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ACRONYMS AND ABBREVIATIONS

B2S: Back to School

CiN: Child in Need

CLA (LAC): Child / Children Looked After (Looked After Child)

CP: Child Protection

DfE: Department for Education

EIFS: Early Intervention Family Support

EHCP: Education, Health and Care Plan

EWO: Education Welfare Officer

FTE: Full Time Equivalent

IPE: Implementation and Process Evaluation

LA: Local Authority

SEN: Special Educational Needs

SoS: Signs of Safety

TFS: Targeted Family Support

WCF: Worcestershire Children First

WWCSC: What Works for Children’s Social Care
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

About the project
In response to partial school closures in 
2020 as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
Worcestershire Children First (WCF) 
launched their Back to School programme 
to help families who were struggling with 
the return to school in September 2020. The 
Back to School programme was made up of 
a number of key elements

• a return to school assessment and 
planning tool, based on the Signs of 
Safety approach to social work, that 
focused on the strengths of the family.

• intensive personalised support from a 
Back to School Family Support Worker

• support to attend education, health and 
wellbeing sessions and make use of 
learning from these sessions

• offering peer mentors for children and 
young people 

What Works for Children’s Social Care 
(WWCSC) evaluated the programme to 
understand if it worked in the way WCF 
expected it to when they designed it, and 
to understand what helped with delivering 
the programme and what hindered it. The 
evaluation was not an impact evaluation 
and therefore was not designed to tell us 
whether Back to School leads to an increase 
in school attendance.

WWCSC collected data between February 
and March 2021 using an online survey with 
parents and young people, as well as with 
telephone interviews with Back to School 
Family Support Workers, school staff and 
parents. We also used administrative data 
from WCF and some schools to tell us about 
what had been delivered. 

Findings
• 144 referrals pupils were referred to Back 

to School. 124 of these pupils, aged 4 
to 16, were accepted to take part in the 
programme. Of these 124, nine families 
chose not to take part and a further 19 
families later withdrew.

• Each family had a holistic, child-centred 
and family led assessment and plan. 
Plans usually included strengths as well 
as achievable steps towards change. 
Parents liked the positive nature of the 
plans, and having strategies to use and 
goals to work towards.

• Back to School Family Support Workers 
supported parents and young people 
with strategies tailored to their individual 
needs, and signposted resources. Family 
Support Workers also gave advice 
to schools, supported multi-agency 
relationships and referred pupils to other 
services where appropriate. Parents and 
schools appreciated the intensity of the 
support the Family Support Workers 
provided.
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• Only a small proportion of families made 
use of the virtual health and wellbeing 
workshops that were available, and 
mentoring was available to only a 
small number of pupils due to being 
introduced late in the programme. 
Participants were mostly positive about 
mentoring, though it is too early to know 
how helpful mentoring was.

• In order to deliver the programme 
successfully, it is important that the 
Back to School worker builds a good 
relationship with family members, and 
that families receive enough information 
to help motivate them to take part. 
Ensuring engagement from schools is 
also particularly important for success. 
Family Support Workers also need 
the appropriate skills, training and 
supervision. COVID-19, remote working, 
school closures and exam cancellations, 
negatively impacted the roll-out of the 
programme.

• Back to School would have to increase 
school attendance by an additional 
day of schooling per child to make the 
intervention cost effective for children 
in secondary school if implemented in 
another local authority.

What are our recommendations?
Elements of Back to School which work well and 
should be continued

• A high intensity, flexible and 
holistic intervention, with a focus on 
attendance as the primary outcome

• Family-driven goals, including the child 
or young person’s voice, and which 
involve harnessing family strengths and 
taking small achievable steps

• Building good relationships with 
parents and young people in order to 
understand their needs and motivate 
them to make change, and offering peer 
mentoring, particularly for young people 
who find it difficult to engage with an 
adult

• Working closely with multi-agency 
partners including schools, and 
bridging relationships between families 
and schools.

Elements of Back to School to adapt or improve if 
another project of this nature is undertaken

• More in-depth initial training and 
guidance for Back to School Family 
Support Workers

• More information and support for 
school staff about the programme and 
how to make best use of it 

• Review of referral criteria and the 
virtual workshops and resources

• Ensuring that mentoring is in place 
from the outset
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INTRODUCTION 

Project background
This report presents findings from an 
evaluation of Worcestershire Children First 
(WCF)’s Back to School programme. Back 
to School was developed by Worcestershire 
Children First following the first period of 
lockdown in the COVID-19 pandemic in 
Spring 2020. At this time, schools were 
closed to a large proportion of pupils 
from March 2020 until September 2020. 
Despite availability of school places for 
priority children including those with a 
Social Worker or an Education, Health 
and Care Plan (EHCP), in many areas only 
the minority attended (Department for 
Education, 2020a). 

The Back to School project was introduced 
in September 2020 when schools re-opened 
after this period of national lockdown. 
The aim of the project was to identify and 
support children and young people who 
might struggle with school attendance 
following these school closures. Pupils 
affected by non-attendance before and 
during the COVID-19 pandemic were 
expected to be those most likely to struggle 
with the return to school in September 2020.

Back to School
Back to School aimed to improve school 
attendance through addressing factors that 

may be impacting on children and young 
people’s emotional health and wellbeing. 
This included isolation from peers, loss 
of routine, increased stress and worry for 
children and parents or carers, and adverse 
events such as the exposure to domestic 
violence. The intervention was delivered by 
Early Intervention Family Support Workers 
(for children up to age 13) and Targeted 
Family Support workers (for secondary 
school children). A logic model providing 
an overview of the intervention is available 
in Appendix A. Key components of the 
intervention are set out below. 

• Use of a Signs of Safety strength-
based approach, including a bespoke 
return to school Signs of Safety tool1 
(available to staff service-wide not just 
Back to School) to identify drivers and 
barriers to school attendance and inform 
a family plan.

• Dedicated workers closely supporting 
children, young people and parents 
or carers to access relevant online 
sessions from a universally available 
programme of Education, Health 
and Wellbeing sessions (developed 
by Worcestershire Health & Care 
Trust), and use these as a prompt for 
discussion with the family. Sessions 
cover a range of topics such as routine, 
building relationships and anxiety.

1 This tool is based on the Signs of Safety approach, which is used in Worcestershire Children First. This 
involves assessment of four areas (what works well and what doesn’t about being at home and at school) 
and a danger statement setting out the worst outcome of not attending school. This uses the family’s 
language and records the young person’s narrative. The tool is used to inform a plan for the family.
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• Monthly supervision as usual from 
line managers, as well as peer group 
supervision workshops in small groups, 
and a weekly catch up with the team 
leader. 

• Peer mentors were a further element of 
the programme, although the launch of 
this component was delayed. The first 
of the mentoring sessions took place on 
24th February 2021.

The project initially set out to accept 
referrals from primary and secondary 
schools for pupils who meet the following 
criteria:

• Less than 70% attendance pre 
COVID-19

• None or very little meaningful contact 
with school or education provider during 
COVID-19 period 

• Have not returned or not returned with 
any consistency as of September 2020

To increase the number of referrals, these 
criteria were later expanded to include any 
pupils who have not returned or have had 
less than 70% attendance since the return to 
school in September 2020.

Children who currently or previously have 
had a Social Worker were eligible for the 
programme. To avoid duplication with 
existing services, pupils who were looked 
after, had an allocated Education Welfare 
Officer (EWO) or were subject to Early Help 
plans were out of scope.

Families’ cases remained open to Back to 
School throughout the project. This meant 
they were able to restart working at any 
time, and work could be started again 
quickly if needed.

