth, Hingre and Darmody, 2025). 
However, the complexities, interrelatedness, and 
the dynamic nature of these concepts should 
not be underestimated in seeking to understand 
‘school attendance’ more fully. 

Increasingly, an emphasis is being placed 
on hearing directly from children and young 
people in relation to what encourages them to 
attend school and what discourages them.  This 
approach, in line with General Comment 12, 
UNCRC (2009), reflects a view of children and 
young people as having a right to express their 
opinions on matters that affect them, and for 
those opinions to be listened to, taken seriously, 
and acted upon in line with their age and maturity 
(Lundy, 2007). 

Attendance is treated as such a matter, deeply 
affecting children’s daily lives, their sense 
of wellbeing, relationships and educational 
experiences. An inquiry approach reflects a 
commitment across all strands of TESS to 
consulting with children and young people with 
a view to improving integrated services for 
children, families, and school communities. 
Unquestionably for TESS, a strong belief in the 
transformative power of the voice of the child 
permeates this entire change tapestry both in 
terms of how change is conceptualised  
and in delivery on the ground. 

This report documents the TESS focus-group 
consultation processes on school attendance 
which took place with children and young 
people on 27th and 28th November 2025. The 
consultations were structured explicitly around a 
set of anchor questions informed by research and 
strategy on school attendance. The participants 
were drawn from primary schools, special 
schools, and post-primary schools in Ireland 
and represented diversity in ethnicity, gender, 
language, and school type, status and setting. 
The consultations took place in the Clock Tower 
building, Department of Education and Youth, 
Dublin. Reflecting the same core methodology 
which underpinned the consultation design, the 
outcomes are interpreted through a children’s 
rights lens drawing on the national participation 
framework and the Lundy model (Government of 
Ireland, 2021). 

Introduction

Increasingly, an emphasis is 
being placed on hearing directly 
from children and young people 
in relation to what encourages 
them to attend school and what 
discourages them. 
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The analytic narrative presented in the report 
is strongly infused with quotations from the 
children and young people which serves to 
ground the findings in the lived realities of those 
who participated. This approach reflects a 
commitment to recognising children and young 
people as knowledgeable social actors whose 
accounts offer critical insight into how school 
attendance is enabled or disabled across various 
contexts. The voices of the children and young 
people are very clear, distinct and unequivocal. 
This report will endeavour to re-tell their stories 
at the consultations and to reflect the richness 
of their feelings, their experiences, and their 
perspectives on regular school attendance. 

The report is structured in the following manner: 
Some background context leads into an overview 
of the consultation design process and the 
methodology. This is followed by a reflective 
thematic presentation of the findings which 
emerged, firstly focusing on the voices of 

children (primary schools and special schools), 
and then, the voices of young people (post-
primary). Patterns of similarity and difference 
in voices across the sample cohort are then 
explored, and the implications arising. Some 
space is given to presenting the letter cards 
from the children and young people to Minister 
Hildegarde Naughton, TD, Minister for Education 
and Youth, on what helps them most come to 
school each day. The messages were illuminated 
with great clarity in the accompanying drawings 
and illustrations by the children and young 
people on consultation days. The report 
culminates in a revisiting of findings from a 
policy-facing perspective and conclusions that 
might reasonably be drawn. The final word is left 
to a young person.  

Some background context to the TESS 
consultation processes may be helpful at this 
point. 
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Background Context  

School attendance in Ireland is underpinned 
by a comprehensive legislative and policy 
framework that reflects an increasingly 
holistic understanding of student participation 
and engagement in learning. The Education 
(Welfare) Act 2000 (Government of Ireland, 
2000) establishes the statutory requirement 
for children and young people to attend school, 
and provides the legal basis for monitoring, 
reporting, and addressing absenteeism. Whilst 
this reflects a strong accountability orientation, 
education policy in Ireland has increasingly 
shifted towards recognising school attendance 
as a complex, multi-faceted issue linked to 
student wellbeing, inclusion, and students’ actual 
experiences of school life. Under the Education 
(Welfare) Act, TESS (under the policy remit of the 
DEY) has the statutory remit for the promotion of 
school attendance, participation and retention.

However, the reality is that since the COVID-19 
pandemic, school absenteeism is a cause for 
great concern in both Ireland and internationally, 
most especially in areas of social and educational 
disadvantage (Dee, 2024; OECD, 2024b; Gee, 
Asmudson and Vang, 2023). In Ireland, recent 
statistical data indicates that at both primary 
and post-primary level, “Figures for total days lost 
and 20-plus days lost remain elevated well above 
their long running average” (TESS, 2025a:1) and 
“There is still a significant gap to bridge between 
current levels and pre-pandemic levels.” (TESS, 
2025a:3). TESS (2025) statistics reveal that one 
in five children and young people are absent from 
school for more than 20 days of their school year. 

Accordingly, “when children are not in school, they 
miss out on learning, friendships, and the chance 
to grow” (Department of Education and Youth, 
2025b:1). Recent research on school attendance 
indicates that chronic absenteeism is higher 
in primary schools and special schools than in 
post-primary, and is also higher in DEIS schools 
(both primary and post-primary) in areas of high 
socioeconomic deprivation (Ponce, Smyth and 
Darmody, 2026). The most recent research in 
Ireland on school attendance demonstrates 
that the long-term outcomes of absenteeism 
include “very significant negative consequences 
for educational attainment, health, wellbeing and 
social belongings” in later life (Smyth, Moya and 
Darmody, 2026: xii). 

As part of a suite of measures to tackle these 
worrying absenteeism levels, which included 
measures such as the extension of the free 
school meals scheme to all primary schools 
(Department of Social Protection, 2025) and 
the introduction of the free books scheme to 
all schools at primary and post-primary levels 
(DEY, 2024b), TESS in collaboration with the 
Department of Education and Youth launched 
a nationwide, multi-media, school attendance 
campaign in September 2025 (DEY, 2025). 
The campaign’s aim is to promote and support 
regular school attendance. The provision of 
grant funding by the Department of Education 
and Youth to schools to target supports for 
children and young people with poor attendance 
records and with experiences of socio-economic 
disadvantage further supports the national 
campaign (DEY, 2023).  

A specific emphasis was placed in the national 
campaign on the provision of opportunities for 
children and young people to have their say on 
the topic of school attendance (TESS, 2025b). 
The emphasis was to be placed on designing and 
implementing consultative processes reflecting 
a child-friendly, age-appropriate approach, and 
strong on rights-respecting for all children. The 
approach therefore was to be inclusive of all 
children and young people and neuro-affirmative 
in language so that the rich diversity of their 

The statutory expectation is that 
parents ensure that children 
between the age of 6 years and 16 
years attend school regularly or 
complete at least three years in a 
post-primary setting.
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feelings, thought processes, and learning 
styles would be facilitated in the consultation 
activities. The overall design sought to hear from 
a diverse range of children and young people 
in relation to such matters as the conditions 
and factors which enable and support them to 
attend school regularly and the corollary, what 
is it that disables and discourages them from 
attending school on a regular basis. Critically, 
the findings were envisaged as important and 
essential evidence-based data to inform TESS 
policy, practice and future planning of initiatives 
to improve school attendance in line with DEY 
policy. TESS therefore framed the consultations 
as an opportunity to listen and to learn from 
what the children and young people say about 
school attendance, the supports that help them 
to attend school regularly, and barriers that 
need to be reduced and removed entirely.  These 
considerations were central in the consultation 
design and methodology. It should be noted also 
that these considerations reflect the integration 
of school attendance within school improvement 
processes for example, through frameworks 
such as School Self-Evaluation (DEY, 2021) 
and Looking at our School 2022 (DEY, 2022a). 
These frameworks position school attendance 
as intricately related to student experiences 
of school climate, leadership, and responsive 
teaching, rather than viewed as an isolated 
consideration. Similarly, TESS in designing the 
methodology for the consultations with children 
and young people were cognisant of other 
key frameworks such as the Wellbeing Policy 
Statement for Practice (DEY, 2018), NCSE Relate 
(NSCE, 2025), Continuum of Support (DEY, 2019) 
and Cineáltas (DEY, 2022b). These frameworks 
highlight the role of belonging, safety and 
relationships in supporting positive engagement 
in school and school attendance.  

These frameworks position school 
attendance as intricately related 
to student experiences of school 
climate, leadership, and responsive 
teaching, rather than viewed as an 
isolated consideration. 
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Voice
Facilitated to express 

their views

Audience 
The views must  

be listened to

Space
Safe inclusive  
opportunities to  
form and express  
their views

Influence
The views must be acted  
upon as appropriate

As referenced earlier, drawing on Article 12 of the UNCRC¹, the four-pronged Lundy model (Government 
of Ireland, 2021; Lundy, 2007) and General Comment No. 4 on Article 24 of the UN CRPD,²  framed 
the entire consultations with the children and young people. Participants at the consultations were 
introduced at the very outset of the process to each element of the conceptual model through 
graphics, text and practical examples relevant to the consultations on school attendance. 

Children and young people to be provided with:

Consultation Process Design and Methodology

Figure 1: The Lundy Model (adapted), (Government of Ireland, 2021, p.15)

While the four elements of space, voice, audience, influence are distinct elements in themselves, they 
are inextricably interrelated in the consultation process. Attention to ‘Space’ is a good starting point.

1 	 United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (2009). General comment No. 12: The right of the child to be heard, 20 July 2009, CRC/C/GC/12, 
at paras 132–134. Available at: https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/671444?ln=en&v=pdf

2 	 UN Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, General Comment No. 4 (2016) on Article 24: the right to inclusive education (CRPD/C/GC/4).  
Available at: https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/general-comments-and-recommendations/general-comment-no-4-article-24-right-inclusive
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Space

The Clock Tower building (Department 
of Education and Youth, Dublin) was the 
venue for the two-day consultations. 
The bright, warm, room was set out in 
consultation style format with round 
tables, comfortable seating and flexible 
spaces. A maximum of seven children/
young people and a facilitator sat at 
a table. Each table had some sets 
of fidget toys (positively featuring in 
children’s evaluations at the close of 
the consultations) and plenty of water. 
Additionally, the room had beautiful 
soft seating, child-friendly, colourful 
beanbags, patterned mats and play 
equipment which the children and young 
people could use at any point during the 
consultations. These resources were 
very well-used and enjoyed by all age 
groups during movement breaks and for 
any participant who wanted some time-
out. They were particularly welcomed 
and enjoyed by children from the special 
schools and most certainly nurtured the 
inclusive ambience and engagement 
of all during the consultation days. The 
children and young people were provided 
with warm, nourishing refreshments 
at the outset of each consultation 
day with a range of lunch choices and 
welcome treats in between the various 
consultation activities. In advance of 
the consultation days, schools were 
invited to indicate if any child or young 
person from their school had any special 
dietary requirements. All involved in the 
facilitation at the tables and present in 
the consultation room were Garda-vetted 
and had expertise in facilitation with 
children and young people, and in working 
collaboratively. All had received training 
in the Lundy model. A senior manager in 
TESS served as the designated liaison 
person (DLP) on consultation days. 

Posters with the Tusla child-safeguarding 
statement together with an image of the 
DLP were mounted in the consultation 
room. The presence of a TESS staff 
member who had expertise in support 
strategies including trauma-informed 
approaches meant that high quality care 
and skilled responses would be provided 
in the event of a child becoming upset or 
simply needing some time out. There was 
also additional quiet space in an adjoining 
room and fresh air spaces. At the outset 
of each consultation day, children and 
young people were introduced by name 
and in person to all the facilitators, the 
DLP, additional support facilitator, and all 
other adults present in the consultation 
room. Two teachers and two Special 
Needs Assistants (SNAs) sat at a table 
with children from their respective school 
to provide additional comfort and a 
sense of security, as was appropriate and 
desirable. In line with the Lundy element 
of space, every effort was made by the 
TESS consultation team to ensure that the 
participating children and young people 
felt comfortable, safe and had their most 
basic needs met. This was to ensure that 
all participants had the best chance of 
forming and expressing their views on 
school attendance throughout the various 
consultation activities and to have a 
meaningful voice.

Voice

To ensure that all participants were 
encouraged to express their views, the 
facilitators (one per table) were drawn 
from TESS staff with facilitation expertise 
and experience in school attendance 
initiatives and from the panel of expert 
facilitators in the National Participation 
Office.3  
3 	 National Participation Office (Comhairle na nÓg)  

https://comhairlenanog.ie/about/
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Two of the facilitators with proficiency 
in the Irish language ensured that 
children and young people were able to 
communicate in the language of their 
choice and to use their everyday language 
(in school) for interacting and engaging at 
the consultations. It is important to note 
that all the children and young people had 
given their explicit assent to participating 
in the consultations (submitting their 
signed form in advance to TESS) and they 
knew that their participation was entirely 
voluntary and they could withdraw at any 
point if they wished. They were reminded 
of this at the outset of the consultation 
days. Their parents/guardians had also 
submitted written consent for their child 
to participate. To enable all children 
and young people to participate fully, 
the choice was available to offer their 
views through discussion at their table 
and/or by writing and/or by drawing 
their response/s. There were plenty of 
pens, pencils, markers, post-it notes, 
A4 paper and poster paper available at 
each table. There was also the option 
for the facilitator to scribe for any child 
or young person who needed additional 
scaffolding and support. Finally, there was 
the option for any child or young people 
not to respond to a consultation question 
if they felt tired or needed a quiet moment 
for themselves or simply had nothing to 
say on the particular topic. This was all 
part of enabling the voice of the child 
and young person in line with Lundy’s 
recommendations on ‘voice’ (Lundy, 2007). 
The discussion moves now to getting a 
sense of the ‘audience’, immediate and 
beyond. 

Audience

The sample cohort of children and young 
people that provided the immediate 
‘audience’ in the room were all attending 
schools in Dublin or the greater Dublin area 
or counties within commutable distance 
of Dublin. Being within reasonable travel 
distance of The Clock Tower (a very 
accessible venue, Dublin city centre) 
was an important factor in selecting the 
schools. The schools represented the 
following school types, setting and status: 
primary, post-primary, special, large 
urban, mid-size urban, mid-size to large 
semi-rural, co-educational, single sex, 
Irish medium, DEIS Band 1, DEIS Rural, 
and Non-DEIS. The age range was from 
3rd – 6th class (primary schools, special 
schools), and from a variety of year groups 
at post-primary level. The participants 
included some children and young people 
who had excellent attendance records, 
some with satisfactory attendance rates, 
and others who had low to very low levels 
of school attendance due to a variety of 
reasons including illness, mental health 
challenges, suspension, and extended 
travel time abroad. Participants included 
Traveller and Roma children and young 
people, and others whose parents were 
originally from Eastern Europe or from 
the continents of Africa or Asia. The 
schools selected the children and young 
people who attended the consultations 
with guidance from the TESS consultation 
design team in order to ensure diversity in 
student voice and school attendance rates 
was represented at the consultations. 
Ensuring non-DEIS schools were 
represented was also important to 
ensure that the sample cohort was as 
fully representative as possible of school 
status and type.  
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Consultation Day 1:
27th November 2025
Children from ten primary schools and 
two special schools. Total: 45

Consultation Day 2:  
28th November 2025
Young people from nine post-primary 
schools.  Total: 34

Participants from two other invited post- 
primary schools did not arrive on the day.

Children and young people from the 
various schools were assigned to different 
tables and also had the opportunity in one 
consultation activity to move to another 
table and add to the group discussion and 
recordings at that particular table. In the 
process, many new friends were made 
by the participants meeting others for 
the first time at their consultation table, 
at lunch time, and play time. For some 
children, it was their first time on a train 
to Dublin and greatly enjoyed. Whilst the 
children, young people, facilitators, and 
other support adults in the consultation 
room comprised the immediate ‘audience’, 
participants were introduced in the 
introductory session to another ‘audience’ 
that were excited to hear what they 
would say, draw, and talk about during the 
consultation audiences. 

This particular audience included the 
Minister for Education and Youth and her 
team in the Department of Education and 
Youth, and the National Service Director 
of TESS and her team of colleagues in 
TESS. Visuals on a PowerPoint provided 
important introductions for the children 
and young people in the Clock Tower 
consultations. This audience wanted to 
listen and learn more about what helps 
children and young people attend school 
regularly and what makes it difficult to do 
so, so that additional, targeted supports 
could be provided to make things better.

Being able to influence change and make 
necessary improvements is the final 
element in Lundy’s model. 

Influence 

Participants were made aware that a 
report on the consultations presenting 
all of the views and ideas of children and 
young people at the consultations would 
be prepared and published to help the 
Minister for Education and Youth, the 
Department of Education and Youth, 
and TESS in their decisions in relation to 
school attendance. The report would be 
published online and available to all school 
communities and beyond. The report 
would provide important evidence on 
key issues in school attendance from the 
perspective of children and young people 
to key people who could influence change. 
A child/youth-friendly version of the report 
would be available to each participant 
at the consultations and their schools. 
This is in line with Lundy’s reminder 
of the responsibility of audiences 
who engage with children and young 
people in consultative processes to be 
accountable to their participants through 
meaningful listening and in reciprocity of 
communication and feedback channels.  
In the regard, TESS takes its commitment 
to the children and young people at the 
consultations in November 2025 very 
seriously. Transparency, accountability, 
and respect-filled communication 
processes were central ethical principles 
in the both the design of the consultation 
processes and the methodology used. 
Notwithstanding this ethical base, the 
voice of the child influencing change 
and “getting heard” tends not to be 
straightforward. (Fielding, 2013). 
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Activity One

	 What helps children and young people come to school every day? 

	 What makes children and young people not want to come to school?

Activity Two
	 What happens as a result of being absent from school? 

	 What helps at school, at home, in the community, so that children and young people 
come to school every day? 

	 What do children know about places and people that help children and young people talk 
about how they feel about school?  

Activity Three
	 What or who helps children and young people catch up when they miss a day or a few days 

from school?    

	 What would be the best ways to let others know how children and young people feel about 
school and about coming to school so that children would get listened to? 

	 How would children and young people know that their views have been listened to in 
school? 

Activity Four
	 In one word or a few words or in a picture, please tell the Minister for Education and Youth 

what you think helps children and young people most to come to school every day.  

Methodology
The consultations comprised a series of four activities around a set of specific questions, as follows:
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The questions and nature of activities were 
piloted by a Child Advisory Group and a Youth 
Advisory Group. The Child Advisory Group 
comprised children from a DEIS school and the 
Youth Advisory Group comprised young people 
attending a large, non-DEIS urban school. 

Over two mornings, both groups worked on the 
consultation activities, adjusting the language of 
the questions (to ensure it was neurodiversity-
affirming), the nature of the planned activities, 
and suggested ideas for the timetable layout 
on consultation days and best times for breaks. 
Significant and much-valued inputs were made 
by these groups of children and young people 
in the design of the consultations. In addition, 
at least 20 members of the national executive 
of Comhairle na nÓg also provided valuable 
feedback on the questions. A number of drafts 
of the questions were prepared to arrive at the 
finalised version. Some of the children and young 
people in both the Child and Youth Advisory 
Groups also attended the consultation days in 
Dublin which served to affirm their piloting work, 
and their suggestions in which they took great 
pride. Members of the Advisory Groups were also 
given leadership roles on the consultation days 
in the Clock Tower at their own tables and more 
broadly with other tasks throughout the day.  

In relation to the sample size (convenience 
sampling) for the consultations, a total of 
87 children (which included Advisory Group 
members) were involved. Accordingly, the 
findings presented in this report are limited 
by the convenience sample and sample size. 
Cautious interpretation of the findings is 
therefore advised and no generalisations are 
possible. The findings should therefore be 
understood as time-specific, context-specific, 
and voice-specific.  

In the sample size, two further points merit 
specific mention. Firstly, the inclusion of 
children from special schools at the main 
consultation days (rather than at separate 
individual focus groups in their schools) was an 
important educational design and consultation 
process decision. It reflected a view within 
TESS that inclusivity means all children having 
opportunities to meet together in consultative 
spaces with appropriate supports, make new 
friends, and enjoy new learning opportunities in 
their own company and in new company. Once 
that is in place, the participation of children 
and young people is enabled and supported 
more fully. In the sample size, a particular effort 
was also made to ensure that the voices of 
Traveller and Roma children and young people 
would be well-represented in the consultation 
processes and well-heard. This was particularly 
important in light of efforts being made to 
better understand, address and remove any 
barriers that negatively affect school attendance 
of Traveller and Roma children and young 
people (Tusla, 2023b). It is also in line with the 
recommendations of the National Traveller and 
Roma Inclusion Strategy (NTRIS) II 2024–2028,4  
and the Traveller and Roma Education Strategy 
(TRES) 2024–2030.5  The sample size reflected 
diversity in gender and sexual orientation, and 
was therefore neurodiversity-affirming. This 
was a further important consultation design 
decision: “Neurodiversity affirming means 
considering the needs of all in decision making, 
ensuring that everyone is represented and that 
people who are not represented by the majority 
are consulted and understood” (NCSE, 2025:32).  

4	  https://www.gov.ie/en/department-of-children-disability-and-equality/publications/national-traveller-and-roma-inclusion-strategy-ii-2024-2028/
5	  https://www.gov.ie/en/department-of-education/consultations/traveller-and-roma-education-strategy/#traveller-and-roma-education-strategy-2024-2030
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The primary data sources for this report are the 
consultation placemats designed and printed in 
full colour specifically for the school attendance 
consultations. Flip chart recordings (Activity 3) 
were also transcribed. The placemats and flip 
charts contained all the writing, drawings, post-
it notes completed by the children and young 
people. All data was transcribed and amounted 
to a total of 2281 recorded perspectives. The 
data (presented on letter cards) relating to 
Activity 4 (as set out above) were not included 
in the analysis to preserve its unique integrity 
and align with the activity focus question. That 
data is presented in the final pages of this report 
in the section, ‘Messages from the Children and 
Young People to the Minster’. 

The analytic approach selected for the 
consultations was reflexive thematic 
analysis drawing on Braun and Clarke (2006). 
Reflexive thematic analysis is understood 
as an interpretive process in which meaning 
is actively generated through sustained 
engagement with children’s language, priorities 
and patterns of emphasis, rather than simply 
categorising responses. This process allowed 
the emergence of themes across the entire 
set of consultation data. All of the themes are 
presented in the report, with no dilution, to 
reflect the depth and breadth in the perspectives 
offered by the children and young people. The 
themes are subsequently collapsed and re-
interrogated to find patterns of similarity and 
difference in the voices (Consultation Day 1 and 
Consultation Day 2). This enabled the process of 
drafting conclusions from a policy perspective 
specifically. The analysis intentionally moves 
beyond description to highlight implications for 
educators, school leaders, policymakers and 
attendance-support agencies. 

All artefacts created by the children and young 
people including the evaluations (completed at 
the end of each day by participants) are retained 
by TESS in line with its GDPR data protection and 
retention policy. 
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Introduction

This section sets out the key themes that 
emerged from the consultations with children 
from primary schools and special schools who 
are all currently in the class range of third class-
sixth class.  As referenced earlier, reflexive 
thematic analysis was used to interpret how 
the children describe the conditions that 
help or hinder school attendance. Themes (all 
interrelated) were developed through iterative 
engagement with the specific consultation 
questions in the various activities and the 
language children used. The analysis is filtered 
through a children’s rights lens drawing on 
Article 12 UNCRC and the Lundy model to arrive 
at the findings.  

With a view to assisting future strategic 
planning and policy-review, the analysis seeks 
to distinguish, where possible, the school-
related, home-related, and community/service-
related factors. Embedded quotations are used 
throughout to keep children’s accounts central, 
and to avoid diluting or reducing the children’s 
views to this report-writer’s summary.  All 
quotations are anonymised.  No attempt is made 
to correct any spelling, punctuation or grammar 
in the children’s quotations. Where children used 
rankings, for example, (1) (2) (3), (1) is treated as 
the highest priority.

The final section draws together the findings 
through the Lundy framework (Space, Voice, 
Audience, Influence) and presents overall 
conclusions and policy implications for 
educators and school leaders, education 
policymakers and attendance support services.

The Voices of Children in Primary 
Schools and Special Schools 

The structure of this section is set out as 
follows:

Activity One: Riverbank Placemat

Q1: What helps children come to school 
every day?

Q2: What makes children not want to 
come to school?

Activity Two: Three Interrelated 
Circles Placemat

Q1: What happens as a result of being 
absent from school?

Q2: What helps at school, at home, in 
the community, so that children come to 
school each day?  [This question is an in-
depth probing of Q2 in Activity One]

Q3: What do children know about places 
and people that help children talk about 
how they feel about school?

Activity Three: Flip Chart Placemat

Q1: What or who helps children catch up 
when they miss a day or a few days from 
school?

Q2: What would be the best ways to let 
others know how children feel about 
school and about coming to school so 
that children would get listened to?

Q3: How would children know that their 
views have been listened to in school?
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Analysis and Interpretation

Activity One:  Riverbank Placemat

Question One: What helps 
children come to school every 
day?
Children consistently describe attendance as 
something that is encouraged, sustained or 
weakened through everyday experiences rather 
than formal expectations. What helps children 
attend school emerges as relational, emotional, 
practical and embodied. Across responses, what 
helps is rarely a single factor. Rather, children 
repeatedly connect attendance to how school 
feels (relationships, fairness, safety), how the 
day is structured (movement, play, engaging 
lessons), and how mornings are supported at 
home (waking up, lunch, uniform, transport).

Theme 1: Belonging, friendship and emotional 
safety

 
Friendship is the most consistently named 
attendance enabler in children’s accounts. 
Children repeatedly emphasise the social 
meaning of school: “Friends”, “My friends”, “Good 
friends”, “Seeing my friends”, “hanging out with 
friends”, “Playing with your freenzs”, “to chat 
with their friends” and emphatically reflected 
in the statement: “Becuis frind”. The repetition 
and brevity of these responses is analytically 
significant. Children do not justify friendship; 
they assume it as fundamental. Friendship is 
not described as a bonus of attendance but as a 
core reason for attending. The implication is that 
school is experienced first as a social space and 
thereafter, as an instructional one. Attendance, 
from children’s perspective, is closely tied 
to whether school is a place where they feel 
connected and recognised by peers. 

Where friendships are expected and reliable, 
school becomes a place to be. Where friendships 
are fragile, school can become a risk and 
attendance may therefore be impacted.

Alongside peers, children identify emotionally 
safe relationships with adults as central. They 
repeatedly refer to “Kind, caring, understanding 
teachers”, “Having nice teachers and SNA’s”, 
“Friendly teachers help you come to school”, and 
“Encouragement to us”. These phrases position 
adults as emotional anchors who can either 
stabilise or destabilise children’s experience of 
school. 

For some children, this support is directly linked 
to access and inclusion: “SNA’S help me learn 
better”, “Teacher that helps you learn really well 
(1)”, and “Getting help with Maths”. Attendance is 
therefore supported when children believe that 
their needs will be noticed and responded to, 
rather than being ignored or misunderstood from 
a behavioural stance. 

For a number of children being part of 
a collaborative project was particularly 
encouraging and a good reason to come to 
school each day, for example, “More committees 
like creative green schools, active committees, 
student council, cross countries”. Being part 
of the student council or having an active 
representative student council was also cited 
by a number of children as a structure that built 
children’s sense of belonging in the school and 
their sense of enjoyment.  

From the responses provided by the children, the 
presence of supportive adults is not framed as 
an extra. Children indicate that it is a significant 
part of what makes school feel attractive to them 
and worth the effort of coming into school.
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Theme 2: Enjoyment, movement and 
 an engaging day

Children describe attendance being 
strengthened by a day that includes movement, 
creativity, novelty and shared events. They list 
activities that make school feel enjoyable and 
meaningful: “PE”, “Sports day, football day”, 
“What makes me come to school-Football”, “All 
sport make me come to school”, “Math games, 
quizzes”, “Woodwork”.  School-wide events and 
novelty are also emphasised: “School trips (1)”, 
“Friday shop trip”, “Trips and tours in school”, 
“Talent show day”, “Jersey days in school (1)”, “PJ 
Day (2)”, “Christmas Fair”, “School parties”, and 
“Fun activity on Monday (1)”. Children describe 
these events as things to look forward to, 
suggesting that anticipation plays an important 
role in sustaining attendance for all children. 
Their responses show that children experience 
motivation as embodied and social. The 
activities mentioned by the children involve 
moving, making, playing and collaborating, 
and they create a sense of anticipation and 
excitement about coming to school and being in 
school.

Movement emerges as a particularly strong 
theme. Children explicitly prioritise “Movement 
breaks (1)”, “More play time (1)”, “Everyone should 
get a movement break”, and “Time outside”. 
These comments link attendance to bodily 
regulation and relief from long periods of sitting 
and concentrating.

Food and small treats are described as part of 
the enjoyment and comfort of the day, not only 
as ‘rewards’. Children name “Lunch, breakfast, 
football, friends, cooking”, “Hot lunch if I am on 
football in sports”, “Hot cocoa chocolate”, and 
“Give children a snack in the middle of the day”. 
These comments suggest that being hungry 
or worrying about food undermines children’s 
capacity to face the school day. Children also 
note that lunch quality “can have a big impact on 
school day”.

Theme 3: Home routines, food and transport as 
attendance scaffolding 

Children frequently locate attendance support in 
ordinary, everyday home routines: “Mam making 
lunch”, “mam and dad wake me up”, “phone alarm” 
and “Leave uniform out the night before”, and 
other morning preparations. These references 
position attendance as something scaffolded 
by adults and routines around children, rather 
than as an individual responsibility or a matter 
of willpower. This matters for policy and 
practice because it highlights that when home 
circumstances are over-stretched, attending 
school may be more difficult for children even 
when children themselves want to come to 
school.

As referenced in the preceding theme, food 
features prominently as both a basic need 
and a motivator to attend school. Whilst many 
children spoke of food being available in school, 
the emphasis was placed on “hot food not cold 
food” “good food”, “good breakfast” and reminding 
all that “not everyone has lunches from home”.  
Transport is also central in children’s views 
about what helps them come to school each 
day. Children note “Transport”, “The bus”, “School 
buses”, “Living close to the school”, and “A short 
journey”. Transport appears alongside friendship 
and enjoyment in children’s lists, indicating that 
practical infrastructure is inseparable from 
emotional motivation.

Children’s accounts highlight how attendance 
is also enabled or constrained by factors 
beyond the school. Food at home, transport 
supports and predictable morning routines are 
attendance-related measures. Some children 
recommended improvements to school-provided 
food but many commented on having food 
available at school irrespective of nutritional 
value. Treating these interrelated matters as 
peripheral welfare issues risks ignoring children’s 
lived realities that impact whether a child 
attends school or not.
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Question Two: What makes 
children not want to come to 
school?
When children describe what discourages 
attendance, their responses are often 
emotionally charged and highly specific. Their 
accounts centre on experiences that make 
school feel unsafe, unfair, overly pressured, or 
physically uncomfortable. Importantly, children 
do not frame non-attendance as laziness or a 
lack of interest in learning as such. Rather, they 
describe interrelated school conditions that 
make attending school feel unsafe, exhausting or 
unjust. 

Theme 1: Peer harm and fear, bullying, racism 
and social risk

 
Bullying is the most direct and prominent 
deterrent in children’s responses. Some write 
simply “Bullying” or “Bullys”, while others state 
directly that they are “Afraid to come to school”. 
Children describe concrete experiences of harm: 
“People saying unkind things”, “People stealing 
your stuff”, “Fighting on yard”, and “Racism”. The 
repetition of demands such as “No bullying”, “No 
buling at all”, and “No bullies” underscores the 
centrality of safety from a child’s perspective. It 
also functions like a form of demand. Children 
are telling adults that attendance depends on 
safety from peer harm. 

For attendance systems, these quotations are 
a warning that irregular attendance may be a 
protective strategy employed by the child. If 
a child is “Afraid to come to school”, absence 
can be a rational attempt to avoid harm. When 
school is experienced as a site of social harm, for 
some children, staying away can feel safer than 
attending.  Schools and support services that 
focus solely on compliance (letters, warnings, 
phonecalls) may inadvertently risk missing the 
underlying driver of school non-attendance and 
in the process may increase fear and avoidance 
of school. The real reasons as to why children are 
not attending school is the nub of the issue and 
therefore merits further probing.   

Theme 2: Adult behavior, shouting, and 
perceived unfairness 

 
Children repeatedly identify adult behaviour as 
a factor that builds children’s sense of safely 
and for some children, adult behaviour has 
a less positive impact. Some children speak 
of “Teachers shouting”, “Strict teachers”, 
“Mean teachers”, and “Bad teacher”.  They 
express concerns about fairness: “Teacher’s 
pet”, “Biased”, “Unfairness”, and call for “Less 
favouritism”. Children also describe being 
reprimanded in school for matters that may be 
fundamentally neurodevelopmental or stress-
related: “Not being able to concentrate and 
then the teacher gives out to you”. If children 
anticipate being shamed or treated unfairly, 
school can feel like a place of emotional risk 
rather than one of support.

Children’s language also suggests they are 
closely observing adult consistency and the 
learning climate of classrooms. The demand for 
“Less favouritism” is not trivial. It is a request for 
reciprocity of respect and fairness to all students 
in everyday interactions. For some children when 
they perceive bias on a repeated basis, their 
sense of trust becomes dented, and when trust 
is dented, attendance may be impacted.
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Theme 3: Workload pressure, homework and 
assessment stress

 
Workload pressure appears repeatedly, 
particularly in relation to homework and 
assessment tests. Children write “Homework”, 
“Homework!!!”, “Too much homework”, 
“Homework on the weekends”, and pair this 
with direct calls such as “No homework” and 
“No homework forever”. They also highlight 
assessment tests: “Drumcondra tests”, alongside 
“No tests” and “No test stresses so much”. The 
repetition indicates that for many children, 
homework is not experienced as a mild positive 
extension of learning but as an ongoing pressure 
that reaches into home life and their time for rest 
and recreation. 

When homework is linked to consequences, 
children note: “Getting breaks taken off us 
when we don’t do homework”, it becomes not 
only workload but a fairness issue. Children 
link homework to loss of rest and play: “If 
you don’t do your homework you have to do it 
during freetime”. In this framing, homework 
practices can undermine both wellbeing and 
children’s motivation to attend school by making 
school feel like a place of stress and constant 
judgement.