Context
Worcestershire Children First is responsible 
for the delivery of services to children and 
young people across Worcestershire. The 
most recent Ofsted inspection in 2019 gave 
a judgement of ‘requires improvement to be 
good’. Worcestershire Children First strongly 
encouraged families to take up available 
school places during the Spring 2020 
lockdown. Prior to the Summer holidays 
in 2020, internal figures suggested that 
37% of children on plans in Worcestershire 
were attending school (Child Protection 
48%, Child in Need 33%, Children Looked 
After 32%). Equivalent national figures 
are not available although Department 
for Education statistics suggest that the 
proportion of pupils with either an EHCP 
or a Social Worker attending school the 
week before the summer holidays was 23% 
(Department for Education, 2020b). This 
suggests that the rates of attendance for 
these priority groups in Worcestershire were 
higher than national averages.

Schools in Worcestershire with high 
numbers of children with Child in Need 
(CiN) or Child Protection (CP) plans and 
lowest attendance were invited to refer 
pupils to the programme from July 2020. 
The referral process opened to all other 
schools in Worcestershire from September 
2020. Referrals were accepted until 15th 
January 2021, and project delivery continued 
until the end of March 2021. This was 
an extension to the originally planned 
intervention end date which was December 
2020.

Following schools re-opening to all pupils in 
September 2020, a second national closure 
of schools took place between January 
4th 2021 and March 8th 2021. During this 
time, schools were again closed except to 
priority groups including children with a 
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Social Worker or an EHCP, and children of 
keyworkers. Virtual learning was delivered 
to all other pupils. Although not all pupils 
who were part of Back to School would 
otherwise have been eligible to attend 
school during this period, in-person school 
places were made available for them during 
this term because they were open to Back to 
School.

Evaluation
This evaluation of Back to School aimed to 
understand how it has been delivered and 
received, as well as the cost of delivery. 
Understanding how it might be replicated 
or improved upon in future will benefit 
any future delivery or expansion of the 
programme.

This evaluation also initially set out to 
measure the impact of Back to School 
on school attendance, using a quasi-
experimental Difference-in-Differences (DiD) 
design. The evaluation protocol specified a 
set of requirements that needed to be met 
in order to proceed with the Difference-in-
Differences analysis. However, in light of a 
third national lockdown and a second period 
of school closures, the requirements to carry 
out this evaluation were not met. As a result, 
the impact strand of the evaluation did not 
go ahead. More detail on the reasoning 
behind this decision is available in the 
protocol (Collyer & Schoenwald, 2020).
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METHODS

Research questions 
The evaluation aimed to provide a 
more detailed understanding of the 
implementation of this intervention, and to 
consider how the intervention differs from 
existing services and support. It also aimed 
to understand the mechanisms, including 
facilitators and barriers to engagement 
and delivery, as well perceived positive 
or negative outcomes and helpfulness of 
the different elements of the intervention. 
Finally, it aimed to consider the cost of 
delivery of the intervention. The objective of 
this evaluation was to inform future delivery 
and wider rollout, and components to 
measure in future evaluation. 

The research questions this evaluation 
sought to answer are as follows.

1. Implementation

a. What is the number, characteristics 
and engagement of children and 
families referred to and supported by 
the ‘Back to School’ intervention?

b. What support was received by 
children and families supported by 
the ‘Back to School’ intervention?

2. Mechanisms

a. What are the perceived facilitators 
and barriers to engagement and 
delivery of the ‘Back to School’ 
intervention?

b. What are the perceived outcomes 
of the ‘Back to School’ intervention 
(including any perceived unintended 
or negative consequences)?

c. How helpful were the different 
elements of the ‘Back to School’ 
intervention perceived to be?

3. Differentiation

a. What was the experience and support 
received by children and families who 
did not receive the ‘Back to School’ 
intervention? 

2. Cost

a. What is the cost per pupil of 
delivering the ‘Back to School’ 
intervention?

Research design 
A mixed-methods implementation and 
process evaluation sought to answer 
research questions 1-3. Research question 4 
was answered through a cost evaluation.

Data Collection 
All data collection for this pilot evaluation 
took place in February to March 
2021, towards the end of the project 
implementation period.

Aggregate administrative data from logs 
of referrals and support were collected 
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in relation to all pupils referred to and 
participating in the intervention. 

A short, anonymous online survey was 
shared at the end of the intervention period 
(March 2021) with all parents and young 
people who were in Year 5 and above who 
had been accepted to the intervention. The 
online survey was completed by 682 parents 
or carers of children and young people 
between Reception and Year 11 (i.e. 55% of 
those who were accepted to the Back to 
School programme), and by seven young 
people between Year 5 and Year 10 (one 
unknown). Of parents who responded, 63% 
reported that they were still working with 
their Back to School Family Support Worker 
at the time they completed the survey.

Semi-structured telephone and video 
qualitative interviews were undertaken with 

six Back to School Family Support Workers, 
three school staff, 11 parents (three parents 
of primary age pupils, eight parents of 
secondary age pupils, two of the parents 
of secondary age pupils were recorded as 
having withdrawn from the programme). We 
were unable to carry out any interviews with 
young people. As the mentoring element did 
not proceed until late in the programme, we 
did not carry out any data collection with 
mentors.

Cost data was collected via a proforma 
shared with the Back to School team as 
well as a selection of schools (five received 
back).

See Table 1 below for detailed information 
about the data collected.3

Table 1: Data collected in this pilot evaluation (February - March 2021)

Data Item Respondents

Parent Survey 69

Young Person Survey 7

Back To School Family Support Worker Interviews 6

School Interviews 3

Parent Interviews (Primary School Age Pupil) 3

 Parent Interviews (Secondary School Age Pupil) 6

Interviews with parents who had ‘withdrawn’ from Back to School 
support before the end of the programme 2³

Cost Survey (schools) 5

2 A 69th response was not included in the analysis as written comments suggested it had been completed 
by a school staff member rather than by or with the parent.

3 Both secondary school age
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Sample recruitment and selection 
criteria 
The survey was shared via the Back to 
School team in March 2021 with all parents 
and pupils who had been accepted on the 
Back to School programme. The survey was 
shared by email and families who had not 
completed it were followed up with phone 
calls from Worcestershire Children First4, 
to ask whether they would like to take part. 
Back to School Family Support Workers 
were asked whether they would take part 
in an interview with a researcher, and those 
who agreed were contacted by the research 
team. The research team contacted the 
schools with the highest numbers of Back 
to School referrals about taking part in 
interviews. When there remained difficulty 
finding schools able to take part, WWCSC 
worked with the Worcestershire Children 
First Safeguarding Education Advisor to 
make contact with a further set of schools. 
A subsample of families who had not opted 
out of being contacted were approached 
by researchers by phone to be invited to 
take part in interviews. The cost proforma 
was shared with all schools who had been 
invited to or participated in the qualitative 
data collection and a further set of schools 
who had received the highest numbers of 
referrals to the programme.

Data management and processing 
Interviews were audio recorded. Recordings 
were transcribed and pseudonymised prior 
to analysis using Nvivo 13. The survey was 
distributed online using Snap Surveys. Cost 
data was collected using an excel proforma, 
and analysed using excel.

Analysis 
Qualitative data from interviews and open 
text survey questions were analysed using 
Thematic Analysis. We followed a mixed 
deductive-inductive and iterative approach 
- initially developing the codebook based 
on the overarching research questions, 
however allowing for inductive development 
of codes based on the data collected. 
Thematic Analysis involved labelling data 
with descriptive codes and developing 
themes which describe patterns across 
the data to answer the pre-specified 
research questions. We looked for patterns, 
consistencies and inconsistencies across 
different informants and time points to 
help us answer the research questions. To 
enhance trustworthiness of the qualitative 
findings we triangulated across different 
respondents and with different methods of 
data collection. We followed a transparent 
approach to analysis and reporting as set 
out in our protocol (Collyer & Schoenwald, 
2020). Interpretation of findings considered 
contrasting and inconsistent accounts, as 
well as consideration of contextual factors.