Theme 4: Physical discomfort, sensory strain 
and accessibility

In many cases, children describe school as 
physically uncomfortable: “Cold classrooms”, 
“No heating winter can make school cold”, “Cold 
building”, and clothing discomfort: “The uniform 
is uncofrtable”, “Uniform is very light and cold”. 
They mention the bodily strain of sitting for long 
periods of time and unsuitable furniture: “Better 
chairs”, “Uncomfortable seats”, “Sitting down far 
too long”. These are not minor preferences. They 
shape concentration, mood, and a child’s sense 
of being cared for.

Accessibility emerges in the responses as a 
clear rights and equality issue: “Wheel chair 
users cant go upstairs in our school”. Children 
also highlight sensory strain: “People being too 
loud”, “Noise when writing”, and the need for “A 
sensory room”. These responses suggest that 
attendance can be undermined when schools 
are not designed for all children in mind and all 
their sensory needs. The children’s accounts 
highlight how the physical environment impacts 
school attendance. It can make attendance 
untenable, particularly for children who learn 
better in neuro-affirming spaces and others who 
rely on assistive technologies and ease of access 
throughout the school building.  

Theme 5: Structural strain beyond the school 
gates

A number of children name structural constraints 
that are beyond the school gates but impact their 
school attendance: “Waking up early”, “Waking 
up at 6:30”, “Being in early is too hard”, and travel 
issues such as “I live one hour away”, “Long 
journey”, “Long way to walk to get there”, “The 
bus being full”. Weather is a distinct deterrent in 
some children’s accounts: “Irish weather”, “Rainy 
day”, “Going to school during a storm”, “Cycling 
in bad weather”. This points to an attendance 
reality where children’s effort is shaped by 
transport capacity, distance and seasonal 
conditions. In a number of cases, children 
spoke about the impact of traffic delays on their 
punctuality for school and the consequences for 
them, for example, having to do extra homework 
for lateness, or receive “late notes”. For some 
children who relied on lifts to school, this was 
stressful, felt unfair and negatively impacted how 
they felt about coming to school.   
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Activity Two:  Three Interrelated Circles Placemat

Question One: What happens 
as a result of being absent from 
school?
Children describe the consequences of absence 
as layered and cumulative. They speak not only 
about missed learning, but about how absence 
reshapes relationships, emotions and how they 
are treated by adults and systems when they 
return. Absence is therefore experienced not 
as a neutral interruption but as something that 
can create additional difficulties. The ‘cost’ of 
absence often multiplies, for example, missed 
learning creates pressure and confusion, 
returning to school can feel awkward, and some 
school responses can inadvertently add to a child 
feeling shame (for being absent) or receiving 
extra workload.

Theme 1: Falling behind, confusion and pressure 
to ‘catch up’

 
Children consistently describe absence in terms 
of learning loss and confusion. They state plainly: 
“You’re not going to learn”, “Miss out on valuable 
lessons”, “They miss a lot of work”, and “We have 
to catch up”. Others articulate the cumulative 
effect: “Everything gets harder”, and “Everyone 
else knows something you don’t”. One child 
gives a concrete illustration of how quickly gaps 
appear: “I was not in yesterday to learn how to 
do 1+1”. Some responses suggest that absence 
can lead to additional work that intensifies the 
burden: “The next day you have extra homework”. 
If children already find school demanding, a re-
entry/reintegration experience experienced as 
‘double work’ may create a self-reinforcing cycle: 
absence → overload → stress → increased 
likelihood of further absence.

The consultation accounts show that children 
understand learning as sequential and time-
sensitive. For some children, missing even a 
short period of time can make returning to 
school feel overwhelming, particularly if new 
content builds directly on what was missed. 

Without structured, compassionate catch-
up support, absence can generate a cycle 
of pressure that increases the likelihood 
of further non-attendance. Therefore, 
attendance strategies need to address re-
entry/reintegration and the prioritisation of key 
learning rather than expectations to ‘just catch 
up’.

Theme 2: Social disconnection, embarrassment 
and loss of belonging

 
Children describe school absence as socially 
costly. They note that it “Affects your friendships 
in school (1)”, that “You will see your friends less”, 
and in some cases that you can end up with 
“No friends” or “Don’t make new friends”. These 
responses position friendship loss as one of the 
most painful consequences for children of being 
absent from school.  

Returning to school is often described as 
emotionally awkward: “It could be embarrassing 
to come in”, and “People will be asking questions 
and you will feel awkward when you come back”. 
Another child highlights how intrusive this can 
feel: “People asking sensitive so many questions 
when you come back”. These accounts highlight 
that reintegration is not only academic but 
social and emotional. If children anticipate 
interrogation or embarrassment, returning after 
absence can feel like walking into a spotlight. 
The children’s accounts point to a rights-based 
response that requires privacy-respecting norms 
and planned reintegration supports that protect 
dignity and reduce the social penalty of being 
absent.
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Theme 3: Adult responses, recording and 
escalation

Children show awareness of formal attendance 
systems, monitoring and escalation: “Teacher 
puts into … [school app named]… why you are 
missing… school keeps a record”, and that after 
a certain threshold “20 days get form home”. 
Some children link absence to consequences 
for families: “Parents can get into trouble”. 
More strikingly, children refer to escalation 
beyond school: “Police being called”, “Child 
protection services”, and “Person comes to your 
house to see if you are ok”. They also reference 
attendance messaging in schools, such as 
posters stating that “If you miss a day, you miss 
20 days a year”.

These responses indicate that school attendance 
governance is felt by children, not only by adults. 
If children experience the system primarily as 
surveillance or threat, they may be less likely to 
disclose the real reasons for non-attendance 
(bullying, anxiety, family issues). Where agencies 
such as TESS are involved, children’s accounts 
reinforce the importance of framing support 
as help-focused, proportionate and relational.  
This is particularly important in a primary school 
or special school context where children may 
internalise fear or blame. TESS provides a 
range of supports to schools relating to school 
attendance and these include: homework 
clubs, one to one mentoring, friendship groups, 
pro-social behaviour groups, special interest 
groups (i.e. art, sport, music) as well as holiday 
programmes through the School Completion 
Programme (SCP), supports to parents through 
the Home School Community Liaison (HSCL) 
scheme and attendance clinics, and advice and 
guidance to both parents and schools through 
the Educational Welfare Service (EWS). 

The children’s accounts in the consultations 
show that attendance governance is visible to 
children and can be experienced as threatening 
or discomforting. While safeguarding is 
essential, a children’s rights–based approach 
requires that support services are experienced 

as supportive and preventative, not punitive 
or frightening. Communication with children 
around attendance processes must therefore be 
clear, proportionate and reassuring.

Theme 4: Shame, blame and the risk of 
disengagement

Some children explicitly criticise responses 
that involve blame or giving out. They state 
that “Teacher always giving out to the kid that’s 
missing – that’s not fair (1)”, and that “Kids get 
given out to by teachers for missing school and 
it’s not their fault; family stuff (1)”. Some children 
also connect absence to later behavioural 
difficulty: “When people miss time they find 
coming back to school hard – bad behaviour (2)”.
These responses suggest that shame-based 
reactions can deepen disengagement rather 
than resolve attendance difficulties. The 
emphasis on “not fair” suggests that children 
distinguish between responsibility and 
circumstances. Attendance approaches that do 
not recognise family circumstances or health 
issues risk compounding harm. Supportive, 
problem-solving responses are more likely to 
sustain re-engagement.
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Question Two: What helps  
(in greater detail) so that children 
come to school every day? 
This question was designed to provide additional 
opportunities for the children to expand on their 
responses in their opening activity (Activity 
One, Q1).  Children were invited to think about 
school, home, and community-based supports 
which help children come to school every day. 
In this question (Activity Two, Q2), children 
move from describing experiences to proposing 
solutions and many are explicitly ranked. Their 
proposals span classroom practice, school 
culture, enrichment, food, transport, and time 
structures. Taken together, children propose 
that attendance improves when school is 
enjoyable, fair, and responsive, and when 
practical barriers are addressed rather than 
moralised.

Children’s highest-ranked priorities (marked 
(1) emphasise relationships, enjoyment and 
structural support. Examples include: “School 
trips (1)”; “Rewards for good work that we don’t 
want to miss (1)”; “Talking with friends (1)”; 
“Football (1)”; “Having a teacher that helps you 
learn really well (1)”; “Movement breaks (1)”; “They 
get to meet their best friends (1)”; “More play 
time (1)”; “Easier ways to get public transport 
-school pays for transport -more buses (1)”; “No 
homework forever (1)”; “A bus for people who are 
not able to go to school (1)”; “Better chairs not 
plastic, cosy ones, softer padding (1) (3)”.

Theme 1: Being listened to, understood and 
treated fairly

 
Children at all the consultation tables repeatedly 
position adult listening and understanding 
as central: “Have teachers who listen to you”, 
“Teachers that understand children’s needs (2)”, 
and “Teacher that helps you learn really well 
(1)”. They also connect ‘nice’ interactions with 
attendance: “Having really nice teachers (1)”, 

“Friendly teachers help you come to school”, 
and “Be greeted nicely”. These are not generic 
compliments. They are descriptions of the 
conditions that make school emotionally safe 
and learning accessible. Children also request 
clarity and focus in teaching: “Less rambling… for 
focus on subjects to be easy”. This suggests that 
attendance is influenced by whether children feel 
they can succeed and keep up. If their learning 
feels confusing or inaccessible, attending 
school may feel like repeated failure. Feeling 
heard and understood is a core attendance-
enabler. It would seem from the responses at 
the consultations that relational and inclusive 
pedagogies directly support children’s 
willingness to attend school regularly.

Theme 2: Movement, regulation and sensory 
support as universal needs

 
From the responses, many children frequently 
request regulation supports and frame them as 
universal design rather than special treatment: 
“Movement breaks (1)”, “Movement breaks 
(regular) (3)”, and “Getting 2 movement breaks 
a day… 1 required per day”. They also call for 
sensory provision: “Sensory room”, “Bigger 
sensory room”, and everyday tools: “Everyone 
have fidgets”. 

Notably, children connect having access to help 
with a sense of fairness: “Everyone should get 
a chance to go out of class to talk to [support 
staff named]…feels unfair that only certain kids 
get this”. This highlights a rights concern about 
equal access to supportive relationships and 
spaces. When support is visible but restricted, 
children may experience resentment or shame. 
Embedding movement and sensory regulation 
into everyday practice supports attendance, 
particularly for children with additional needs.
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Theme 3: Joy, enrichment and inclusive school 
culture

 
Children’s proposed attendance supports are 
rich with activities and rituals: “School trips (1)”, 
“Talking with friends (1)”, “Football (1)”, “Morning 
meeting… play a game (1)”, “More play time (1)”, 
“Fun activity on Monday… (1)”, “Jersey days in 
school (1)”, alongside “PJ Day (2)”, “Pizza party (2)”, 
“Hot chocolate and marshmallows (2)”, “Golden 
time (2)”, and “Surprise school trips (2)”.

Children also propose creative, participatory 
reward systems that build collective belonging: 
“pull a random name… whatever that person’s 
favourite hobby, the whole class could do it”. 
Equity is explicit: “Free activities so no one is left 
out (2)”. Children’s lists suggest that when school 
includes shared fun that does not depend on 
family resources, attendance is supported.

Theme 4: Food, comfort and a welcoming 
environment 

 
Many children link attendance to food and 
comfort: “Breakfast (2)”, “Soft start… have 
breakfast before work (2)”, “Nicer school meals”, 
“Hot meals (2)”, and targeted support: “Having 
a snack box if family cannot afford food”. They 
also describe environment and comfort in ways 
that communicate welcome: “Good uniform 
(warm)”, “Comfy uniform”, and “fun and colourful 
classrooms” rather than “beige class”. These 
responses illustrate that children frame some 
attendance supports as basic needs: warmth, 
food, comfort, and without which learning and 
participation become more challenging for them.

Theme 5: Transport and time 

Many children propose transport reforms: 
“Better transport for all children”, “Easier ways to 
get public transport – school pays for transport – 
more buses (1)”, “If you live far away should have 
special buses”, and “A bus for people who are not 
able to go to school (1)”. They also propose time 
changes: “Start at 9:00am”, “Make school shorter 
(2)”, “Leave at 1:30pm on Fridays”, and even “4 
days at school (not 5)”.

Even where proposals are ambitious, they 
reveal lived pressure points: early mornings, 
long journeys, and end-of-week fatigue. For 
attendance systems, this indicates that some 
barriers cannot be solved solely by school-level 
motivation strategies. They require coordinated 
solutions across transport, family supports and 
policy planning.
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Question Three: What do children 
know about places and people 
that help children talk about how 
they feel about school?
Children identify a wide network of trusted 
people and places, spanning home, school and 
the community. They also set out the conditions 
that make it possible to speak honestly, and 
these include privacy, respect, and options for 
anonymity.

Theme 1: Trusted people and supportive spaces 

 
At home, children name family supports such 
as “Mum”, “Dad”, “Nanny”, “Grandad”, and “Aunts 
and uncles”. Peers are also central: “My friends”, 
“Best friends”, “Trustworthy friends”. In school, 
children identify multiple roles such as “My 
teacher”, “SNAs”, “Principal”, “Deputy principal”, 
“Secretary”, “Support teachers”, and “School 
completion worker”.

Children also refer to community and service-
based supports: “Counsellor (out of school)”, 
“Therapy”, “Doctor”, and references to “Tusla/
TESS”. This breadth suggests children already 
understand support as multi-layered and they do 
not see ‘talking about feelings’ as the job of only 
one person.

Children name supportive spaces such as 
“Library”, “Quiet rooms”, “Calm corners”, “Sensory 
room”, “Sunshine room”, and “Chill room”. They 
are explicit about privacy: “There is nowhere 
private to tell the teacher, the other kids would 
be listening”, and emphasise that “privacy is 
important”.

It is clear from the responses that children 
clearly understand support as distributed across 
relationships and spaces. From the children’s 
perspective, attendance support is strengthened 
when children can access a trusted adult quickly 
and privately.

Theme 2: Privacy and anonymous options 

 
Children also propose systems that protect 
anonymity: “Teacher that respects you when 
you want to be anonymous (1)”, and “Classroom 
worry box (3)”. Alongside this, they note 
emotional barriers: “Scared to talk about it”, and 
“Sometimes it’s hard to be honest”. 

A rights-based reading is that children’s ‘voice’ 
depends on the environment created; if speaking 
up is risky, silence may become a form of self-
protection.
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Activity Three:  Flip Chart Placemat

Question One: What helps 
children catch up when they miss 
a day or a few days from school?
Children describe catch-up as a shared task 
spanning teachers, SNAs, peers and family, 
supported by clear systems and accessible 
technology. They also highlight unevenness.  
Some children report “Nobody really” helps, 
suggesting that catch-up provision or experience 
is not consistent for all.

Theme 1: Catch-up through relationships: 
teachers, SNAs, friends and family 

 
Children list a range of people who help them 
catch up after a period of absence: “Teachers”, 
“SNAs”, “Resource teacher”, “SEN teachers”, 
“Principal”, “Vice principals”, “SCP workers /
teachers”, and “A take-out teacher”. Peers are 
repeatedly positioned as practical supports: 
“Friends: explain what you missed”, “Your 
friends”, “Classmates; people at your table/
group”, and strategies such as “Get a picture 
from your friend” and “Check it out with the 
person beside you”.

Home support also features: “Family (parents, 
siblings, grandparents)”, and “Parents/Siblings: 
do work missed at home”. These responses 
reinforce that catch-up is an ecosystem issue; 
where home capacity is limited, additional 
scaffolding is required to prevent learning gaps 
becoming permanent.

Theme 2: Systems and tools 

 
Many children point to digital and organisational 
tools: “Seesaw, google classroom”, “Aladdin app”, 
“Emails to parents about work you missed”, and 
“School journal”. They also ask for clear, child-
friendly summaries: “A teacher or someone 
should have a sheet on what you missed”. A 
number of children cited “Teachers can help 
you catch up” alongside “Parents can help you 
catch up” and felt that simultaneous support 
from home and school was the best way and the 
fastest way to catch up on missed school work. 

At the same time, children recognise the trade-
offs of being removed from class to catch up: “At 
yard time you get tacken out by ur techer”, and 
caution that if taken out “If a teacher takes you 
out of class to catch up, you miss what’s going 
on in class. Maybe choose this time wisely so 
you don’t miss something else important”. This 
suggests that catch-up supports need careful 
scheduling so they do not reduce the very 
connection that helps children want to attend 
school.

Theme 3: Workload and fairness after absence 

 
Children note that catch-up can be exhausting 
particularly for children who miss school 
regularly for whatever reason: “Catching up on 
work is tiring”, and absence can lead to additional 
burdens such as “Extra homework”. One child 
referred to “we need treats”, which nevertheless 
communicates a serious point that re-entry 
support should reduce stress rather than have 
negative consequences. Consistent catch-up 
systems really do matter. Without them, for some 
children, returning to school may feel daunting if 
not impossible, and potentially increase the risk 
of further absence from school.
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Question Two: What would be the 
best ways to let others know how 
children feel about school and 
about coming to school so that 
children would get listened to?
Children propose multiple voice pathways: 
regular conversations, structured forums, 
private and anonymous reporting, and routes 
beyond the school when necessary. They also 
identify risks, such as public exposure and social 
media, which they describe as unsafe.

Theme 1: Regular, safe conversations that are 
child-led 

 
Children propose predictable check-ins: “Once 
a month; sit down and chat”, “Bubble time… 
teacher calls you up and talk”, and “Talk about 
anything they want”. They emphasise the 
importance of being heard in private: “In private 
with the teacher”, and “Sharing your views in 
private; children feel heard and respected”. 
Children were also clear that public sharing 
can be uncomfortable. One child explained 
that “Asking children to share views in front 
of the class makes them feel uncomfortable 
and nervous”. These insights highlight the 
importance of creating emotionally safe 
participatory spaces. These proposals imply that 
consultation should not be limited to one-off 
events. Instead, children want ‘voice’ built into 
ordinary school life, where speaking is normal 
and safe.

Theme 2: Non-verbal, creative and alternative 
communication

 
Children’s responses make clear that voice 
cannot be understood solely as verbal 
expression. Many children identified non-verbal 
indicators such as “By your moods”, “Body 
language”, “Eye language” and “Know by looking 

in their eyes” as key ways adults can understand 
how children feel about school. This suggests 
that children recognise emotional expression as 
embodied and relational, not simply spoken.

Creative and symbolic mechanisms such as 
“Worry box”, “Suggestion box”, “Worry monster”, 
“Bubble time” and “A jar and post-its and you put 
any worries” were repeatedly valued because 
they reduce pressure and fear. One child 
explained that the teacher “would check it every 
day; she would try to fix it”, highlighting that the 
effectiveness of such tools depends on adult 
responsiveness.

Children also recognised spiritual and reflective 
outlets, with comments such as “Pray to God” 
and “Go to the church and pray”, demonstrating 
that emotional coping extends beyond school 
systems. For policy and practice, this requires 
educators to broaden definitions of participation 
and ensure that non-verbal and creative 
expressions are treated as legitimate forms of 
voice under Article 12 UNCRC.

Theme 3: Appropriate audiences beyond the 
classroom

 
Children name wider audiences: “Board of 
management”, “Dept of education”, “Minister 
for Education”, and services including “Tusla” 
and “TESS”. They also set boundaries about 
unsafe channels: “Social media is a bad idea”. 
In attendance terms, these responses highlight 
that children already understand power flows. 
They know some decisions sit beyond classroom 
teachers and their schools, and they want safe 
ways for their views to travel to persons having 
power without exposing them to ridicule or harm.
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Question Three: How would 
children know that their views 
have been listened to in school?
Children define ‘being listened to’ as a 
combination of respectful attention and real-
world change. They do not describe listening as 
a polite performance; they describe it as action, 
feedback and accountability.

Theme 1: Visible change and feedback  

 
Children were unequivocal that listening is only 
real when it results in action. Statements such 
as “If they did it”, “If the school fixes the problem”, 
“When kids say things and something changes”, 
and “Actually doing what we say” were repeated 
across responses. Children described knowing 
they were listened to when “It happens”, “When it 
doesn’t happen again” and “When there is a stop 
to what was happening”.

These responses demonstrate that children 
evaluate participation retrospectively, judging 
whether adult behaviour changes. Listening 
without action was implicitly framed as 
meaningless. This is reinforced by children’s 
comments on performative listening, such as 
“You know you’re not being listened to when the 
person is distracted”. Children emphasised the 
importance of feedback loops that confirm their 
views have been taken seriously. They wanted 
adults to “Say thank you”, “Give credit for the 
work and ideas” and to explicitly acknowledge 
contributions, for example “If a school repeated 
what I said”.

Recognition was not solely material but 
relational. Children described knowing they 
were listened to when adults showed attention 
through “Good body language and making eye 
contact”, “When you know they are concentrating 
on you”, and “When somebody talks to you in 
sentences and not just ‘ya ya ya’”. They want 
adults to engage seriously: “They question it 

like where, when, how, what”. These responses 
highlight children’s sensitivity to respect and 
dismissiveness. These relational indicators 
matter for attendance because children’s 
willingness to raise concerns (bullying, 
unfairness, anxiety, learning difficulties) depends 
on whether they believe adults will respond 
respectfully and competently. 

Some children also expected follow-up 
conversations, stating “If your parent tells 
teacher, your teacher should come talk to you”. 
This reflects an expectation of dialogue rather 
than one-way reporting. 

Policy frameworks must therefore ensure 
feedback is timely, focused and includes the 
voice of the child.

From a policy perspective, the children are 
asking schools and services to demonstrate 
evidence how children’s views lead to concrete 
outcomes. The children propose communication 
mechanisms that make influence visible: “The 
principal talking about it in assembly”, “Having a 
notice board in the school”, “Report”, and wider 
sharing via “Website” or “A little video every 
month”. These ideas show that children want a 
feedback loop: what was said, what was decided, 
what changed, and why.
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Space

Children repeatedly stress that they need 
safe, private opportunities to speak about 
school and attendance. They explicitly 
state “There is nowhere private to tell 
the teacher, the other kids would be 
listening”, and they emphasise “privacy is 
important”. They also propose protective 
structures such as “Suggestion box”, 
“Worry box”, and “Classroom worry box 
(3)”. Without safe space, children may not 
disclose key drivers of non-attendance 
such as “Bullying”, “Racism”, or being 
“Afraid to come to school”. A rights-based 
attendance approach therefore requires 
schools to create private, predictable and 
inclusive spaces, for example physical 
(calm corners, sensory rooms) and 
procedural (confidential check-ins) where 
children can feel supported and speak 
without fear.

Voice

Children demonstrate strong capacity to 
articulate nuanced views, but they also 
show that voice requires support. They 
identify trusted adults, “Teachers”, “SNAs”, 
“Principal”, and supportive family network, 
“Mum”, “Dad”, “Nanny”, “Grandad”, as 
enabling them to express how they feel. 

They also link voice to regulation supports 
(movement breaks, sensory rooms) 
that make classroom participation 
possible. Where voice is constrained 
by fear (“Scared to talk about it”) or by 
unfairness (“Less favouritism”), children’s 
participation, wellbeing and attendance 
may collectively be impacted negatively. 

Interpretation through the Lundy Framework
Drawing together findings across all activities, children’s accounts align closely with the Lundy 
Framework’s four elements—Space, Voice, Audience and Influence. In line with Article 12 UNCRC 
and General Comment No. 4 on Article 24 UNCRPD, the data indicates that improving attendance 
is inseparable from strengthening children’s participation in the everyday elements of school life 
and the inclusive systems that support their participation. 

Audience

Children want the right people to listen 
to them: classroom adults, leadership, 
and sometimes wider bodies (“Board 
of management”, “Dept of education”, 
“Minister for Education”). They also 
reference services such as “Tusla/TESS”, 
indicating that community/support 
audiences are part of children’s mental 
map of attendance. At the same time, 
children’s awareness of monitoring, 
for example, “school keeps a record”, 
“Parents can get into trouble”, shows that 
some audiences may be experienced 
as threatening rather than supportive. 
For attendance systems, this underlines 
the importance of clear, child-friendly 
explanations of who is involved and 
why, ensuring that support services 
are understood as help-focused and 
proportionate.
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Influence 

Children define influence as action and 
visible change: “They could see the 
change”, “Actions happen”, “Actually doing 
what we say”, and “If the school fixes the 
problem”. They also want explicit feedback 
as in assemblies, noticeboards, reports, 
emails, so they can see that their voice 
mattered. Influence is also implied in 
children’s attendance proposals. They 
want “Movement breaks (1)”, “School trips 
(1)”, “Free activities so no one is left out 
(2)”, and system changes such as “more 
buses (1)” and “Start at 9:00am”. A rights-
based approach requires that consultation 
results in discernible decisions and 
explanations, including when change is not 
possible. Without influence, participation 
risks feeling tokenistic, which can further 
erode trust and engagement as the very 
foundations of regular school attendance. 

Overall conclusions and 
policy implications

Children and young people in the 
consultations present school attendance 
as the outcome of an ecosystem: 
relationships, safety, learning 
accessibility, bodily comfort, routines 
at home, and community infrastructure. 
What helps children attend is varied and 
multi-level; it is connection (“Friends”), 
fairness (“Less favouritism”), supportive 
adults (“Having nice teachers and SNA’s”), 
and a day that is worth coming to (“PE”, 
“School trips”, “Woodwork”, “Talent show 
day”). What threatens attendance is 
equally clear: harm (“Bullying”, “Racism”, 
“Afraid to come to school”), shame 
and unfair adult responses (“Teachers 
shouting”, “Teacher’s pet”), excessive 
academic pressure (“Too much homework”, 
“Drumcondra tests”), and unmet needs 
(cold classrooms, uncomfortable seating, 
inaccessible buildings).
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Children’s repeated focus on physical conditions, 
for example, “Cold classrooms”, “No heating 
winter can make school cold”, “Uncomfortable 
seats”, and “Wheel chair users cant go upstairs 
in our school” in many respects, highlight 
the positive impact of warm, accessible, 
sensory-friendly spaces in supporting regular 
participation and engagement in school.

Food and poverty-sensitive supports are also 
central in children’s solutions: “Breakfast (2)”, 
“Hot meals (2)”, and “Having a snack box if family 
cannot afford food”. Policy frameworks that 
fund breakfast clubs, hot meals and discreet 
supports are likely to improve both attendance 
and wellbeing, especially for families under 
strain. In that regard, the expansion of the hot 
school meals scheme to include all primary 
schools has been welcomed by most families, 
notwithstanding some critique of food 
nutritional quality, choice options, and excessive 
packaging (Houses of the Oireachtas, 2025; 
National Parents Council, 2026).  

Children’s critique of workload such as “Too much 
homework”, “Homework on the weekends”, “No 
tests”, suggests a need to review homework and 
assessment expectations in primary schooling, 
with a focus on proportionate practice and 
aiming to avoid consequential responses 
such as removing breaks. The message would 
seem to be that attendance strategies require 
alignment with wellbeing and inclusion. Since 
the commencement of the 2025/26 school year, 
the provision of free school books and core 
classroom resources to all children in primary 
schools, special schools, and young people in 
post-primary schools, is an important state 
investment in encouraging school attendance 
and promoting wellbeing. 

Transport is repeatedly identified as a system 
lever: “more buses (1)”, “special buses”, and “Better 
transport for all children”. Where distance and 
weather (“Irish weather”, “storm”, “bus being 
full”) reduce attendance, coordinated transport 
solutions are a practical attendance intervention.

Implications for school leaders and 
educators

Children emphasise that adult behaviour shapes 
whether school feels safe enough to attend. 
Reports of “Teachers shouting”, “Mean teachers”, 
“Biased”, and “Unfairness” sit alongside requests 
for “Teachers that understand children’s needs 
(2)” and “Have teachers who listen to you”. 
This points to leadership responsibilities for 
relational practice, consistent fairness, and non-
shaming reintegration after a period of absence, 
especially given children’s explicit judgement 
that ‘giving out’ for absence is “not fair (1)”.

Schools can act directly on many attendance-
related supports children propose such as 
predictable check-ins, private conversation 
spaces, anonymous worry/suggestion systems, 
movement breaks, and inclusive enrichment. 
Children’s repeated requests for “Movement 
breaks (1)” and “More play time (1)” suggest 
that attendance is supported when the day is 
structured around children’s developmental and 
sensory needs, not solely class teaching time.

Anti-bullying and anti-racism work are framed 
by children as essential to attendance. When 
children write “Afraid to come to school”, 
attendance becomes a safeguarding and rights 
issue. The children seek reporting routes that are 
private and trusted, and that follow-up is visible 
enough to rebuild confidence without exposing 
children.

Implications for education policy-makers
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Implications for school attendance 
support services 

Children’s awareness of records and escalation: 
“school keeps a record”, “Parents can get into 
trouble”, shows that attendance interventions 
can be experienced as somewhat threatening. 
For services such as TESS, this underscores the 
importance of early, supportive engagement that 
is clearly framed as help, and of explaining roles 
to children in age-appropriate ways.

Children signal underlying drivers that may sit 
behind irregular attendance such as bullying and 
racism, anxiety, excessive homework, family 
pressures, transport barriers, problems with 
school infrastructure (heating, accessibility, 
furniture), and food insecurity. Supporting 
attendance therefore requires practical 
problem-solving with families and schools, not 
only compliance messaging.

Finally, children’s definition of being listened to 
is located within the concept of change: “They 
could see the change”. Services and schools can 
strengthen engagement by building feedback 
loops that show children, in age-appropriate 
ways, what happened because they spoke 
up or offered views and ideas about school 
attendance, for example, through assemblies, 
noticeboards, reports, or direct responses. In 
doing so, Article 12 UNCRC is enacted in practice, 
and made real in children’s everyday lives in 
primary schools and special schools in the 
context of school attendance and engagement.  

The discussion moves now to exploring the key 
themes which emerged in the consultations with 
young people who are currently in various year 
groups in post-primary schools.  
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Introduction

This section sets out the key themes that 
emerged from reflexive thematic analysis of the 
anonymised data collated on the consultation 
day with young people, 28th November 2025. 
The analysis is structured around the specific 
consultation questions. 

The interpretive process seeks to understand 
the conditions that enable and encourage young 
people in post-primary schools to attend school 
regularly, and the conditions that hinder regular 
school attendance.  Themes were developed 
through iterative reading, grouping and re-
grouping of meanings, with attention to how 
school systems, adult–young person power 
dynamics, and wider service contexts shape 
language, narrative and action. An attempt is 
therefore made to draw out these school-related, 
home-related, and community/service-related 
factors that are at play whilst also recognising 
their dynamic and complex interrelatedness. 
Similar to the approach adopted in exploring the 
voices of primary school children, the analysis 
in this section is filtered through a children’s 
rights lens drawing on Article 12 UNCRC and the 
Lundy model.  Direct quotations (responses of 
the young people to the consultation questions 
on school attendance) with no alterations to 
spelling, grammar of punctuation, are embedded 
in the narrative account.  Where numerical 
ranking is used by the young people, (1) should be 
understood as the highest priority attributed by 
the young people to the item. This section closes 
with a summary of findings leading to a set of 
overall conclusions and implications arising for 
educators, policy-makers, and support services 
in the area of school attendance. 

The Voices of Young People  
in Post-Primary Schools 

A reflexive thematic approach was used: 

A reminder of the structure of this 
section which parallels the structure 
used in the preceding section (voice of 
primary school children) may be helpful 
at this point:

Activity One: Riverbank Placemat
Q1: What helps young people come to 
school every day?

Q2: What makes young people not want 
to come to school?

Activity Two: Three Interrelated 
Circles Placemat
Q1: What happens as a result of being 
absent from school?

Q1: What helps at school, at home, in the 
community, so that young people come 
to school each day?  [This question is an 
in-depth probing of Q2 in Activity One]

Q3:  What do young people know about 
places and people that help young people 
talk about how they feel about school?

Activity Three: Flip Chart Placemat
Q1: What or who helps young people 
catch up when they miss a day or a few 
days from school?

Q2: What would be the best ways to let 
others know how young people feel about 
school and about coming to school so 
that young people would get listened to?

Q3: How would young people know that 
their views have been listened to in 
school?
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Analysis and Interpretation

Activity One:  Riverbank Placemat

This activity contains two consultation 
questions. Themes are presented under each 
question, with explicit analysis of school-,  
home-, and community or service-related 
factors, where relevant.

Question One: What helps 
children come to school every 
day?
Theme 1: Belonging, friendship and social 
motivation as a primary attendance driver

 
Young people at all the consultation tables 
repeatedly describe school attendance as 
anchored in friendship, relationships and social 
belonging. The language used is direct and 
relational: “my mates”, “best friends”, “seeing 
friends”, “to have a laugh with your mates”, and 
“F.O.M.O – Fear of missing out with your friends”. 
Friendship and peer culture are not superficial 
‘social perks’ or ‘extras’ but would seem to be 
integral to a deeply rooted structural attendance 
mechanism and core. For young people, being 
in school safeguards their sense of social 
connection, identity and emotional safety. 
Conversely, when their sense of belonging is 
threatened for example, in bullying experiences, 
friendship conflict, loneliness, anxiety, coming to 
school is not at all certain.  Young people also link 
belonging to representation and affinity spaces, 
referencing “different groups for e.g student 
council, LGBTQ+ support groups” suggesting that 
inclusive structures in school encourage and 
sustain attendance, particularly for some young 
people.

Theme 2: Adult relationships, respect and 
being treated as a young person

 
Relationships with adults are framed as pivotal 
when they are respectful, consistent and human. 
Young people name “nice teachers”, “kind 
teachers”, “supportive staff”, and insist that 
“relationship with a teacher is crucial; creates 
positivity and a better learning atmosphere”. 
Young people value teachers who are both skilled 
and caring: “a dedicated teacher… actually care 
about you as a person” and “teachers making the 
class feel relevant”.  This is also a rights-based 
matter located within relational pedagogies. 
Young people ask for reciprocal respect 
and recognition of their maturity: “teachers 
respecting you as a young person” and “mutual 
respect from teachers” From an Article 12 
UNCRC perspective, these statements indicate 
that voice is more likely to emerge where trusted 
adults are perceived as safe, consistent and fair, 
and where young people are treated as young 
adults and not as children.  