Quantitative survey and administrative data 
were analysed descriptively, to present 
characteristics of recruitment, engagement, 
implementation, and acceptability of 
elements of the model. The results were 
triangulated together with the qualitative 
findings, looking for consistencies and 
inconsistencies between the different data 
sources. The base for descriptive statistics 
varies between questions due to some 
instances of item non-response. The survey 
had only seven responses from young 
people, so these findings are reported 
qualitatively. For some parent responses, 
such as the helpfulness of the online 
workshops, numbers are reported but not 

4 Or the WWCSC research team if they were already participating in a qualitative interview
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percentages, due to the small numbers 
these are based on.

Since the analysis did not include a causal 
effect estimate of the programme on school 
attendance, the cost evaluation focused 
on the incurred costs of the programme. 
Information on the programmes’ cost and 
time spent was obtained from surveys 
sent to Worcestershire Children First 
and selected schools. Incurred costs are 
broken down by implementation, training, 
programme and facilities and equipment 
costs and are divided into prerequisites, 
start-off costs and recurring costs. The 
analysis involved establishing the actual 
costs of the programme as well as 
forecasting costs a different local authority 
can expect if they were to implement the 
programme.
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FINDINGS

1. Implementation
a. What is the number, characteristics and 

engagement of children and families referred 
to and supported by the ‘Back to School’ 
intervention?

Administrative and survey data, 
supplemented in some places by findings 
from qualitative interviews, have been 
used to describe the number of pupils 
referred and accepted by the Back to 
School programme, their characteristics 
and levels of school attendance. The 
level of engagement with Back to School 
is also described, as well as the level of 
engagement with education during the 2021 
COVID-19 lockdown.

Number of referrals to Back to School 

144 children and young people from 59 
schools were referred to the Back to School 
programme between July 2020 and January 
2021. Of these, 124 were accepted to the 
programme. Twenty of these schools were 
secondary schools, eight were middle 
schools, 28 were primary schools and three 
were special schools. Referrals per school 
ranged from one to ten. Figure 1 shows that 
51 pupils were referred from primary or first 
schools, 15 pupils were referred from middle 
schools5, 73 pupils were referred from 
secondary or high schools, four pupils were 
referred from special schools and one pupil 
was receiving elective home education at 
the time of referral.

Figure 1. Referrals to Back to School

5 Worcestershire’s school system includes first or primary schools, high schools as well as middle schools 
which accept pupils between 8-13 years of age (Worcestershire Children First, n.d.)
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Of the 20 referrals who were not accepted Consistent with the administrative data, 
by Back to School, nine were returned to the interviews indicated that a number of 
school pathway due to either not meeting children and young people referred to 
the criteria, not having provided consent for the programme had long-standing issues 
Back to School, or the school withdrawing with attendance. Barriers to attendance 
their referral. Five further pupils who did not reported by families, schools and Back to 
meet the criteria were referred to receive School workers included Autism, anxiety, 
support from Barnardos6. One referral was self-esteem, child social and emotional 
referred to the Children Missing Education wellbeing, parental mental health, or 
Team, and five referrals were already being practical issues such as transport to schoo
supported by a Targeted Family Support For some young people, COVID-19 was se
(TFS) or Early Intervention Family Support as a factor exacerbating difficulties with 
(EIFS) worker. school attendance.

Characteristics of referrals and accepted pupils
Quite a few of them [children and young 

Children and young people referred to “
people referred to Back to School] were 

and accepted to the programme ranged anxious before COVID about school 
from age 4 to age 16. The recorded gender anyway and this has been the trigger.” 
balance of pupils was the same for both [Back to School Family Support 
referrals and those who were accepted to Worker, Interview]

the programme: 58% recorded as male and 
42% recorded as female. Data on ethnicity Engagement with Back to School
showed a majority of referrals and accepted 
pupils were recorded as White (88% of Back to School Family Support Workers 
referrals and 91% of accepted pupils). Five reported that many families they worked 
pupils recorded as Gypsy / Roma, one with had been very engaged and positive 
recorded as Asian or Asian British, one pupil toward the programme. However, there 
recorded as Black and four mixed heritage were also examples of families who had 
pupils were all referred and accepted to the been less responsive. For some families, 
programme. Ten children and young people parents agreed to be involved, but for a 
referred to Back to School were subject to variety of reasons were unable to commit 
either a Child Protection plan or Child in or implement changes, despite saying 
Need plan. Of these, seven were accepted initially they would. It was also reported to 
to the programme. be harder to get engagement from young 

people, particularly in situations where the
Worcestershire Children First reported that intervention was being delivered over pho
63% of children referred to the project had or video, but that some workers were able 
‘long-term entrenched’ attendance issues gradually build relationships over time.
pre COVID-19, i.e. attendance was noted 
as an ongoing issue for the child (less than 
70%) in the previous 12 months before He didn’t open up at first but then he 
COVID-19. Due to COVID-19 and school 

“
started to talk to her, and they got quite 

closures, Worcestershire Children First were talky.” [Parent, Interview]

unable to provide data on  attendance in the 
Autumn 2020 and Spring 2021 terms.

Of these five, two were later accepted for Back to School support following a review of the cases6 

l. 
en 

 
ne 
to 
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Of 124 families who were accepted by Back 
to School, nine (7%) were recorded as 
having no active intervention due to initially 
consenting to a referral but later choosing 
not to take part when contacted by the 
Back to School Family Support Worker. A 
further 19 families (15%), who were accepted 
by Back to School and began work with a 
Back to School Family Support Worker, were 
recorded as having later withdrawn their 
engagement. 

Engagement with education during January to March 
2021 school closures

We took the opportunity to use the survey 
at the end of the project (March 2021) to 

collect data on engagement with virtual 
learning during the unexpected period of 
partial school closures from January to 
March 2021. Figure 2 shows that although 
in-person school places were open to pupils 
who were part of Back to School, only 9% 
of parents who responded to the survey 
reported that their child had been attending 
school full time during this period. Of those 
whose child wasn’t accessing a school 
place full time, 15% reported that their 
child had fully engaged in virtual learning, 
39% reported that their child had some 
engagement in virtual learning, and 26% 
that their child had not engaged in virtual 
learning7. 

Figure 2. Engagement with education during January to March 2021 school closures

7 Of 13 individuals who responded ‘other’, free text responses indicated a further five with no or minimal 
engagement in virtual learning. Other free text responses indicated difficulties accessing virtual education 
including technical issues or lack of access to a computer.
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Although in-person school places were 
open to pupils who were part of Back to 
School, consistent with administrative 
data, interviews also suggested that many 
children and young people did not take up 
this offer. However, many young people were 
accessing virtual learning.

“Yes they do [have school places available 
to them], and not one of them have 
taken it. Not one of them have taken it, 
but they are all doing learning online, 
which is interesting because they actually 
wouldn’t attend school. But because 
it’s available online, every single one 
of them that I’m working with – sorry, 
apart from one who mum has now taken 
[their child] out [of school] to home 
educate has attended. So there’s been no 
issues.” [Back to School Family Support 
Worker, Interview]

Some parents reported that virtual learning 
had helped their child to engage and catch 
up again academically, and reconnect with 
their peers. 

“Since he’s been part of the proper virtual 
learning from home he’s back to his 
normal self again. He’s got no issues 
at all because he’s not having to leave 
the house and see people face-to-face.” 
[Parent, Interview]

Survey questions identified that access to 
a laptop or tablet was the most common 
barrier to accessing virtual learning 
(reported by 21% of parents). This was 
followed by internet access (reported by 
15% of parents), a quiet space to work 
(reported by 10% of parents) and adult 
support not being available due to work 
commitments or looking after other children 
(also reported by 10% of parents). At least 
one of these difficulties was reported by 31% 

of parents who responded to the survey. 
These barriers were similarly reflected in the 
interviews, particularly technical difficulties 
as well as work commitments affecting how 
much support parents were able to provide 
at home.

b. What support was received by children and 
families supported by the ‘Back to School’ 
intervention?