In the context of mutuality of respect, it 
is notable that one Traveller young person 
attributed their reason for coming to school as 
inextricably linked to the culture of welcome and 
respect in their school: “…What makes me come 
to school is that I’m an Irish Traveller and I feel 
welcome to this school…”. This is a very powerful 
statement.  School culture matters a great deal 
to young people. 
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Theme 3: Meaning, future orientation and 
‘reasons to come in’ beyond compliance 

Young people connect attendance to hope, 
purpose and future trajectories: “future”, “want 
a good future”, “fear of falling behind”, “grades”, 
and aspirations such as “I like going to school 
because I want to be a lawyer and I need a good 
education”. School attendance is therefore 
encouraged when learning is experienced 
and understood as a pathway, not a treadmill. 
However, this future orientation is fragile where 
school feels irrelevant or overly strong on 
consequences. Young people value “teachers 
making the class feel relevant” and “opportunities 
to learn new things”. This suggests a policy 
tension: high-stakes assessment can motivate 
(“grades”, “don’t want to fall behind”) but at the 
same time can also generate pressure and 
avoidance. This finding is developed further 
in Activity One, Question 2. For schools, the 
takeaway point would seem to lie in widening 
the ‘reasons to attend’ through meaningful 
curriculum choices, varied pedagogies and 
progression routes that are explained to young 
people and understood. 

Theme 4: Practical supports and environmental 
conditions that enable attendance

Young people at the consultations repeatedly 
cite basic supports such as food, transport and 
warm, safe learning spaces, as very important 
supports for school attendance. They link 
nutrition to concentration and motivation: “Free 
school food help with focusing with a bit of food 
in your stomach”, “free lunch”, “nice food in the 
canteen”, and “free water”. Transport is similarly 
concrete: “free bus… easy for people to come to 
school”, “walk to school/transport”, “get a lift”.  
They also identify regulation and accessibility as 
attendance supports: “Still Point Room – Time 
out to relax”, “nurture is a room where we have a 
chill out… write about how we feel”, and “access 
to sensory and other things”. This is significant 
for an inclusive education for all young people 
and for positive mental health. Young people 
are not merely requesting ‘supports for some’, 

but normalised, non-stigmatising spaces and 
flexibility that help many young people. 

From a systems perspective, transport and 
food supports are central to attendance 
policy, not welfare add-ons per se. In addition, 
infrastructural resources such as sensory, 
neurodiversity-affirming spaces aligns with 
equitable participation and school adjustment in 
responding to the needs of all young people and 
in line with expectations under General Comment 
No 4, UN CRPD.  

Theme 5: Engagement through activities, voice 
structures and a broader school experience

Many responses emphasise that attendance is 
stronger when school offers a rich, participatory 
learning experience: “sports and art”, “school 
clubs/ book club, music”, “trips”, “events and 
sports”, “student council so students have a 
voice”, and “people being able to practice musical 
instruments”. They also value autonomy and 
exploration: “more freedom”, “more exploration 
of subjects”, and Transition Year as “opportunity 
to grow”.  From a systems perspective, young 
people reminded adults at the consultations 
that extra-curricular and co-curricular provision 
is not peripheral. For many young people, they 
provide the ‘hook’ that sustains attendance, 
particularly when academic pressure is high. 
Drawing on Article 12 and Lundy’s ‘Space’ 
and ‘Voice’, structures like a student council 
(mentioned by quite a number of young people at 
the consultations) become meaningful only when 
connected to real decision-making and visible 
change. This is further discussed in Activity 
Three.
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Question Two: What makes young 
people not want to come to 
school?
Theme 1: Unsafety and humiliation in 
experiences of bullying, judgement and 
exposure

 
Across the responses at the consultations, 
bullying is a dominant deterrent, named 
repeatedly and in multiple forms: “bullying”, 
“physical, cyber bullying”, “slagging”, “getting 
picked on stuff you can’t control”, and fear of 
being “judged by classmates and teachers”. 
Young people also describe the ‘social exposure’ 
of school as exhausting: crowds, anti-social 
behaviour, and unpleasant interests: “don’t like 
being around crowds/lots of people”, “anti-social 
behaviour”, “two faced people”.   

For policy and practice, what young people seem 
to be saying is that anti-bullying responses must 
be felt as credible and safe, not solely procedural. 

 
School attendance cannot be improved if 
the school day is experienced as unsafe or 
humiliating. Young people’s emphasis on 
anonymity (which appears in responses to 
questions in later activities) for example, 
anonymous QR codes to report bullying, might 
therefore be read as a signal of low trust in some 
existing disclosure routes and mechanisms. 

Theme 2: Unfairness, over-control and ‘small’ 
sanctions that feel big 

 
From the responses, it would seem that many 
young people are highly attuned to perceived 
unfairness and disproportionate consequences. 
They describe “teachers that hold grudges”, 
“teachers overreacting over small things like 
chewing gums… report note… shown to parents”.  
They also identify restrictions on identity and 
bodily autonomy: “rules stopping us from being 

ourselves e.g no earrings, no nail polish, no 
make up, no hairdye”.  These statements are 
not complaints but pointers that indicate when 
restrictions are experienced as somewhat 
arbitrary and perceived more as bodily 
surveillance, young people are more inclined to 
disengage. School becomes less attractive and 
potentially impacts their school attendance.  

Theme 3: Academic overload, pressure and the 
work-attendance spiral

 
A large number of responses describe a 
relentless workload and a spiral where absence 
increases pressure, which increases avoidance. 
This is a particularly strong theme in the data. 
The deterrents include “too much school work”, 
“loads of homework”, “too many exams”, “pop 
quiz”, “exams with short notice”, and “academic 
pressure”. The young people explicitly connect 
homework and after-school demands to non-
attendance: “when you have lots to do after 
school… sport, clubs”, and “Home work – stress 
– pressure – when you are absent you have more 
to do”. Several responses suggest that young 
people sometimes stay home to complete work 
to avoid the consequences: “Homework can be 
impactful… worried about detentions and they 
may stay home to finish”. 

This is a critical system insight: homework 
that is not completed for whatever reason can 
unintentionally incentivise absence from school.  
It may also reflect a coping mechanism on the 
part of the young person.  
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Theme 4: Basic needs and the physical 
environment as barriers

 
Physical conditions and basic needs are 
repeatedly cited by the young people: “toilets 
always being locked”, “being unable to go to the 
toilet all day”, “bathrooms (disgusting)… unclean”, 
“run down building”, “very cold mornings”, and 
“very cold when you get sent outside with skinny 
school jacket”. Food quality is also mentioned: 
“food’s not great”, “disgusting food in the 
canteen”.  Transport barriers are persistent: 
“no transport”, “bus getting cancelled”, “cost of 
transport to school”. For young people, these 
are not minor operational issues but rather, are 
framed as daily deterrents. 

Theme 5: Mental health, disability and lack of 
support

Young people explicitly and repeatedly name 
mental health and disability as attendance-
related: “might struggle with their mental health 
and don’t want to be around people”, “social 
anxiety/depression/stress”, “chronic illness 
and disabilities – both visible and invisible”, 
and “lack of proper mental health services/
assistance”. They also ask for normalised 
flexibility, for example, “Allowed to move or leave 
class if you need without being big deal”.  For 
schools and support services, the challenge 
is to devise support that is not conditional on 
crisis or diagnosis. Young people’s later calls for 
sensory rooms, movement breaks and trained 
professionals suggest they want universal, 
accessible support that does not single young 
people out. This aligns with preventative, multi-
tiered collaborative approaches. 
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Activity Two: Three Interrelated Circles Placemat 

Question One: What happens 
as a result of being absent from 
school?
Theme 1: Academic dislocation, cumulative 
pressure and falling behind

 
A large number of responses overwhelmingly 
describe absence as triggering a rapid 
accumulation of academic pressure. Being 
absent is not experienced as a neutral pause 
but as the beginning of a cycle of falling behind, 
confusion and stress. They repeatedly describe 
“missing out on work”, “not understanding the 
next lesson” and “being lost in class”. Absence 
leads to “having to catch up by yourself whilst 
still learning in class”, creating what one young 
person described as being “overworked and 
stressed out”. The cumulative nature of missed 
learning is strongly emphasised. Young people 
speak of “missing topics in classes for any reason 
and then having to sit exams on what you didn’t 
do”, “falling behind on important topics”, and 
“constantly catching up; missing out on revision 
classes”. This academic dislocation feeds 
directly into anxiety and burnout, with young 
people naming “exam stress”, “pressure build 
up”, “burnout from all the build-up of work” and 
“anxiety about falling behind and having to catch 
up on lots of class and homework”.

Importantly, some young people explicitly 
identify poor mental health as the most 
significant impact on their school attendance, 
ranking it as their top priority, stating “poor 
mental health (1)”, alongside “stress/anxiety”, 
“feeling terrible about yourself” and “learning 
curves discouraging students”. These accounts 
show how school absence can intensify 
emotional distress rather than relieve it.

Theme 2: Surveillance, consequences and 
reputational harm

 
A large number of responses consistently 
describe absence as bringing heightened 
surveillance and consequential responses 
rather than supportive re-engagement on return 
to school. Experiences such as “constantly 
getting phone calls home”, “being dragged to 
unnecessary meetings”, “teachers or Year Head 
chasing you for your absent note”, and “get called 
into a meeting” suggest systems that prioritise 
monitoring over understanding. Sanctions such 
as “2 lates and you get detention”, “extra work for 
home”, “suspension”, and “bad notes and a bad 
profile towards some teachers” are described 
as routine consequences. Young people also 
note reputational damage, stating that “teacher 
takes less of an interest in teaching you since 
they’re never in” and “certain teachers may think 
you are not dedicated or committed and not 
take you seriously”. These responses indicate 
that absence can alter how young people are 
perceived and may lead to a dilution of relational 
trust. 

Public questioning is experienced as particularly 
harmful. One young person explains that when a 
teacher asks “‘where were you yesterday’ in front 
of the class”, the student “feels uncomfortable”. 
Such moments relate to dignity and for some, 
may reinforce feelings of shame, embarrassment 
or awkwardness. 
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Theme 3: Social disconnection, isolation and 
loss of belonging

Absence is repeatedly described as socially 
costly. Young people speak of “losing touch with 
friends”, “friends might start to hang out with 
other people”, “not being a part of groups”, and 
“missing out on chats and jokes with friends”. 
These losses are deeply felt, with young people 
naming “isolation”, “feeling lonely”, and “fear 
of missing out (FOMO)”. Social consequences 
are not limited to friendships. Young people 
describe “arguments with friends”, “falling 
behind with friends”, and “falling out of routine”, 
suggesting that absence disrupts social rhythms 
and belonging within school life. For some, this 
social rupture makes returning to school more 
difficult, as “being absent can make it harder 
to come back to school” and increases anxiety 
about reintegration. This is particularly acute for 
a student who already suffers from anxiety or 
stress-related illnesses.   

Theme 4: Escalating risk and disengagement

Young people identify absence as self-
reinforcing. They state that you are “more likely 
to be absent more often if it happens a few 
times”, and that pressure and stress can “make 
students deliberately not want to go to school”. 
Some note broader risks, including “feeding into 
your lack of discipline” and the possibility of 
“ending up going out and doing something that 
could get you into trouble”. These reflections 
highlight how attendance difficulties can 
escalate if left to the side, rather than being the 
primary focus.

Question Two: What helps so that 
young people come to school 
every day?
This question provided opportunities for the 
young people to rank their responses and is 
therefore a crucial area of insight. Young people 
clearly articulate what makes attendance 
possible and sustainable.

Theme 1: Relationships based on care, respect 
and being listened to

Across all the consultation tables, the most 
consistently prioritised factor is relationships. 
Young people repeatedly rank “friends (1)” as 
central, explaining the importance of “sitting 
with them at lunch”, “not feeling lonely”, and 
“being with friends in class or on breaks so they 
don’t feel alone”. Friends are described not 
simply as social companions but as protective 
factors against disengagement.

Equally significant are relationships with 
teachers. Young people prioritise “kind and 
nice teachers (2)”, “teachers that you have a 
strong relationship with (3)”, “nice class tutor 
to look forward to seeing every day (3)”, and 
“teachers who actually care about our wellbeing”. 
Respectful treatment is emphasised, with young 
people stating the importance of “not being 
spoken to like a child (1)”, “respect going both 
ways (2)”, and “teachers not putting students 
down or dismissing their ideas”. Young people 
value teachers who listen and respond, noting 
“have a teacher that will listen to me”, “open 
and honest conversations with teachers about 
mental health (1)”, and “unexpected personal 
or wellbeing conversations”. These accounts 
strongly align with the Lundy elements of Voice 
and Audience, where young people feel heard 
and valued by trusted adults.
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Theme 2: Emotional safety, wellbeing and 
mental health support

 
Mental health supports are ranked as top 
priorities for many young people. Young people 
identify “trained mental health professionals (1)”, 
“more play therapists in secondary schools (1)”, 
“having someone to talk to (2)”, and “guidance 
counsellors can offer an opportunity for students 
to talk about difficult experiences”. They also 
note barriers, including “stigma around going to 
Guidance Counsellor”. Environmental supports 
are also important. Young people value “sensory 
rooms (3)”, “lights not too bright”, “warm inside 
building on cold days”, and “being able to take 
movement breaks (3)”. These responses show 
how sensory and physical environments may 
directly affect attendance.

Theme 3: Flexibility, fairness and autonomy

 
Young people repeatedly call for flexibility. 
Ranked responses include “reduced school 
timetable for students who need it”, “shortened 
school day for students with mental or physical 
health issues”, “later starting times”, and 
“half days”. These are framed as reasonable 
adjustments rather than privileges. Autonomy 
and fairness are also emphasised. Young 
people strongly critique appearance-related 
rules, stating that “there should be nothing 
about physical appearance, it’s not affecting my 
learning so why should it affect your teaching? 
(1)”. They prioritise “being able to be yourself, 
freedom of appearance (3)” and “freedom of 
speech in class”. For many young people, this 
helps them feel a sense of belonging and a desire 
to be in school.  

Theme 4: Engaging learning and meaningful 
school experiences

A related theme suggests that attendance is 
supported by engaging pedagogy and variety. 
Many young people at the consultations prioritise 
“interactive lessons”, “variety of methods instead 
of reading and writing”, “practical projects”, 
“videos to explain things in different ways”, and 
“fun activities promote more learning”. They 
also highlight timetable balance, ranking “good, 
non-stressful timetable (4)” and “better variety of 
subjects each day (1)”. Extra-curricular activities 
and events are highly valued. Young people rank 
“team sports motivation (1)”, “variety of trips 
(1)”, “school team training”, “fun events”, and 
“clubs during lunchtime (3)”. These experiences 
create reasons to attend beyond an academic 
obligation.  
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Question Three: What do young 
people know about places and 
people that help young people 
talk about how they feel about 
school?
Theme 1: Trusted adults and informal 
relationships

 
Many responses from the young people at the 
consultations consistently emphasise trust. 
They name “parents and guardians”, “my mam”, 
“siblings”, “Year Heads”, “SNAs”, and “teachers 
who actually care about your wellbeing”. Trust 
is relational and personal, with young people 
stating “I can always talk to my PE teacher, I 
feel like we have a very good relationship and 
we could talk about anything”. Conversely, lack 
of trust acts as a barrier. One young person 
states “I wouldn’t go to a Guidance Counsellor 
because I don’t trust them. They don’t know 
me and I don’t know them”. This highlights that 
for some young people, availability of services 
alone is insufficient without relational safety and 
understanding of roles in school. 

 
 
 
 
 

Theme 2: Peer support and youth spaces

 
Friends are again central in this activity. Young 
people state “your mates”, “friends that support 
me”, and “talk to others who are going through 
the same situation”. Youth organisations are 
identified as safe spaces, including “Foróige”, 
“youth clubs”, “Comhairle na nÓg”, and “youth 
exchanges”. These spaces allow expression 
without judgement. 
 
Theme 3: Safe, private and accessible spaces

 
Young people value “sensory rooms”, “library”, 
“prayer room”, and “anonymous surveys”. 
Anonymity is particularly important, with 
references to “bully QR codes”, “anonymous 
surveys”, and “private conversations without 
naming the student”. These responses 
underscore the importance of ‘Space’ within the 
Lundy framework.
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Activity Three:  Flip Chart Placemat (Turning Views into Action on 
Catch-up, Listening)

Question One: What or who helps 
young people catch up when they 
miss a day or a few days from 
school?

Theme 1: Catch-up as a relational process, not a 
solo task

 
Young people at the consultations describe 
catch-up as fundamentally relational. They 
frequently locate help in peers: “classmates 
can send photos of notes your class took down 
when you were out”, “friends can send you the 
notes from previous classes”, “friends may send 
you a brief note on what was covered”, and “ask 
the person beside you to help”. Catch-up is 
not only about receiving information. It is also 
about reassurance. Young people indicate that 
friends “easier to understand / give context” and 
that peer explanation makes the missed work 
feel less intimidating. At the same time, some 
responses reveal how easily catch-up becomes 
individualised. Young people state “relying 
on yourself” and “themselves”, indicating that 
without structured support, returning students 
may be left to reconstruct learning alone. This 
matters for inclusion because the burden of 
catch-up can be unequal. If catch-up depends on 
confidence, social capital, or who you can ask, 
then some young people will be systematically 
disadvantaged. From a rights’ perspective, the 
system may be offering “Voice” in principle but 
not providing the practical conditions that make 
participation in learning realistic after absence.