Administrative data, survey data and 
interview findings have been triangulated to 
describe the support that was received by 
children and families taking part in Back to 
School. This includes the assessment and 
plans that were put in place, direct work 
undertaken with families, multi-agency 
support, virtual workshops and mentoring.

Assessment and plan

Interviews found that families were heavily 
involved in setting goals and taking 
ownership of their plan. Assessments and 
plans using the bespoke Signs of Safety tool 
were reported to be focussed on the needs 
of the child. They were also reported to be 
framed in language that was accessible to 
young people and reflected the family ’s own 
words, particularly the voice, thoughts and 
feelings of the child.

“I try and use their [the family’s] wording, 
their thoughts, and then I go through 
it with them usually on the telephone 
to check that what I’ve put down is 
accurate, it’s what their thoughts were, 
and they’ve all agreed to that.” [Back 
to School Family Support Worker, 
Interview]

Plans were described as having taken a 
holistic approach, considering the family 
as a whole, as well as the bigger picture 
including friendships, bullying, exploitation, 



18

EVALUATION OF W
ORCESTERSHIRE BACK TO SCHOOL PILOT | AUGUST 2021 

housing, wellbeing and mental health. Back 
to School Family Support Workers also 
reported helping families with identifying 
strengths and what was going well. Plans 
often included small, achievable goals 
that were seen as steppingstones towards 
attendance. Progress with these goals was 
monitored over time and adjusted if needed.

“I suppose the sort of things we were 
trying to look more holistically at, and 
specific things for [Young Person] to 
be able to take little steps. You know, 
just little goals that she would have 
like trying today to go out for a walk. 
You know, just something.” [Parent 
Interview]

Direct work with families

Back to School was delivered by 20 Back 
to School Family Support Workers. Back to 
School Family Support Workers reported 
contacting families on their caseload at least 
once a week, and often several times. Work 
with families included phone or video calls 
as well as in person, at home, or in school. 
Back to School Family Support Workers 
provided support and strategies for parents, 
and undertook direct work with the young 
person. This included a range of approaches 
such as breathing techniques to help with 
anxiety, or reward systems to help with 
behaviour and routines. The Back to School 
Family Support Worker was seen at times 
to be playing an advocating role for the 
young person, representing their wishes and 
feelings. Support was adapted depending 
on individual needs, for example using 
tools such as worksheets with older young 
people, and play or role play with children. 

“I know she did a COVID one [worksheet] 
with him, and she did one about 
confidence and one about managing 
his anger and his behaviour and stuff.” 
[Parent Interview]

Back to School Family Support Workers 
also provided or signposted resources such 
as websites or apps that young people or 
parents could use, or information such as 
options for Further Education (FE). Kooth 
was one resource in particular that was 
mentioned by a number of staff and families.

“Some of them have made Kooth accounts 
for young people, so that enables them 
someone else to talk to when they’re 
feeling a bit rubbish. CAMHS Bestie is 
another one that a lot of young people 
use, and that’s a site [where] you can put 
an app on your phone and talk to people 
and get a response. That was developed 
by young people as well.” [Back to 
School Family Support Worker, 
Interview]
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Facilitating multi-agency support

Back to School Family Support Workers 
provided advice to schools about strategies 
to support children and young people that 
were part of the programme. Strategies 
schools used with pupils who were 
participating in Back to School included 
later start times to avoid the morning 
rush, part time timetables, taking exams 
in a separate room, sending work home, 
and one to one support with a Learning 
Support Assistant. Back to School Family 
Support Workers also facilitated multi-
agency support from schools and other 
professionals such as Child and Adolescent 
Mental Health (CAMHS) or Housing. This 
included making referrals, facilitating 
communication between professionals, 
schools and families, as well as participating 
in or coordinating multi-agency meetings. 

“The Back to School person has made, 
kind of, recommendations as to what 
that might look like in terms of the plan 
in school, which was built in, which 
has been really helpful. They’ve also 
represented that plan back to the family 
to try and help them engage with it, and 
saying, ‘All right, this week just come to 
school at 10 o’clock to avoid the rush in 
the morning’. That kind of alteration to 
try and make it a bit easier. So having 
that contact that’s not a member of staff 
to support the family is really, really 
useful.” [School Staff, Interview]

Consistent with this finding, 57% of parents 
who responded to the survey at the end of 
the project reported that communication 
with their child's school had improved with 
the help of the Family Support Worker. 
Back to School Family Support Workers 
also supported children and young people 
to access alternative education or training, 
for example through the Local Authority ’s 

Medical Education Team or accessing a 
place in a special school.

Workshops

Because the virtual health and wellbeing 
sessions delivered by Herefordshire and 
Worcestershire Health and Care NHS 
Trust Children’s Health Services were not 
exclusive to the Back to School project, it 
was not possible to record the number of 
Back to School families attending these. 
Interviews indicated that Back to School 
Family Support Workers used some of the 
virtual workshops with some families or 
to inform their work with some families. 
However, in many other instances the virtual 
workshops weren’t used. Of parents who 
responded to the survey at the end of the 
project, 75% reported that they had not 
attended any of the 14 online health and 
wellbeing workshops we asked about. A 
further 16% (11 parents) reported that they 
couldn’t remember which online health and 
wellbeing workshops they had attended. 

Six parents (9%) reported having attended 
specific workshops we asked about. This 
ranged from one to ten workshops per 
parent. The Anxiety workshop had been 
attended by all six parents, and ‘Relaxation 
Techniques’ had been attended by five 
parents. ‘The Importance of Sleep’, ‘The 
Importance of Routine and How to Introduce 
This’, ‘Emotional Regulation’ and ‘Beating 
Worries’, were each reported to have been 
attended by two parents who responded to 
the survey at the end of the project. ‘Healthy 
Eating and Diet’, ‘Building Relationships’, 
‘Coping with Change’, ‘Bereavement’ 
and ‘Autism Spectrum Condition (ASC) - 
Managing Change’ were reported to have 
been attended by one parent each. No 
parents surveyed reported having attended 
the other workshops we asked about, which 
were called ‘Mental Health Impacted by 
Financial Situation’, ‘Importance of Exercise’, 
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or ‘Sensory Needs Interactive Session’. 
However, these may have been attended by 
parents who did not respond to the survey, 
or parents who didn’t remember the name 
of the sessions they had attended.

Half of parents who reported having 
attended specific workshops (as well as 
one of the eleven parents who couldn’t 
remember which sessions they had 
attended) reported that the Back to School 
Family Support Worker attended some of 
the workshops with them. Only 35% (six of 
seventeen parents) who reported attending 
workshops reported having talked to their 
Family Support Worker about the workshops 
they had attended.

Two of the seven young people surveyed 
reported having taken part in workshops. 
Workshops attended were ‘Beating Worries’, 
‘The Importance of Routine’, ‘Relaxation’, 
‘Coping with Change’, and ‘Anxiety ’.

Mentoring

There were delays experienced with 
introducing mentoring, and this component 
was launched towards the end of the 
intervention period. Five peer mentors 
were trained and the first of the mentoring 
sessions took place on 24th February 2021. 
This was just five weeks before the end 
of the Back to School programme. Of the 
eight pupils offered a mentor, five agreed to 
proceed.

Of parents who responded to the survey 
question, 13 (20%) reported that their 
child received support from a peer mentor. 
Given this is larger than the number who 
received mentors through Back to School, 
this appears to also be capturing mentoring 
received outside of Back to School.

2. Mechanisms
a. What are the perceived facilitators and 

barriers to engagement and delivery of the 
‘Back to School’ intervention?

Interviews identified a number of factors 
perceived to be facilitators or barriers 
to engagement and delivery of Back to 
School. These fell into three domains, 
Family Factors, the Back to School Offer, 
and COVID-19. Facilitators included family 
relationships with the Back to School 
Family Support Worker, motivation to make 
changes, the skills, training and supervision 
of the Back to School worker, consistency 
and availability of support as well as 
engagement of multi-agency partners. 
Barriers included more entrenched non-
attendance, and the effects of COVID-19.

Family Factors

Relationship and engagement with the Back to 
School Family Support Worker

A key factor in the Back to School model 
was family engagement and the relationship 
with the Back to School Family Support 
Worker. Most parents reported a good 
relationship with their Back to School 
Family Support Worker, including being 
able to trust and open up to them. Getting 
engagement from young people was more 
difficult than parents, particularly when 
working virtually. However, there were 
also examples where the Back to School 
Family Support Worker was able to build a 
good relationship with the young person. 
Taking a gradual approach to developing 
a relationship with the young person, and 
being consistent and reliable, was reported 
to be helpful. Where the Back to School 
Family Support Worker was unable to 
engage with the young person they used 
other approaches to provide support such 
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as supporting the parent or carer with 
strategies, or referring to peer support.

“[Back to School Family Support Worker] 
hasn’t actually managed to speak to 
[Young Person]. [Young Person] is very 
camera shy but [Back to School Family 
Support Worker] managed to put in 
place some peer support for [Young 
Person].” [Parent Interview]

Motivation

Families’ attitudes towards school or 
education, as well as how much they felt 
Back to School support was needed, were 
reported to be important factors in the 
success of Back to School. Despite positive 
attitudes towards school or education from 
most parents, some families didn’t feel 
that the support from Back to School was 
needed. Reasons for this included where 
families reported that issues were no longer 
present or had been resolved, where young 
people were coming toward the end of 
their education anyway, or where parents 
had chosen to withdraw their child from 
school and homeschool instead. Back to 
School was considered to be less effective 
where families were not motivated to make 
changes, or where young people were not 
motivated to return to school.

“We can only give strategies, and it’s 
down to them [families] to implement 
it basically. That’s where you get the 
challenge is if they’re not ready to do 
it, or actually the easier option as well 
is they don’t have to go into school 
because of COVID, so we’ll just keep 
them at home, and then it makes life 
easier.” [Back to School Family Support 
Worker, Interview]

It was suggested that making information 
about the service and its aims clearer to 
families from the outset may be a potential 
way to improve engagement as families did 
not always have a good understanding of 
what the model was, why it might be helpful 
to them, and what taking part might involve.

Suitability of Back to School

Some families reported feeling that Back to 
School hadn’t always been able to help with 
certain types of issues. For example, some 
respondents felt that Back to School was 
more difficult or had unrealistic expectations 
regarding the level of school engagement 
that was possible for pupils where 
attendance issues were longstanding and 
entrenched. Some parents also noted that 
the support they received came too late to 
make a real difference, suggesting that Back 
to School might be best suited as an earlier 
intervention tool.
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“The three cases that we eventually put 
through to Back to School were very 
difficult cases to start with. So, although 
we have some success with it, I’m not 
sure they were the right cases in the 
beginning if you know what I mean” 
[School Staff Interview]

Family Strengths

Family strengths were a key feature of many 
of the interviews undertaken. Strengths 
included having good family and social 
support networks, and where young people 
were doing well academically. These 
strengths at times benefited the success 
of the Back to School model, for example 
parents supporting their child or young 
person to engage with the Back to School 
Family Support Worker, or supporting their 
child engage with healthy routines such as 
exercising.

“It took a few sessions for him [Young 
Person] to actually, to speak to her [Back 
to School Family Support Worker], and 
he spoke to her through me by getting 
to write down his thoughts and feelings 
about her questions afterwards.” [Parent 
Interview] 

Back to School Offer

Back to School Family Support Worker skills 
and support

The skills and experience of the Back to 
School Family Support Worker, as well as 
the training and support they received, 
were important factors in the success of 
the Back to School model. Staff we spoke to 
largely reported that aside from training in 
the Signs of Safety tool, they didn’t receive 
much in the way of training to deliver 
Back to School, although the model had 
similarities to what they did in their existing 

roles. Some staff reported that intervention 
success in part depended on the 
knowledge, confidence or experience of the 
worker, and that more training and support 
would have been beneficial. Staff found the 
group supervision that was available to them 
to be helpful, particularly when they were 
still familiarising with the model, or where 
they were working with issues or age groups 
they were less familiar with in their usual 
day to day practice.

“We don’t deal with high school children 
[in our usual role before Back to School]. 
So actually I think we could have done 
with a little bit more on that. But then 
I did take it to group supervision and 
obviously other workers chipped in, so 
that’s obviously good.” [Back to School 
Family Support Worker, Interview]

Consistency and availability of support

The availability and amount of support was 
also perceived to affect the delivery of Back 
to School. Cases remained open to Back to 
School throughout the project, and were 
able to restart working at any time. This 
meant that work could be started again 
quickly and this did happen with several of 
the cases. 

However, some families reported receiving 
inconsistent support. At times this was 
attributed to issues such as isolation in 
relation to COVID-19, or a change in the 
family ’s Back to School Family Support 
Worker. In some instances this inconsistency 
was reported to have been problematic 
for maintaining change. Another common 
reflection was that the Back to School 
programme was not available for a long 
enough duration. This meant that there was 
only a short window for the Back to School 
worker to build relationships with young 
people and gather information for the initial 
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assessment. In addition the intervention 
was coming to an end just as schools were 
re-opening to all pupils after a number of 
weeks of closure. 

“It does almost feel as if it needs to be a 
long-term project that ought to carry 
on to a point where that child is back 
to school and actually doesn’t need that 
support.” [Parent Interview]

However, the speed, responsiveness and 
flexibility of the service was perceived to be 
a strength. The flexible offer both in terms 
of timing but also the personalised nature of 
what was offered, was seen as having been 
helpful to facilitate engagement for many 
families.

“The feedback of staff that are engaged 
with the service is how responsive it is 
and how quickly people get in touch, 
how quickly you get involved, which isn’t 
always the case in working with external 
agencies or services” [School Staff, 
Interview]

Multi-agency engagement

Engagement of schools and other 
agencies was also perceived to play a 
role in delivering Back to School. A multi-
agency approach was perceived to help 
achieve engagement of families. A number 
of schools engaged well with Back to 
School, and were willing to implement 
recommendations from the Back to 
School Family Support Worker. However, 
the information and guidance provided 
to schools about the Back to School 
programme and how to make best use of 
it was limited. In some cases, schools were 
also limited in the support they could offer in 
terms of staff time or paying for transport or 
alternative education and training provision, 

due to limitations in their resources or 
funding. Further, there were some instances 
where lack of communication from multi-
agency professionals such as CAMHS or 
schools was a challenge.

“Some people have been really good, but 
one case in particular, which has been, 
given the level of concern about this 
young person’s attendance, I’ve not heard 
from the school since before Christmas, 
despite asking for feedback, despite 
asking for the score and the rationale 
behind it.” [Back to School Family 
Support Worker, Interview]
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COVID-19 or Lockdown effects

The global COVID-19 pandemic and 
national lockdown were also perceived to 
have affected delivery of Back to School. 
Although Back to School was set up in 
response to COVID-19, rising rates of 
COVID-19 infections during the period 
the intervention was being delivered 
created challenges for families and for staff 
delivering the programme. Re-emerging 
rates of COVID-19 was seen as a potential 
exacerbating factor for some pupils with 
already poor attendance. This may have 
been driven by its effects on underlying 
issues such as mental health. In addition 
COVID-19 led to intermittent class and 
school closures during the intervention 
period, as well as changes to national 
assessments such as GCSEs. These may 
also have affected return to school for many 
pupils. Some support from Back to School 
Family Support Workers was delivered in 
person, and a range of methods of virtual 
communication were also being used. 
However, staff noted that it was harder to 
get engagement from families when working 
virtually, particularly children and young 
people. There were also some instances 
where Back to School support was disrupted 
due to family or staff having COVID-19 
symptoms or needing to self-isolate. Some 
children were also anxious about working 
with a new professional due to the risk of 
COVID-19 transmission.