Theme 2: Teachers as gatekeepers of 
access to learning, and the difference that 
responsiveness makes 

 
This is a particularly strong theme and reflects 
very positively on supportive adults in school. 
Young people describe teachers as pivotal in 
determining whether return is manageable or 
overwhelming. They ask for direct explanation: 
“get the teacher to explain it to you so you know 
how to do it” and “teacher: give you class notes, 
explain the work”. They value greatly proactive 
communication: “emails from teachers after you 
have missed a class is helpful”, “teachers sending 
you notes through an email”, and “teachers can 
put up the work online… for students to look on 
the work in class”.  

However, the dataset shows variation: “teachers 
(some)”, “some teachers”, “certain teachers post 
what was done”. This unevenness creates a 
patchwork of access where the experience of 
returning from absence depends on who teaches 
the subject. Where practice is consistent, young 
people describe it as enabling: “if the teacher 
puts the work they did in class… and show an 
example with notes”, or “give you the necessary 
work to revise”. Where practice is inconsistent, 
catch-up becomes uncertain and can fuel 
the pressure and school avoidance described 
elsewhere in this report.
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Theme 3: The central role of SNAs and targeted 
adult support, and the need for capacity and 
stability

 
This is a further particularly strong theme 
reflecting positively on the important role 
of Special Needs Assistants (SNAs). Young 
people place strong emphasis on SNAs and 
structured adult support. They recall a model 
of short, focused catch-up: “having SNAs take 
students out to give short summary… very 
helpful”, “SNA 1 on 1 time for catch up”, and 
“SNAs: can catch students up on work missed, 
helps students”. They also highlight the impact 
of a positive relationship: “SNA amháin sa 
scoil agus an-mhaith” and “SNAs are amazing, 
helped me catch up when I was absent”. At the 
same time, the responses show scarcity and 
rationing: “everyone needs help sometimes but 
the SNA can only help certain students”. Young 
people also highlight continuity as an inclusion 
need: “stability with SNAs as children get used 
to the person”. This is significant through a 
UNCRPD lens. If inclusive education requires 
removing barriers and providing reasonable 
accommodation, then stable, adequately 
resourced learning support is not an add-on. It 
is a mechanism by which the system ensures 
access, continuity, and participation for those 
who might otherwise be excluded.

Theme 4: Digital catch-up as inclusion 
infrastructure, and the need for consistency 
across subjects

 
There were many references in the responses to 
digital tools as essential catch-up infrastructure: 
“using online resources e.g. gmail, teams, 
google classroom”, “learning platforms e.g. 
teams, google classroom”, “OneNote… teachers 
write on a notebook students can see”, and 
“Microsoft Teams… where school work done 
in class is posted”. They also refer to external 
study supports: “Exam Revision… very helpful… 
makes catching up easier (1)”, “studyclix”, “Simple 

Study… short summarised notes, quizzes 
provided”, and “Quizlet… online flashcards… 
made by teachers”.  They also cite informal 
digital learning: “youtube, google, tik tok, watch 
videos on the topic you missed”, and even “Chat 
GBT”. These responses indicate that young 
people already build their own blended learning 
ecology when school systems are not sufficient. 
However, this can widen inequity if access 
to devices, data, quiet study space, or digital 
skills varies. Catch-up therefore becomes both 
a pedagogical and an equity question. It also 
intersects with school policies on platform use 
and teacher expectations. When young people 
say “certain teachers post what was done” and 
“teachers using Teams to put the work up for 
those who missed out”, they are implicitly asking 
for universal design. They are asking for catch-up 
tools to be consistent, predictable, and available 
to all, not dependent on individual teacher 
discretion or school resources. 

Theme 5: Catch-up that reduces overload, not 
adds to it

 
Young people describe the need for catch-up 
that does not increase pressure. They request 
boundaries and pacing, including “don’t give work 
on weekends”, and highlight the value of targeted 
summary: “highlighted… important points”. They 
also request structural adjustments when stress 
is high and anxiety-related illness are at issue: “I 
would like to be able to request a reduced school 
timetable when stressed”, “reduced school 
day”, and even “online schooling when needed, 
recorded versions of ranganna”. These proposals 
are not framed as opting out of education. 
They are framed as ways to stay connected 
to learning when full-time attendance is not 
possible due to health conditions or chronic 
illness. Under an inclusion framework, these 
are possible adjustments that might reasonably 
be considered for the contexts described to 
prevent absence from becoming long-term 
disengagement or disillusionment.
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Question Two: What would be the 
best ways to let others know how 
young people feel about school 
and about coming to school so 
that young people would get 
listened to?
This question is directly related to what might 
be described as a participation architecture, 
namely, systems, practices, and policies that 
make it possible for young people to express 
their views freely, safely and meaningfully, and 
for their views to be taken seriously. 

Theme 1: Anonymous and low-risk routes to 
speak honestly

 
In their responses, young people repeatedly 
call for anonymity, especially in relation to 
bullying, safety and sensitive concerns. They 
propose “an anonymous bullying QR code” and 
state “every school should have an anonymous 
bullying QR code”. They also suggest “suggestion 
box”, “anonymous suggestions”, “surveys 
gan ainm”, “focus groups”, and the principle 
“in private and do not mention the student’s 
name”. This indicates that many young people 
do not experience school as a safe enough 
“Space” to raise concerns openly without fear 
of consequences, stigma or being singled out. 
Requests are often specific and practical, 
suggesting young people want routes that are 
normalised and routine, not exceptional. They 
propose “evaluation forms”, “feedback”, and 
“surveys: send out to students”. The emphasis is 
on speaking honestly without exposure. This is 
particularly relevant for inclusion, where young 
people who are anxious, neurodivergent, or who 
have experienced conflict with adults may need 
participation routes that do not require public 
speaking or direct confrontation.
 
 
 

Theme 2: Adults initiating the conversation

Young people are clear that participation should 
not depend on self-advocacy alone. They want 
adults to check in: “Teachers/Year Heads come 
and ask how they feel about school, if they’re 
struggling or not and if they want help”. They 
state “it’s important to be asked how you feel” and 
add that “sometimes help should come to you”. 
They propose “mandatory wellbeing check-up 
with every student every term”, and emphasise 
that the adult should “understand young people 
and be observant and adults follow through”.
These responses point to a gap between formal 
availability and relational accessibility. If systems 
require young people to opt in, then the least 
confident and most marginalised may be least 
heard. Proactive listening therefore shifts 
participation from a privilege for the confident to 
a right realised for all.

Theme 3: Strengthening student 
representation, but keeping it credible and 
inclusive 

 
There are frequent references to formal 
structures: “Student Council”, “class 
representatives”, “committees… students from 
each year group”, and “bring concern to the board 
of management”. They also call for a student 
council culture that is accessible: “like a non-
nerdy Student Council where people feel like they 
can talk about whatever without judgement”. 
The phrasing matters. It signals that some young 
people see existing structures as socially narrow, 
performative, or disconnected from their peers. 
Young people also propose more time with 
trusted pastoral roles: “tutors (more time with 
them)”, “mentors”, and a “support person”. This 
suggests participation is most meaningful when 
there is an identifiable, approachable “Audience” 
with the authority or powers to respond, not 
merely to listen.
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Theme 4: Removing everyday barriers that 
symbolise not being listened to 

 
Many suggestions are about tangible daily 
barriers that undermine dignity and school 
attendance. Young people highlight toilets 
repeatedly: “toilets always being open for 
everyone”, “emailing teachers about toilets or 
other issues”, and “make it less strict especially 
in bathroom breaks”. They also raise the need for 
a less strict environment: “make it less strict”, 
“better wellbeing”, “real world advice”. These are 
not abstract concerns. They are everyday signals 
of whether school respects young people’s 
autonomy and bodily needs. When these issues 
are not dealt with, young people infer that their 
voices do not matter.

Theme 5: Connecting young people’s voice to 
systems beyond school

 
Some of the responses from young people 
identify knowledge and access gaps to decision-
makers: “we do not know the email address for 
the Minister for Education”, and “we don’t know 
how to contact Tusla, email or phone number”. 
They propose civic routes such as “contact your 
local TD” and “email your Head/Principal”. They 
also suggest modern communication routes: 
“social media…students post TikToks to get 
their ideas across”, and “students don’t watch TV 
often, put any message out on social media”.  

Importantly, young people explicitly reference 
attendance support agencies: “TESS coming to 
school would help… by talking to them showing 
them the right and wrong way (3)”, and they 
want talks from agencies: “events or talks like 
Tusla or others”. These statements point to a 
model where external agencies are not only 
enforcement actors. They are potentially trusted 
adults who can create additional “Audience” and 
help ensure “Influence” when school systems are 
unresponsive.

Theme 6: Participation as prevention, including 
addressing risk narratives

 
Some responses connect attendance to broader 
risk: “some people don’t come to school because 
they are looking to make money on the street”, 
and they want schools to “show young people 
what can happen if they follow that path”. 
Others propose influence from “sports stars” 
and “influential figures” to “promote the idea of 
going to school”. These views suggest that young 
people see attendance as shaped by competing 
futures. School, families and agencies need 
to address this realistically, not morally. 
Participation spaces can surface the local 
drivers of disengagement early, while support 
services can intervene before the issue becomes 
entrenched.

Proactive listening therefore shifts participation 
from a privilege for the confident to a right 
realised for all.
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Question Three: How would young 
people know that their views have 
been listened to in school?
This question attempts to understand how 
system accountability is experienced by young 
people and what might help increase their sense 
of being listened to in the context of school 
attendance. Young people are clear that listening 
is not a feeling. It is evidenced through visible 
action, feedback and sustained follow-through. 
Their responses provide a blueprint for what 
“Influence” must look like.

Theme 1: Action more than reassurance

 
Young people repeatedly describe ‘action’ 
as the primary proof: “the problem will be 
fixed”, “when teachers take action about our 
concerns”, “change happens”, “see action”, and 
“seeing the change in action”. They emphasise 
that outcomes matter even when solutions 
are partial: “they do what you wanted or they 
attempted it”. The message is direct: listening 
without change is not listening. It is delay.

Theme 2: Timeliness and follow-through 

 
There are many references by young people to 
being listened to with speed and persistence: 
“they make a change a lot quicker”, “they’ll work 
on the change as quick as they can, they’ll stick 
to it”, and “tell us they are doing it step by step”. 
This indicates that slow, opaque processes can 
feel like dismissal. Conversely, visible progress 
signals seriousness and respect. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Theme 3: Feedback loops, transparency and 
public acknowledgement 

 
There are calls in young people’s responses to 
explicit feedback: “acknowledge what has been 
said”, “getting actual feedback”, “they get back 
to you with more information”, and “feedback 
reports… that they would be transparent”. They 
also want communication channels that are 
routine and school-wide: “if the Year Head says 
it at assembly, over intercom”, “announce at 
assembly”, and “daily announcements”. This is 
about ensuring young people can track what 
happened to their view, and whether it led 
anywhere. Young people also want recognition 
and attribution: “credit for contribution given to 
students”. This indicates a desire for respectful 
listening and having a meaningful voice.  

Theme 4: Cultural change experienced in 
everyday school life

 
It is particularly interesting to note that 
many young people describe listening as a 
change in how school feels: “they sound like 
they’re listening and they care”, “show more 
understanding of the issues raised”, and “seeing 
a change in everyday school life for example, 
teachers being more engaged with students”. 
They link listening to increased freedom, 
especially around rules that affect identity: 
“when people feel more freedom in the school”, 
and “changes to rules around hair and body 
piercings as a result”. This is further emphasised 
in the following responses:  “Má thagann ar 
chúrsaí – gníomh déanta” (if you notice things, 
the job is done), “Tuairiscí aiseolais… go mbeadh 
seo feiceálach” (feedback reports should be 
visible), and “Moladh… seomra na gcéadfaí, club 
leabhair” (they listened to recommendation… 
a sensory room, a book club is now set up). 
Young people define listening as a visible shift in 
provision and policy, not a one-off conversation 
per se. 
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Theme 5: Influence reaching beyond school

 
Some young people frame influence as 
escalation to national decision-makers: 
“problems being brought to the Minister of 
Education”, or even “if the Minister for Education 
came to our school”. Others highlight agency 
presence as a signal of seriousness: “seeing 
TESS coming to school to talk”. These responses 
show that for some young people, meaningful 
influence requires a broader system response, 
especially where issues are structural or 
persistent.
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It would seem that what young people are 
telling us across all the data is that school 
attendance is something that is made possible, 
or impossible, by the everyday conditions 
of school together with their own state of 
wellbeing and their home life. They describe 
school absence as producing “pressure build up”, 
“burnout”, “exam stress”, “isolation”, and “feeling 
lonely”, but they also describe clear enabling 
conditions: “friends (1)”, “kind and nice teachers 
(2)”, “having someone to talk to (2)”, “trained 
mental health professionals (1)”, “sensory rooms… 
open to all students (3)”, “movement breaks… 
without needing a note (3)”, and flexible pathways 
such as “reduced timetables” and “later starting 
times”.

Young people also define what meaningful 
listening looks like. It is not being “asked in front 

of the class” and made “uncomfortable”. It is 
being able to speak “in private” with “anonymity”, 
being “asked how you feel”, and then seeing 
that “the problem will be fixed”, “seeing the 
change”, “getting actual feedback”, and being 
told progress “step by step”. In short, they set out 
both the content of what needs to change and 
the process by which change must happen.

Article 12 of the UNCRC requires that young 
people are enabled to express their views freely 
on matters affecting them, and that those views 
are given due weight. The Lundy framework 
clarifies what schools and systems must do to 
realise this right in practice: provide safe ‘space’, 
support ‘voice’, ensure an empowered ‘audience’, 
and demonstrate ‘influence. The dataset collated 
for this report indicates some recurring gaps in 
the domains of space and influence.

Space

Young people repeatedly request 
anonymous routes such as “an anonymous 
bullying QR code”, “surveys gan ainm”, 
and “suggestion box”, alongside a clear 
instruction that concerns should be 
handled “in private and do not mention 
the student’s name”. This suggests that 
in some settings, the social and learning 
environment does not consistently feel 
safe enough for open disclosure. A rights-
respecting approach places expectation 
on settings to normalise multiple 
participation routes, including anonymous 
and facilitated options, so that speaking 
up is not reserved for the more confident 
young person.   

Voice

Young people want adults to enable 
voice through outreach and relationship: 
“Teachers/Year Heads come and ask 
how they feel”, “sometimes help should 
come to you”, and “mandatory wellbeing 
check-up… every term”. This implies 
that participation should be designed as 
a universal entitlement, not dependent 
on self-advocacy. Regular, structured 
listening is therefore a protective factor 
for attendance.

Conclusions and Policy Implications 
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Audience

Young people identify multiple audiences, 
including teachers, tutors, Year Heads, 
school boards, and external agencies. 
However, they also indicate uncertainty 
about access: “we don’t know how to 
contact Tusla” and “we do not know 
the email address for the Minister for 
Education”. For participation to be 
meaningful, young people need clear, 
accessible routes to decision-makers and 
advocates for them, and they need to know 
who can act on what.

Influence 

Young people define influence in practical 
terms: “when teachers take action”, 
“change happens”, “they stick to it”, 
“getting actual feedback”, and “credit for 
contribution given to students”. Influence 
includes timeliness and transparency. 
Without visible change, participation risks 
becoming tokenistic and erodes trust 
in the process. Explicit feedback loops 
are being sought by the young people 
in the consultation to show them what 
was heard, what will happen, and the 
timeframe for the action. 

General Comment No. 4 on Article 24 UNCRPD 
clarifies that inclusive education requires a 
transformation in culture, policy and practice 
to remove barriers and accommodate diverse 
requirements and identities, ensuring access 
to learning for all. Young people’s responses 
strongly align with this, particularly where they 
identify sensory, mental health, and flexibility 
needs that act as attendance barriers. Young 
people ask for sensory and environmental 
adjustments: “sensory rooms”, “lights not too 
bright”, “warm inside building on cold days”, and 
the ability to take breaks: “movement breaks… 
for all young people… without needing a note”. 
They also request flexible attendance pathways: 
“reduced school timetable when stressed”, 
“shortened school day”, “online schooling when 
needed”, and “recorded versions of ranganna”. 
Under an inclusion framework, these would 
seem to be reasonable accommodations and 
universal design measures that mitigate the 
potential for school absence. Similarly, the heavy 
reliance on catch-up supports such as “Teams”, 
“Google Classroom”, “OneNote”, “highlighted… 
important points”, and “emails from teachers” 
indicates that access to curriculum continuity 
is a core inclusion issue. They help young 
people who are absent from school for whatever 
reasons. However, when ‘catching up’ structures 
and continuity in learning depends on “some 
teachers” and “certain teachers”, inclusion 
becomes inconsistent with a knock-on effect on 
successful re-integration following absence from 
school. 
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For the final activity (Activity Four) on each 
of the consultation days, children and young 
people had the opportunity to do the following:

For one child, “The best thing of the day was 
writing the note to minister” (Evaluation Form 
comment, 27.11.2025). 

For Activity Four, each child and young person 
was given a white card on which to draw or write 
if they chose to do so. They also had the option 
for the facilitator to scribe for them, if they 
wished.