“It’s all down to facial expression and 
it’s all down to looking at their body 
language and things like that. You know 
when a person’s engaging by what they 
look like. Whereas half the time, and 
I’ve said this to my manager, you’ve got 
parents using the phone to do Microsoft 

Teams and you can see the top of their 
heads. You can’t see their actual face.” 
[Back to School Family Support 
Worker, Interview]

b. What are the perceived outcomes of the 
‘Back to School’ intervention (including 
any perceived unintended or negative 
consequences)?

The survey at the end of the project found 
that 44% of parents agreed or strongly 
agreed that they had addressed the main 
things in their child’s Back to School Signs 
of Safety Plan on a Page8. The survey also 
found that 51% of parents agreed or strongly 
agreed that the Family Support Worker had 
helped overcome challenges their child 
faces. Further, 46% of parents agreed or 
strongly agreed that they were confident 
that any changes would be maintained after 
support from the Back to School programme 
ends.

Interview and survey data have been 
triangulated to understand perceived 
outcomes of the ‘Back to School’ 
intervention in more depth. Three areas of 
outcomes have been summarised. These are 
outcomes that relate to parents and schools 
having improved strategies and support, 
improved behaviour, relationships and 
wellbeing, as well increased engagement in 
education. Findings are also reported where 
some respondents shared that they didn’t 
see benefits of Back to School or that these 
weren’t sustained.

Parents and Schools having improved strategies to 
support children and young people

Perceived outcomes of the Back to School 
model included parents and schools having 

8 Of those parents who had reported earlier that they knew what this is, it was 56% (28) who agreed they 
had addressed the main things
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improved strategies to support children and 
young people. Parents also reported feeling 
more supported. For example, parents were 
more confident to establish routines and 
manage the behaviour of their child.

“So she helped me through the morning 
routine. It’s kind of-, it’s kind of helped 
me now to sort of try and when I do face 
those really difficult mornings, because 
most nine times out of 10 they usually 
are very difficult. It kind of gives me that 
certain motivation.” [Parent Interview] 

Consistent with this, 65% of survey 
respondents at the end of the project agreed 
or strongly agreed that they had followed 
advice from the Family Support Worker to 
improve their child’s attendance. Further, 
69% of parents who responded to the 
survey reported that since their child was 
referred to Back to School, their school had 
been helpful or very helpful in supporting 
their child’s attendance.

Improved behaviour, relationships and wellbeing for 
children and young people

Other positive outcomes reported in 
interviews and survey free text responses 
included child behaviour, relationships and 
communication within the family or with 
peers, and in particular anxiety, wellbeing 
and self-confidence.

“Somebody to talk to helped him a little 
bit. The way that he feels about himself 
probably, because he’s lost everything.” 
[Parent Interview]

Survey responses indicated that, at the 
end of the project, 47% of parents agreed 
or strongly agreed that since taking part 
in Back to School, their child’s emotional 
wellbeing had improved. Further, 45% 

agreed or strongly agreed that they could 
communicate better with their child. In 
addition, 44% agreed or strongly agreed that 
their child’s routine had improved. 

Responses from young people were largely 
positive. Most but not all young people 
surveyed reported feeling happier, that 
it was easier to talk to their family, that 
they felt better about school, that they 
had a better understanding of why school 
is important and that the Family Support 
Worker had helped them with worries about 
school.

Increased engagement in education

Improved engagement in education was 
reported for a number of pupils, although 
this was at times in a gradual, phased way. 
At times this involved improved engagement 
in virtual learning, or engagement in 
alternative or outreach based education 
or training such as through the Medical 
Education Team, or organisations such as 
Workpays.

“One boy hadn’t really attended since 
September, and he came in for a couple 
of days last week, he came in, in line 
with his plan which is an hour in school 
on two days.” [School Staff Interview]

For some children and young people, 
where education attendance may not have 
improved, it was reported that their attitudes 
towards education, and the likelihood of 
attending school had improved. 

Consistent with these findings, survey 
responses at the end of the project found 
that 30% of parents agreed or strongly 
agreed that their child was more engaged 
in learning as a result of the support of the 
Family Support Worker. A larger proportion 
of parents, 41% agreed or strongly agreed 
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that their child felt more positive about 
school, while 60% of parents agreed or 
strongly agreed that their child had a better 
understanding of why school is important.  

Only 19% of parents reported that since 
working with the Family Support Worker 
their child’s engagement in virtual learning 
had improved, with 38% reporting that 
engagement in virtual learning had 
stayed the same and 16% reporting that 
engagement in virtual learning had got 
worse9. Young people’s responses to 
this question showed a mix between 
engagement in virtual learning having 
improved or stayed the same.

Benefits not seen or not sustained

There were however also a number of 
interview and survey respondents who 
reported that benefits of Back to School 
had not been seen, that problems had 
re-emerged after regular intervention 
from the Back to School Family Support 
Worker ended, or that it was too early to 
know if Back to School has had an impact. 
Although school places were available for 
pupils part of Back to School, schools being 
partially closed during much of the Back to 
School intervention period is likely to have 
contributed in part to this.

“She’s tried so hard to go back this week. 
We got her uniform out and got her bag 
ready. She is desperate, desperate to go to 
school, but there is just that block. Just 
that anxiety that she just can’t get over.” 
[Parent Interview]

a. How helpful were the different elements of 
the ‘Back to School’ intervention perceived to 
be?

Survey and interview data was used to 
understand how helpful the different 
elements of Back to School had been. In 
particular this considered the goals and 
focus of Back to School, helpfulness of 
having a Back to School Family Support 
Worker, and the helpfulness of the online 
workshops. 

Acceptability of Back to School goals and focus

The survey at the end of the project found 
that 43% of parents reported that having 
a Back to School ‘Signs of Safety Plan 
on a Page’ was helpful or very helpful. 
However, 27% of parents reported that 
they didn’t know what the Back to School 
‘Signs of Safety Plan on a Page’ was. Staff 
interviewed found that this Signs of Safety 
tool was simple to use, and useful to help 
communicate to parents, schools and 
children how things needed to change and 
what expectations were. Interviews found 
that parents were receptive to Back to 
School being focused on school attendance, 
an issue they generally wanted support with, 
rather than feeling their parenting was being 
criticised. Parents also reported feeling 
happy with the goals they were working 
towards. 

“Yeah, I think the goals for us in our 
situation were perfect, were fine, and 
they achieved, you know, she achieved 
[Young Person] doing some form of 
something, so yeah.” [Parent Interview]

9 The 16 who responded ‘other’ mostly reported in the free text box that their child wasn’t accessing virtual 
learning (and one further individual reported qualitatively that engagement level had stayed the same).



27

EVALUATION OF W
ORCESTERSHIRE BACK TO SCHOOL PILOT | AUGUST 2021 

Helpfulness of having a Back to School Family 
Support Worker

The survey at the end of the project found 
that 72% of parents found having a Back 
to School Family Support Worker to focus 
on their child’s attendance to be helpful or 
very helpful. It was also found that 74% of 
parents would recommend Back to School 
to another child or family. Further, all seven 
young people who responded to the survey 
reported that having a Back to School 
Family Support Worker was helpful or very 
helpful, and most respondents said they 
would recommend Back to School to other 
young people, although this is based on a 
small sample. 

Interviews also indicated that the support 
provided by Back to School Family Support 
Workers was well received, and their 
involvement was one of the key elements 
of the model. Being a point of contact that 
was external to the school, facilitating multi-
agency communication, and parents feeling 
more supported and listened to were all 
key elements of the Back to School Family 
Support Worker role.