The following data was presented by children 
and young people in relation to what helps them 
most to come to school each day, and their 
messages to the Minister. No attempt is made 
to analyse this data to protect the richness and 
depth of perspectives offered in the responses. 
The transcribed data is as follows:  

Messages from Children in 
Primary Schools and Special 
Schools who attended the 
consultations

Child 1: Friends. Afterschool sports. Drama. Art. 
School trips. Shows

Child 2: My friends help me come to school. 
It would be fantastic for longer breaks and no 
homework because we are in school for 6 + 
hours.  Also rewards help you come to school and 
more things to do!

Child 3: I think friends help us come to school.

Child 4: Dear Minister, I think friends help people 
to come to school and school sports. But I don’t 
like homework. 

Child 5: Friends help.

Child 6. Friends (Picture of friends drawn)

Child 7: Friends. PE. Football. iPads. Tacos every 
Tuesday. 

Child 8: Football. Friends. Kids should get paid €1 
a day. 

Child 9: The people. Teachers. SNAs (with lots of 
love hearts, smiley faces and ‘67’)

Child 10: Knowing when they go in that someone 
will be happy to see you. Being able to go on 
movement breaks outside the classroom with Mr. 
SNA. 

Child 11: No written message recorded

Child 12: Dear Minister, Children should be 
allowed to have no homework for a week if they 
have had a loss in the family, including pets. 

Child 13: Dear Minister, Teachers should allow 
children to have more playtime, and we should 
not have homework. 

Messages from the Children and Young People 
to the Minister 

In one word or a few words 
or in a picture, please tell 
the Minister for Education 
and Youth what you think 
helps children and young 
people most to come to 
school every day.  
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Child 14: Dear Minister, seeing friends is what 
I think is important for children in school to be 
social 

Child 15: Doing something fun every evening, 
especially if you know what that thing will be (e.g. 
Art on Tuesdays, Music on Fridays). Thank you!!

Child 16: Dear Minister, I think people that live far 
away should have a bus provided. Because they 
might not have money everyday to get a taxi. 

Child 17: Dear Hildegarde Naughton, I think we 
should have a half day on Monday so we can 
settle into the week. Maybe we should start 20 
minutes early every day so we can have one. 

Child 18: Dear Minister, I think these would help 
kids come to school most (Insert drawing of 
awards and friends). 

Child 19: Dear Minister, the reasons you want to 
be in school is the things you always want to do + 
do more of them. 

Child 20: 67 Friends. Football. Tennis. Art. 
Cooking. Woodwork. Swimming. Going home. 

Child 21: (Insert picture of 67)

Child 22: Give less work.

Child 23: Dear Minister, I hope you have a great 
time being the minister. No Bullying, No Racism. 
Be Nice. 

Child 24: Dear Minister, I think out friends help 
us come to school more. Also, fun activities help 
us have fun. But we should come to school for an 
education. 

Child 25: Dear Minister for Education and 
Youth, children need more motivation!! And 
encouragement!! Ps. Have a nice Christmas. 
Pps. If you want a portrait of yourself, ask me!

Child 26: Dear Minister, I think there should be no 
bullying and everybody (even the teacher and the 
principal) should respect everybody.

Child 27: Dear Minister, to be kind.

Child 28: Dear Minister, no homework and kinder 
teacher. No bullying and school time at 10:30 so 
we get a nice sleep. 

Child 29:  Dear Minister, I think there should be 
no homework because we have enough work at 
school (Insert photo of dinosaur). 

Child 30: To the Minister, I hope that all the 
teachers can add a small game in between every 
subject. 

Child 31: Dear Minister. What helps me to come 
to school is my friends. Please can you get rid of 
homework in secondary school.

Child 32: Dear Minister.  Friends, everyone needs 
at least 1 best friend. 

Child 33: Determination

Child 34: Dear Minister. You are doing enough 
work just to get homework later, so it takes about 
7 hours off your time. The sic hours are enough 
work to do. 

Child 35: All kids should be allowed to play with 
fidgets when they want. 

Child 36: Kids need an SNA to talk to all kids. 

Child 37: Dear Minister, I think some movement 
breaks for everyone would help them 
concentrate more. Also, maybe the classrooms 
could be a bit more colourful and if it is it would 
make the children happier. It would help if the 
yard could be a bit longer because then they 
would have fresh air, and t would make them 
concentrate more. Or maybe we could have no 
homework on a Wednesday or any day of the 
week! (Not Friday because we already have 
homework off on that day). I hope you can get 
what I said. Thanks. 
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Child 38: Dear Minister Hildegarde Naughton. 
Here are a few things that might help kids go to 
school every day. 

	 Fun teachers
	 Kids assign their own seating
	 Clubs for kids with different interests: 

reading, chess, D and D)
	 Make subjects more fun with ideas from the 

students.
	 Have 10-15 minutes of reading time/ free time 

in the morning. 
	 Have a little less time in recess. 
	 Make actions on bullying immediately.
	 Take the students ideas. 

That’s all I can think of. Thank you and I hope you 
find some good ideas (Note: No homework as 
well, thanks!)

Child 39: Dear Minister, I think the thought of 
fun stuff like sports and art helps kids come to 
school. Also, no homework. 

Child 40: Dear Minister, I think it will be great for 
children to do movement breaks and rewards 
are really important to make it more fun. Great 
teachers help a lot. Sport is what helps me but 
for some kids they like art. But most important is 
no homework please please please. 

Child 41: Dear Minister Hildegarde Naughton. 
What I think will make students come to school 
everyday is no homework. 

Child 42: Dear Minister, I think if we had less 
bullying, more of the subjects that we like and 
more feedback on our behaviour would help 
school. 

Child 43: Dear Minister, Teachers be nicer 
maybe. It’s hard to get up so that probably is why 
they won’t go to school. Or it’s hard to talk to 
people al school. Less bullying or more subjects 
they like.

Child 44: Dear Minister. I think what will make 
people come to school if everyone gets a chance 
to talk to a teacher. It is not fair to only pick who 
you want to talk to. I think people should be able 
to talk to someone. 

Child 45: Dear Minister, I think the thing that 
helps is sport (GAA, Soccer and stuff). Mam and 
Dad and no homework please. 

Child 46: It helps me most to come to school if I 
sit with my friends and sometimes have half days

Child 47: My friends. Education. P.E. Movement 
breaks. Art. French. Religion. English. Reading. 
Raffles. Student of the Week. Rewards. 

Child 48: We need a big school because kids 
come more. When we go outside to play. It’s a 
really nice school and we have friends.

Child 49: Hot school meals would be nice, though 
out school still doesn’t have them yet. I love the 
routine of it. Doing mostly the same things every 
day. I don’t go to my friends houses very often so 
it’s really nice to see them in school. Art is fun as 
well.

Child 50: Mostly my friends. The activities but I 
wish there was more things to do in school other 
than work. There should be bigger classrooms! 
School trips are parties are really fun. More 
subjects and better seating. 

Child 51: It helps me seeing my friends, doing 
new things and having fun!

Child 52: P.E, sport, religion and friends!

The letter cards of young people in post-primary 
schools completed on Consultation Day, 28 
November 2025) and seven cards completed 
by the Youth Advisory Group, Piloting Phase, 20 
October 2025, convey the following messages:  
What helps me most to attend school regularly, 
and Messages to the Minister.
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Messages from Young People 
in Post-Primary Schools who 
attended the consultations

Card 1: An environment that promotes being 
interested in learning and curiosity rather 
than simply being given the information. This 
would be easier to have it teachers engaged 
in conversations with students more often, 
showing their interest in the subject and making 
school a true learning experience. 

Card 2: I am most helped by my parents who 
support my education. What holds me back is 
the outdated testing system of the leaving cert. 
My future is down to 7 tests. We need continuous 
assessment and project grading. Not 7 written 
exams. 

Card 3: My family help me to come to school and 
seen my friend helps me move and I think it’s just 
eazy for me to come to school. 

Card 4: Support and encouragement from 
teachers help me come to school. Even better 
if…. There was more recognition for the fact 
that leaving cert/ school is not as convenient for 
every student due to illness and disabilities. 

Card 5: What helps me go to school every day? 
One thing that helps me go to school is to think 
of my future. And I want to be financial stable in 
the future and personally I like school and I would 
like to see more activities like this and meeting 
up with friends. And teacher helping us with 
everything. And knowing I am new to secondary 
so I really like the new opportunity. 

Card 6: I love coming to school to see my friends, 
socialise, learn about my favourite subjects, but 
what would be even easier is not being under so 
much stress almost all the time. 

Card 7: What I think would help more people 
come to school would be more welcoming to 
different cultures and minorities. What makes 
me come to school is that I’m an Irish Traveller 
and I feel welcome to this school when some 
other races and communities might not, for their 
personal reasons. 

Card 8: Dear Minister: My one word is Engage. 
Everybody would probably enjoy schools 
with more engagement which leads to great 
attendance. Thank you for this opportunity, hope 
to be able to participate in more events like this. 

Card 9: Dear Minister
One thing that I think helps people come to 
schools is: my one word – FRIENDS- because 
they help you when you need help, they will make 
you lough when you’re sad and that really helps 
you come to school everyday in the morning. 

Card 10: Dear Minister Hildegarde Naughton
I think that young people can come to school 
knowing that they can be themselves, it helps 
them discover who they are with no filter. 
Knowing they can be themselves with their 
friends, helps students be at ease. 

Card 11: Dear Minister 		
I think that my friends help me to go to school 
every day. I also think that having good classes 
helps me to go to school every day. 

Card 12: Dear Minister,
I think having friends in the school/class is one 
of the biggest reasons as to why children go to 
school. Having fun and engaging classes with 
teachers who make the topic interesting is 
another main reason for attendance. 

Card 13: Dear Minister,
I want to write to you today and I want to tell you 
a couple things. First of all I am really grateful 
for this event, I want to state to you today that 
I really enjoy school but I do not want to go 
in school, there is way too much stress and 
homework. I have not been in for a lot of the 
school year and its because I just don’t do the 
homework. I don’t know how teacher expect us to 
do literal hours of homework after doing 8 hours 
of school. If there was no homework I assure you 
that the average school attendance rate would 
go sky high. Thank you so much for reading this. 

Card 14: Dear Minister Naughton,
You need to officially reduce the Sraith 
Pictiúr amount to 10. 20 is unachievable for 
non Gaeilgeoir students.  There is too much 
confusion. We need a statement, before LC 2027.

Report on Consultations with Children and Young People in relation to School Attendance  |  57



Card 15: I think personal appearance should be 
thought of or spoken about a lot more such as 
eyelashes, piercings nails ext. If it doesn’t affect 
our learning. it shouldn’t affect the teachers. 

Card 16:
	 Students are the future. Protect their Mental 

Health! 
	 Mental Health unit in all teaching courses
	 Lower the pressure of LC and JC. 

Card 17:
The reason I think most people go to school is 
to see their friends. Most teachers think that 
teenagers nowadays are dossers who only want 
to mess with their friends but that is NOT what 
actually happens. 

Perks/Benefits of teenagers talking makes: 
	 Having someone to talk to problems about
	 Good for mental health – they get good laughs 
	 Some/most people work to understand 

their friends more than teachers and its less 
awkward talking to a friend then an adult. 

Card 18: Octopus picture (NEED) and tentacles: - 
Recognition for the differences in need for every 
student and how they’re dealt with. 

Card 19:
INTERACTION:

	 Social (friends/teachers)
	 Lessons (not just learning through books or 

power points o through games, quizzes, team 
activities, etc.) 

Card 20: Community Work/Group Projects. 
(Outside of school linking together)

Card 21: Expressing yourselves out of uniform 
and in uniform

Card 22: Giving students more opportunities to 
gain life skills and to be ready to leave school. 

Card 23: Trained Mental Health Specialist + 
Mandatory well-being check-ins with every 
student every term to ensure support can be 
provided to those who are struggling. 

Card 24: Being treated like a person. And not like 
a small child. Letting kids express themselves, 
no restrictions. Being validated for what your 
feeling, not judged. 

Card 25: Less control over girls with school 
uniform. 

Card 26: Students are the futcher. Future 
teaching course. Real in pressure. 

Card 27: More encouragement, Longer lunches, 
No exams. More encouragement as in the 
teachers help us more. Longer lunch breaks to 
chat with friends. No/Less exams to help people 
have less stressful exams.

Card 28: Create a more welcoming environment 
to the students so student feel like they can be 
themselves instead of trying to be like everyone 
else. 

Card 29: Better transport to all schools.   
If people live too far or their parents can’t bring 
them to school every day they need more school 
buses to go to further places.  

Card 30:	Better lunch’s! Hot lunch instead of dry 
cold lunch. Hope you read this. 

Card 31: Friend  1  Friend 2 Friend 3

Card 32:	I think having their friends with them 
can help young people to go to school every day. 
They can also have something fun during their 
classes and subjects to motivate them and make 
them like the class. Giving them brain breaks 
during the class could help them have a break 
from studying because school is not just a place 
for studying but also a place where you can make 
memories., meet new people and form a good 
relationship with everyone. 

Card 33: Feeling safe at school with friends and 
teachers Being able to trust people. Being able 
to express yourself freely (because we all share 
the same seat and breathe the same air). Having 
friends to not be lonely.

Card 34: An Environment where I feel I can be - 
myself
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Card 35: Friends.

Card 36: People who influence us to do better 
ex: relatable teachers, friends and family. This 
helps us feel comfortable whilst doing our best 
academically. 

Card 37: Having fun. Less stress. 

Card 38: Dear Minister,
I would love you to help young people all 
over Ireland to help them speak and express 
themselves. 

Card 39: Dear Minister
I have three words to write: Friends; Support; 
Community
I chose these words because they represent 
what every person in this world needs, especially 
in their vulnerable teenage years and they should 
always be encouraged, never taken away. 

Card 40: To go out with there mates to have a bit 
of fun to have. 

Card 41: The content of this card closes the 
report.  
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Having heard from the children (primary 
schools and special schools) and the young 
people (post-primary) at the consultations, 
this section presents a short comparative, 
policy-facing analysis of shared and divergent 
perspectives, with a concluding paragraph that 
identifies priorities for policy attention.

Similarities in Voices across 
Primary (which includes Special 
Schools) and Post-Primary
Across both primary and post-primary 
consultations, school attendance is described 
first and foremost as a relational issue. Children 
and young people consistently identify friendship 
and social belonging as central reasons for 
coming to school. Primary children repeatedly 
state simply “Friends”, “My friends”, and “Seeing 
my friends”, while post-primary young people 
refer to “my mates”, “best friends”, and explicitly 
name “F.O.M.O – Fear of missing out with your 
friends”. In both age groups, friendship is 
not framed as an optional extra but as a core 
condition of attendance. When relationships are 
secure, school is experienced as a place to be; 
when they are threatened, attendance becomes 
fragile.

Similarly, relationships with adults are 
consistently identified as attendance-enabling 
when they are experienced as kind, fair and 
respectful. As referred to earlier, children 
emphasise the kindness of SNAs, “Kind, caring, 
understanding teachers”, “Friendly teachers help 
you come to school”, and “Teacher that helps 
you learn really well”. Post-primary young people 
echo this same relational need, prioritising “nice 
teachers”, “supportive staff”, and stressing that 
“relationship with a teacher is crucial; creates 
positivity and a better learning atmosphere”. 
Across both cohorts, being listened to and 
treated with dignity aligns strongly with Article 12 
UNCRC and the Lundy model which requires that 
children’s views be given due weight in matters 
affecting them.

Safety emerges as another shared and dominant 
theme. Bullying is identified in both primary and 
post-primary voices as one of the most powerful 
deterrents to school attendance. Primary 
children state directly “Bullying”, “Afraid to come 
to school”, and call emphatically for “No bullying 
at all”. Post-primary young people similarly cite 
“physical, cyber bullying”, “slagging”, and fear of 
being “judged by classmates and teachers”. In 
both cases, absence is implicitly framed as a 
protective response when school is experienced 
as unsafe. This has direct implications for 
attendance policy, highlighting the continuing 
need for credible, child-centred anti-bullying 
(Bí Cineálta) responses rather than purely 
procedural approaches.

Both groups also identify basic needs and 
environmental conditions as fundamental 
to attendance. Food, warmth, transport and 
accessible spaces are consistently named. 
Primary children refer to “Hot lunch”, “Good 
breakfast”, and note that “not everyone has 
lunches from home”, while post-primary young 
people stress “free school food”, “nice food in the 
canteen”, and “free water”. Transport is similarly 
prominent, with primary children naming “The 
bus”, “Living close to the school”, and post-
primary young people emphasising “free bus” 
and the impact of cancelled or costly transport. 

Similarities and Differences in Voices 
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These voices reinforce that attendance policy 
must treat food and transport as core enablers, 
not peripheral welfare concerns.

Movement, regulation and sensory supports also 
cut across both cohorts. Primary children ask for 
“Movement breaks”, “More play time” and “Time 
outside”, while post-primary young people value 
“sensory rooms”, “Still Point Room”, and “being 
able to take movement breaks”. These shared 
requests align with UNCRPD General Comment 
No. 4, which emphasises universal design, 
reasonable accommodation and environments 
that support participation for all learners, 
including those with disabilities or additional 
needs.

The pressure and extent of homework is a 
recurring theme in the responses across primary 
and post-primary, and in particular for young 
people. This topic will be returned to in exploring 
differences in voices. 

Differences in Voices between 
Primary (which includes Special 
Schools) and Post-Primary
While the underlying drivers of school 
attendance show strong continuity, differences 
emerge in emphasis, language and systems-
awareness. Primary children’s accounts are 
grounded in immediate, embodied experiences 
of the school day. They speak frequently about 
play, comfort and concrete routines, such as 
“Mam making lunch”, “Leave uniform out the 
night before”, “Cold classrooms”, and “The 
uniform is uncomfortable”. Their focus reflects 
a developmental stage where attendance is 
scaffolded by adults and routines, and where 
physical comfort and predictability strongly 
shape willingness to attend.
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Post-primary young people, by contrast, 
articulate attendance within a broader system 
of academic pressure, surveillance and future 
orientation. They speak extensively about 
workload and assessment, naming “too much 
school work”, “loads of homework”, “too many 
exams”, and the fear of “falling behind”. Several 
young people explicitly describe a homework–
attendance spiral, noting that “when you are 
absent you have more to do” and that worry 
about consequences can lead some to “stay 
home to finish” work. This reflects a more 
complex interaction between school attendance, 
assessment regimes and mental health at post-
primary level.

Differences also emerge in how adult authority 
is experienced. Primary children focus on 
adult behaviour in terms of tone and fairness, 
highlighting “Teachers shouting”, “Mean 
teachers”, and “Less favouritism”. Post-primary 
young people extend this critique to issues of 
autonomy, dignity and identity, challenging “rules 
stopping us from being ourselves”, including 
restrictions on appearance such as “no earrings, 
no nail polish, no make up”. These concerns 
reflect adolescents’ developmental need for 
respect as emerging adults and raise important 
proportionality questions for both policy and 
practice. 

There are also notable differences in what 
might be called ‘system’ literacy. While primary 
children demonstrate awareness of attendance 
recording and escalation, referring to “school 
keeps a record”, “20 days get form home”, and 
even “Police being called”, these systems are 
often described with fear and confusion. Post-
primary young people, however, articulate these 
processes as surveillance, describing “constantly 
getting phone calls home”, “being dragged to 
unnecessary meetings”, and reputational harm 
where teachers “think you are not dedicated”. 
This suggests that consequence-oriented or 
compliance-driven attendance responses may 
actively undermine attendance, particularly at 
post-primary level.

Finally, post-primary young people place 
a stronger emphasis on mental health and 
disability as explicit attendance-related factors. 
They name “social anxiety/depression/stress”, 
“chronic illness and disabilities – both visible 
and invisible”, and “lack of proper mental health 
services”. While primary children also highlight 
sensory strain and accessibility, post-primary 
voices more clearly frame these issues as rights-
based needs for flexibility, including “reduced 
school timetable”, “shortened school day”, and 
access to trained mental health professionals.

Shared Priorities for  
Policy Attention
Taken together, the voices of primary children 
and post-primary young people point to 
a clear set of shared priorities for policy 
makers. Attendance policy must move beyond 
compliance and towards relational, rights-based 
systems that prioritise safety, belonging and 
dignity. Key priorities include: credible anti-
bullying (Bí Cineálta) responses that children 
and young people trust, respectful relationships 
with adults grounded in listening and fairness 
(Article 12 UNCRC), universal access to food, 
transport and warm, accessible environments, 
and the normalisation of movement, sensory 
regulation and flexible supports in line with 
UNCRPD General Comment No. 4 on Article 24. 
Across both cohorts, children and young people 
are clear that they come to school when they feel 
safe, respected, listened to and supported to 
participate fully. They point to policy responses 
that need to address these fundamentals or 
potentially risk reinforcing the very attendance 
difficulties that policy seeks to resolve.

62  |  Tusla Education Support Service (TESS)



Overall Conclusions and Policy 
Implications
The consultation findings across primary, 
special, and post-primary, are remarkably similar 
in many respects. Children and young people 
repeatedly indicate that improving attendance 
requires system-level alignment between 
wellbeing, relationships, flexible learning 
supports and coordinated services. These areas 
are inextricably related and interdependent. 
The testimonies of children and young people 
in the consultations consistently challenge 
compliance-led narratives and instead position 
school attendance as an indicator of whether 
environments, supports and expectations are 
responsive to their lived realities.

The voices heard in this report are not asking 
for unrealistic intervention or unreasonable 
measures. They are simply asking for school 
to be a place where they can learn without 
feeling overwhelmed, where they feel treated 
with respect, where support is accessible 
and consistent, and where speaking up leads 
to visible change and improvements around 
them. Realising Article 12 UNCRC and inclusive 
education obligations requires systems to design 
school attendance support into the fabric of 
school life, so that every child and young person 
can attend, belong and learn. This is a multi-
system collaborative endeavour 

From a policy perspective, the asks are around 
strengthening relational and pastoral practice, 
ensuring reintegration pathways that reduce 
stigma and support catching up, reviewing 
consequences that may escalate absenteeism, 
and resourcing cross-sector collaboration 
so that mental health, family support and 
educational supports operate as a coherent offer 
for all children and all young people. 

Across both cohorts, children and 
young people are clear that they 
come to school when they feel 
safe, respected, listened to and 
supported to participate fully. 
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Policy and practice implications 
are set out as follows:
1. School-related 

Frame attendance culture around dignity 
and relationships. Children and young people 
explicitly value “kind and nice teachers (2)”, 
“teachers who actually care about your 
wellbeing”, and “respect going both ways (2)”. 
Prioritising relational practice in attendance 
responses are therefore central, avoiding public 
questioning that makes young people “feel 
uncomfortable”, and shifting more to rebuilding 
belonging and a sense of connection to school. 

Embed participation and wellbeing check-ins. 
Children and people want to be asked routinely: 
“it’s important to be asked how you feel”. A termly 
structured check-in for every young person, with 
follow-through, operationalises Article 12 UNCRC 
by ensuring Voice is enabled for all. 

Provide consistent catch-up infrastructure. 
Children and young people, in particular 
repeatedly describe the need for catch-up 
support that can manageably be delivered at 
sectoral level, for work being available online, for 
teachers to “post what was done”, and for “emails 
from teachers” after absence. 

Distribute additional supports. Young people 
describe SNAs as “amazing” and “very helpful”, 
but also note that “everyone needs help 
sometimes but the SNA can only help certain 
students”. Where learning support is rationed, 
inclusion is undermined. Stability is also 
important: “stability with SNAs as children get 
used to the person”. 

Design timetables and routines that reduce 
overload. Young people request “good/non 
stressful timetable (4)”, “better variety of 
subjects each day (1)”, “later starting times”, and 
flexible routes such as “reduced timetables”. 
These are practical levers schools can control 
and can be targeted where workload pressure is 
driving anxiety and avoidance.

Address everyday barriers that inadvertently 
convey disrespect. Toilets, breaks and 
restrictive expectations appear repeatedly. 
Requests such as “toilets always being open 
for everyone” and “make it less strict especially 
in bathroom breaks” indicate that small daily 
restrictions can have outsized impacts on 
belonging and attendance. Similarly, some 
restrictions around appearance are described as 
unreasonable and demotivating.

2. Home-related 

Build upon home-school supports and 
relationships. Young people report “phone calls 
home” and system escalation, but also note that 
practical home factors shape attendance: “most 
students miss breakfast… wake up early”, “pay for 
transport for families”, and the reality of parents’ 
influence: “my ma making me go”, “parents 
attitude toward students attendance (1)”. In the 
context of school attendance, some families may 
need support rather than pressure.

Strengthen communication channels that 
are supportive and predictable. Catch-up is 
supported at home when schools provide clear, 
manageable materials: “highlighted… important 
points”, “short summarised notes”, and clear 
platform access. Young people indicated at the 
consultations that home support becomes more 
realistic when families can see clearly what was 
missed and what learning matters most. 

3. Attendance support-related 

Position attendance support agencies as 
trusted audiences and facilitators of influence, 
not only monitoring and enforcement. Young 
people explicitly propose “seeing TESS coming to 
school to talk” and want “events or talks like Tusla 
or others”. Agencies can therefore contribute 
by providing neutral, rights-informed listening 
spaces, supporting restorative attendance 
planning, and ensuring that children and young 
people understand how to access help.

64  |  Tusla Education Support Service (TESS)



Strengthen routes for children and young 
people who find it challenging to attend school 
regularly, to contact services and understand 
what they do. Young people state “we don’t 
know how to contact Tusla”. In addition to what 
is already available, agencies and schools might 
consider co-producing clear, child/youth-
friendly information on supports, contact routes, 
confidentiality, and what happens next, including 
anonymous options where appropriate.

Build inclusive participation around 
adjustments and pathways. Young people 
in particular propose reduced timetables for 
students experiencing extreme anxiety, online 
learning options, and recorded lessons. Agencies 
can support schools to treat these as inclusion 
measures ensuring they are time-bound, 
reviewed, and linked to participation in school 
life in line with guidance (from the Department of 
Education and Youth), rather than functioning as 
informal exclusionary measures. 

Final Word
While much of this report has highlighted structural systems and processes that encourage regular 
school attendance, children and young people also turned our gaze to core intrinsic motivators. As 
referenced at an earlier point, young people connect school attendance to hope, purpose and future 
trajectories. The final word is left with one of those inspiring young people whose message lifts our 
gaze upwards also:
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Appendix One: How Children experienced  
the Consultations (Evaluations)

To protect the integrity of the evaluation process and separation from the report-writing process, the 
evaluation forms completed by the children (primary schools and special schools) at the end of the 
consultation day, 27th November 2025, were analysed by TESS administration.

Question
1  

Star
2 

Stars
3 

Stars
4 

Stars
5 

Stars
       
Space I have been listened to from the start 0 0 1 4 28

 I felt comfortable giving my opinions 0 1 4 9 19

 I felt safe giving my opinions 0 1 2 5 26

 A lot of different voices were included 0 0 1 5 27

       

Voice I got the chance to give my opinions 0 0 2 7 23

 I got enough information to help me give my opinion 0 0 2 8 23

 I got support to have my voice heard 0 0 1 4 28

 I understood what was being discussed 1 2 2 6 23

 I could give my opinions whatever way I wanted 0 0 0 6 26

 I had enough time to talk 0 1 1 8 22

       

Audience I know who wants to hear our opinions 1 0 11 7 24

 I know why they want the opinions of children and 
young people 1 1 1 7 24

 They were honest about what they would try to do 
with our opinions 1 0 1 3 28

       

Influence I know where our opinions are going next 0 2 2 7 21

 I know how we will be told about what happens to 
our opinions 0 0 3 7 22

 I think what we said today will be taken seriously 0 0 2 8 21

Evaluation Form (National Participation Framework/Lundy Model). Adapted: www.hubnanog.ie
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5 star answers 4 star answers

Stars Percentage per question
5 85% 58% 79% 82% 72% 70% 85% 70% 81% 69% 73% 73% 88% 64% 67% 66%

4 12% 27% 15% 15% 22% 24% 12% 18% 19% 25% 21% 21% 9% 21% 21% 25%

3 3% 12% 6% 3% 6% 6% 3% 6% 0% 3% 3% 3% 3% 6% 9% 6%

2 0% 3% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 6% 0% 3% 0% 3% 0% 6% 0% 0%

1 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 3% 0% 0% 3% 3% 3%

Overall statement

The feedback demonstrates a strongly positive experience for the children across all areas of 
participation. Most responses fall within 4 and 5 stars, indicating high levels of agreement that 
participants felt listened to, supported, and able to share their views. While satisfaction is high 
overall, responses related to audience clarity and influence show slightly more mixed ratings, 
suggesting opportunities to strengthen communication about how children’s views are used and 
what happens next.

Average ScoreAverage Scores by Section

3 star answers

1 star answers

2 star answers

5 star answers

4 star answers

3 star answers

2 star answers

1 star answers

74%

19%

5%

1%

1%

 

1%1,1%

74,74%

19,19%

5,5%
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Space

Responses show very high agreement that 
participants:

	 were listened to from the start,

	 felt comfortable and safe giving their 
opinions, and

	 felt that a range of different voices 
were included.

The majority of ratings are 5 stars, with 
very few low ratings and minimal 1–2-star 
responses.

Voice

Feedback indicates that most children  
felt they:

	 had opportunities to give their 
opinions,

	 understood what was being 
discussed,

	 received enough information and 
support, and

	 had enough time and flexibility to 
express themselves.

Ratings remain strongly positive, though 
there is a slightly wider spread of 3–4-star 
responses compared to “Space”.

Audience

Most respondents agreed they:

	 knew who wanted to hear their 
opinions,

	 understood why children and young 
people’s views were being sought, and

	 felt adults were honest about 
what they would try to do with the 
feedback.

While still positive overall, this section 
shows more 3- and 4-star responses, and 
a small number of lower ratings.

Influence 

Participants generally agreed that:

	 they know where their opinions are 
going next,

	 they will be told what happens to their 
views, and

	 what they said will be taken seriously.

This section has the greatest variation 
in responses, with fewer 5-star ratings 
compared to other sections.

The data suggests that the engagement activity was well-designed and effectively facilitated, 
creating a safe, inclusive environment where children felt confident to share their views. Strong 
scores in Space and Voice indicate that participation was meaningful at the point of engagement, 
with children feeling respected, supported, and heard.  However, the comparatively lower ratings in 
Audience and Influence suggest that while children enjoyed contributing, some were less certain 
about impact and follow-up. Overall, the findings highlight strong practice in participation, with a 
clear opportunity to strengthen transparency and communication around influence and next steps to 
further enhance children’s confidence that their voices lead to real change.
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Appendix Two: How Young People experienced 
the Consultations (Evaluations)

Similarly, in respect of the evaluation forms completed by the young people (post-primary schools) 
at the end of the consultation day, 28th November 2025, the evaluation data were analysed by TESS 
administration, and presented as follows:

Question
1  

Star
2 

Stars
3 

Stars
4 

Stars
5 

Stars
       
Space I have been listened to from the start 0 0 0 5 33

 I felt comfortable giving my opinions 0 1 3 4 29

 I felt safe giving my opinions 0 1 0 8 29

 A lot of different voices were included 0 0 2 3 33

       

Voice I got the chance to give my opinions 0 0 1 7 29

 I got enough information to help me give my opinion 0 0 3 11 24

 I got support to have my voice heard 0 0 1 7 30

 I understood what was being discussed 0 0 3 7 28

 I could give my opinions whatever way I wanted 0 0 4 7 27

 I had enough time to talk 0 0 1 11 26

       

Audience I know who wants to hear our opinions 0 0 3 12 23

 I know why they want the opinions of children and 
young people 0 0 1 7 30

 They were honest about what they would try to do 
with our opinions 0 0 1 9 28

       

Influence I know where our opinions are going next 0 0 2 11 25

 I know how we will be told about what happens to 
our opinions 0 1 5 8 24

 I think what we said today will be taken seriously 0 1 2 15 20
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5 star answers 4 star answers

Overall statement

Overall, the feedback shows a very high level of positive engagement from the young people. 
Across all areas (Space, Voice, Audience and Influence), the vast majority of responses are  
4 or 5 stars (agree/strongly agree), with almost no negative ratings. This suggests 
participants largely felt listened to, safe, supported, and able to meaningfully share their views, 
and that their contributions were taken seriously.

Average ScoreAverage Scores by Section

3 star answers

1 star answers

2 star answers

5 star answers

4 star answers

3 star answers

2 star answers

1 star answers

72%

23%

5%

1%

0%

1,1%

72,71%

23,23%

5,5%

Stars Percentage per question
5 87% 78% 76% 87% 78% 63% 79% 74% 71% 68% 61% 79% 74% 66% 63% 53%

4 13% 11% 21% 8% 19% 29% 18% 18% 18% 29% 32% 18% 24% 29% 21% 39%

3 0% 8% 0% 5% 3% 8% 3% 8% 11% 3% 8% 3% 3% 5% 13% 5%

2 0% 3% 3% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 3% 3%

1 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%
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Space & Voice

	 Statements such as “I have been listened to from the start”, “I felt safe giving my opinions”, 
and “A lot of different voices were included” received the highest number of 5-star ratings, 
with no 1-star responses.

	 This indicates a consistently positive environment where young people felt comfortable and 
valued.

Audience

Good but slightly lower confidence: 

	 While still positive overall, items 
about knowing who wants to hear their 
opinions and why their opinions matter 
show slightly more 3- and 4-star 
ratings than 5-star ratings.

	 This suggests some participants were 
less certain about who the audience 
was or how their views would be used.

Influence 

Shows the most variation:

	 Statements about what happens next, 
how they will be informed, and whether 
what they said will be taken seriously 
have the highest spread of responses, 
including a small number of 2- and 
3-star ratings.

	 Although still mostly positive, this area 
shows more uncertainty than others.

Very low negative feedback overall

	 Almost all questions received zero 1-star ratings, and very few 2-star ratings, showing minimal 
dissatisfaction.

The results indicate that the engagement process was strongly youth-centred, with the young people 
feeling safe, respected, and empowered to share their views. Facilitators were effective in creating 
an inclusive and supportive space and ensuring participants understood discussions and had time 
to speak. However, while participants felt confident expressing their views, the feedback suggests a 
slight gap in clarity around impact and follow-up. Some young people were less certain about:

	 who exactly would hear their opinions,

	 how decisions would be influenced,

	 and how they would be informed about what happens next.

Overall, the feedback reflects a high-quality participation experience, with clear strengths in 
inclusion and voice, and an opportunity to improve transparency around influence and outcomes.
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