“I think they’ve engaged better with the 
phone calls, the one-to-one support, any 
worksheets you send out. Yeah they’ve 
engaged with all of them you know. But 
I think they’ve engaged with those sorts 
of things and the practical ideas of what 
to do.” [Back to School Family Support 
Worker, Interview]

The intensive nature of the support offered 
by the Back to School Family Support 
Worker, including regular phone calls and 
visiting children and young people at school, 
was also reported to be particularly helpful 
for building relationships and supporting 
change. However, there were also some 
families where this intensity of intervention, 

and having multiple professionals involved, 
was too much and affected engagement 
negatively.

Helpfulness of online workshops

Some staff we spoke to felt that the 
workshops were not the best resources to 
refer families to. This included concerns that 
the content wasn’t particularly engaging, 
or was not always sufficiently accessible to 
young people, or to parents with learning 
needs. Some staff also felt that they already 
had the skills and resources to discuss 
certain topics with families themselves 
without using the workshops, or that 
other resources including youtube videos 
were more helpful than the workshops. 
Where staff did refer families to the 
workshops, they weren’t always attended 
due to technical issues, live workshops 
being scheduled at inconvenient times, or 
difficulties for families making time to watch 
those that were pre-recorded. Having to 
isolate affected workers being able to watch 
the workshops with parents as had been 
intended.

“I found them quite difficult to use if 
I’m completely honest, and I do use 
YouTube links with parents and email 
them and that has been more helpful. 
There is a lady called [Psychologist], 
who is a psychologist, and we did some 
training from her. Her YouTube links are 
great, and I didn’t find the same level 
of engagement really with the ones on 
the webinars.” [Back to School Family 
Support Worker, Interview]

While only a small proportion of families 
attended the online health and wellbeing 
workshops, they appeared to be well 
received by those who did watch them. Of 
six parents who reported having attended 
specific online health and wellbeing 
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workshops, five reported that all the 
workshops they had attended were helpful 
or very helpful. Of the six parents who 
reported talking with their Family Support 
Worker about the workshops, four reported 
that this was very helpful. The two young 
people surveyed who reported having 
attended workshops found these to be 
helpful or very helpful. Interviews found that 
staff reported the Kooth website, as well 
as the ‘Anxiety ’ and ‘Routine’ workshops in 
particular to be helpful. Given the numbers 
of parents these figures are based on are 
very small, these findings about helpfulness 
of workshops should not be assumed to be 
generalisable. 

Suggestions for additional workshops 
that could be included in future included 
COVID-19, parenting and peer skills. One 
parent noted that it was helpful to know 
that other parents were experiencing 
similar issues. Having the workshops and 
particularly their accompanying resources 
for families to look at in their own time was 
also helpful. In some cases staff watched 
the workshops themselves, rather than the 
families, and then drew on what they had 
learned and resources provided alongside 
them to inform conversations with families.

“Anxiety, that was very helpful and the 
resource they gave with it was very 
helpful. I have emailed that out a lot to 
parents.  It’s like a workbook and some 
information. That was particularly 
helpful.” [Back to School Family 
Support Worker, Interview]

Helpfulness of mentoring

Of the 13 parents who reported their child 
received support from a peer mentor, eight 
(62%) reported that this was helpful or 
very helpful. Four (31%) reported that it 
was too early to say how helpful mentoring 

had been. This should bear in mind that 
numbers suggest that some parents were 
referring to mentoring received outside of 
Back to School. Limited information about 
the helpfulness of mentoring was obtained 
from the interviews as only a small number 
of pupils participated in mentoring, and for 
families we spoke to it was largely too soon 
to comment on how helpful it might have 
been. Mentoring received outside of Back 
to School wasn’t discussed in any of the 
interviews we conducted.

3. Differentiation
a. What was the experience and support 

received by children and families who did not 
receive the ‘Back to School’ intervention? 

Interview data relating to the experience 
and support received by children and 
families who did not receive Back to 
School describes the other support that 
was available for school non-attendance, 
challenges with this other support, as well 
as similarities and differences between other 
support and what was available through 
Back to School.
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Other support for non-attendance

A range of support was offered by 
schools for non-attendance or barriers to 
attendance, either prior to or outside of the 
Back to School offer. This included having 
staff with responsibility for pastoral support 
and attendance, such as a SEN coordinator 
(SENCO), Designated Safeguarding Lead, 
Family Support Workers or Education 
Welfare Officer. For some pupils the support 
from school was largely through letters 
or phone calls home, including at times 
reminders about potential prosecution. 
Other pupils received a more personalised 
and in-depth approach, sometimes 
developed based on recommendations 
made by GPs and CAMHS. Examples of this 
support included one to one support from a 
Pastoral lead or a School Counsellor, having 
teaching staff as mentors, use of Teaching 
Assistants, reduced timetables, accessing 
in-person teaching virtually, or support with 
transport to school.

“If children don’t attend, then we have 
to hold parents to account for that 
unless there is medical evidence. So 
we always, structures have got to be 
put in place, bespoke education plans, 
pastoral support plans I suppose, where 
there’s bespoke provision around the 
evidence we’ve got. So that might be a 
doctor’s note. That might be a letter from 
CAMHS. That might be just what the 
parents tell us, to try and give the child 
a chance to reintegrate. We run those 
over three cycles, so that can be up to six 
weeks of adapting the curriculum and 
adapting expectations to try and get the 
students to re-engage.” [School Staff 
Interview]

Support was also received directly from 
services such as CAMHS, Educational 
Psychology, and Social Workers where they 
were involved. The staff and families we 

spoke to were unable to provide detail about 
support offered by Barnardos to referrals 
who were not accepted onto Back to School.

Challenges with other support

Challenges with support received outside 
of Back to School, or ways it could have 
been improved included reports that school 
staff could benefit from having a greater 
understanding of certain issues such as 
anxiety and trauma. Another difficulty was 
where referrals for support were not being 
made, or not being accepted. Welfare 
checks and fines were also seen as an 
unhelpful tool because they didn’t offer 
support or solutions for the complex issues 
families were facing. It was suggested 
that these could be used in a more person 
centred manner, to listen to the child and 
family ’s voice and help identify issues and 
solutions.

Similarities and differences between Back to School 
and other support

Some Back to School Family Support 
Workers noted that the support they offered 
to families through Back to School was 
similar to the types of support they usually 
offered in their existing roles as Family 
Support Workers. The Back to School 
bespoke assessment tool was based on the 
Signs of Safety approach. Therefore, the 
approach to working with families in Back 
to School was consistent with the existing 
use of Signs of Safety within Worcestershire 
Children First. Further, the Signs of Safety 
bespoke assessment tool was available 
for use across Children’s Services, not just 
the Back to School team. This means that 
it wasn’t just Back to School families who 
this tool was used with. However, whilst it 
involved a holistic approach to intervention, 
Back to School was reported to be more 
focussed on a single goal of attendance 
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than Family Support Workers were usually 
able to be.

It was also noted that Back to School was 
offering a much more intensive service than 
Family Support Workers or Schools were 
usually able to provide. This was reported 
to benefit relationships with schools as well 
as the success of the intervention. Back to 
School also offered a more holistic approach 
than an Education Welfare Officer might, 
with the time to consider how a range of 
issues underlying attendance might be able 
to be addressed. Being able to work with 
families at home meant Back to School 
Family Support Workers were also able to 
offer support that Schools weren’t able to if 
the child wasn’t attending the School site in 
the first place.

“Obviously we can only do what we can 
do once they’ve come over the threshold 
of the school. And your more traditional 
interventions, getting kids seen by a 
psychologist, part-time timetables, 
putting mentors in place. All the kind 
of things you can offer in school, it’s all 
redundant if they won’t leave the house. 
So having that person we can call on to 
go in, meet the parents, meet the child, 
try and establish routines from a home 
point of view is really, really helpful.” 

[School Staff Interview]

4. Cost
a. What is the cost per pupil of delivering the 

‘Back to School’ intervention?

Actual costs incurred

Worcestershire Children First incurred 
overall costs of approximately £8,600 to 
implement and run the programme. The 
cost per child is thus £75/child10, which is 
very low compared to other school-based 
programmes.11 

The direct cost includes 7h/week of 
administrative support required to run the 
Back to School project, as well as costs for 
equipment and resource development for 
the peer mentoring, travel costs incurred 
by staff and software costs for the referral 
tracking system. 

Beyond these directly incurred costs, the 
implementation of Back to School required 
a significant amount of time from various 
staff members. While not directly incurred 
costs, we report the time spent on the 
project and the implicit theoretical cost 
resulting from the time spent, together with 
the actual costs incurred in Table 2 below. 
Local authorities seeking to implement 
Back to School should take the required 
time commitment into consideration 
when planning staffing and expenses. 
The table includes estimates for the time 
spent on programme development and 
evaluation that might not be relevant for 
local authorities that will implement the 
Back to School programme going forward, 
if Worcestershire Children First supported 
future implementations (e.g. by providing 
templates for the referral tracking system, 
procedures, etc.). 

10 We consider the number of accepted referrals less the number of children where families chose not to 
take part in the programme

11 The EEF’s school-based programmes, for instance, are classified as very low cost if they are below £80 
per pupil per year, low if the cost ranges between £80-£200/pupil/year, and moderate if between £200-
£720/pupil/year. See e.g. EEF cost ratings (Education Endowment Foundation, n.d.-a)
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Table 2: Actual time and implicit costs incurred to run the Back to School programme

Category Type of cost Role/cost item Description Time/number 
of items

Implied total 
cost (est.)12

Prerequisite Training Signs of Safety Practice framework already embedded in LA N/A

Prerequisite Programme costs Online wellbeing 
sessions

Education, Health and Wellbeing sessions developed by 
Worcestershire Health & Care Trust (universally available) N/A

Prerequisite Facilities & 
equipment Laptops For staff’s day-to-day work N/A

Start-off costs Implementation EIFS/TFS project team 
leaders

Assessment and triage of referrals into the B2S programme. 
Identifying pathway and/or worker.

2h/week for 3 
individuals 
(31 weeks)

£5,000

Safeguarding education Resource development and training in use of bespoke 2h/week for 2 
Start-off costs Training lead/senior advanced return to school Signs of Safety tool to identify drivers and individuals £5,400

social work practitioner barriers to school attendance and inform a family plan (41 weeks)

Start-off costs Programme costs Data management Referral system and dashboard development and 
management 27h total N/A

Start-off costs Facilities & 
equipment iPads For use by mentors during the peer mentoring programme 6 £2,100

12  Please note that apart from the costs mentioned in the section above, these are hypothetical costs and not costs actually incurred by Worcestershire Children First.
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Start-off costs Facilities & 
equipment Referral tracking system Software to track referrals into the B2S programme 1 £30

Start-off costs Facilities & 
equipment Mentoring resources Design and print of resources for the peer mentoring 

programme £370

Recurring costs Implementation EIFS/TFS workers Direct work by EIFS/TFS workers with families in the B2S 
programme and travel costs incurred through the work.

20h/week for 
20 individuals
(31 weeks)

£234,000

Recurring costs Implementation Business/ Quality 
Assurance officers

Ongoing project management and administrative support. 
Resource and dashboard development, conducting 
evaluations, project meetings and delivering training.

26h/week13

(41 weeks) £24,000

Support from senior leadership. Leading the project, 3.5h/week for 
Recurring costs Implementation Senior leadership attending project meetings, developing processes and roll 4 individuals £25,000

out, evaluation. (41 weeks)

3h/week for 12 
Recurring costs Implementation Team leaders Supervisions individuals £36,500

(31 weeks)

Recurring costs Implementation Student mentors Peer mentoring. Attending training sessions, delivering 
mentoring sessions.

2h/week for 5 
mentors N/A

13  Note that this estimate differs from the administrative support included in the actual incurred cost, as part of the time commitment could be completed within existing roles.
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Expected costs for future implementations

The actual costs and time incurred by 
Worcestershire Children First described 
in Table 2 above might not be fully 
representative of the costs expected to be 
incurred by other local authorities seeking to 
implement Back to School. Contrary to what 
was originally anticipated, Worcestershire 
Children First did not backfill any Early 
Intervention Family Support (EIFS) or 
Targeted Family Support (TFS) positions, 
amongst other things due to a lower number 
of referrals to children’s services than what 
was originally expected during COVID-19. 
Unless local authorities adopt the Back 
to School methods and tools to change 
existing practice for children they already 

work with (e.g. within an existing Education 
Welfare Offer), we would expect costs to be 
higher than the actual costs Worcestershire 
Children First incurred. If the programme 
was implemented in a context similar 
to the one in Worcestershire, where the 
majority of children that were referred to the 
programme were not receiving any statutory 
intervention at the time of referral, we would 
expect local authorities having to backfill 
positions.

For a local authority seeking to implement 
Back to School we would expect the 
following costs, detailed in Table 3, to be 
incurred when implementing the programme 
for a similar number of referrals if positions 
have to be backfilled.14

Table 3: Expected costs when implementing Back to School

Role/cost item Main activities  hours/week # of weeks Total cost

11 EIFS/TFS14 

workers Direct work with families 35 31 £232,000

Administrative 
support

Project management, 
development, training 
delivery, reporting 

13 41 £12,200

Travel costs Of direct workers £2,000

Mentoring Cost of six iPads £2,100

Mentoring Resource materials 
(design & printing) £370

Total £239,670

14 Early Intervention Family Support Workers/Target Family Support Workers
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This estimate does not account for 
additional work for supervisors and team 
leaders or the involvement of senior 
management, as staff might be able to fulfill 
these additional duties within their current 
positions and hours. The calculation also 
does not include additional costs incurred 
by staff members working on resource 
development, training and evaluation. 

The total expected costs are significantly 
higher than the actual costs incurred by 
Worcestershire Children First. This would 
raise the programme’s expected cost 
per child to £2,084 per child15 over the 
seven months. While there are no suitable 
comparator programmes which target 
attendance, this estimate is relatively high 
compared to school-based programmes 
aiming to increase attainment16. The holistic 
approach of Back to School may also mean 
it has wider benefits that make this larger 
cost worthwhile.

Time spent by schools

The time spent working on the Back to 
School programme varied by school. 
Schools spent an average of 0.5 hour per 
week per child on referring children to the 
programme. Schools spent an additional 
0.5 to 1 hours a week corresponding or 
working with Back to School Family Support 
Workers. Some schools reported additional 
time spent by their Attendance Officers in 
relation to the Back to School programme.

Time spent by families

Worcestershire Children First estimated 
families to spend an average of 3.5 hours 
per week engaging with Back to School 
Family Support Workers and attending 
multi-agency meetings. Families also spent 

15 We consider the number of accepted referrals less the number of children that refused to take part in the 
programme

16 See e.g. EEF cost ratings (Education Endowment Foundation, n.d.-a)

time implementing routines and strategies 
at home as part of the programme. 

Benefits of Back to School

As the analysis does not include a causal 
estimate of the impact of Back to School 
on outcomes of interest, we have not 
conducted a full cost-benefit analysis. 
Conducting a complete cost-benefit analysis 
would require a causal point estimate of 
the programme’s effect on the outcomes 
of interest, in order to determine the 
magnitude of the programme’s impact. A 
comparison between costs and potential, 
quantified benefits without a causal 
estimate remains a hypothetical comparison, 
as we do not have a precise estimate of the 
programme’s impact. 
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This section will discuss potential, quantified 
benefits of the programme that could be 
used in future cost-benefit analyses. This 
allows us to look at the impact that Back 
to School needs to achieve for it to be 
cost effective. The analysis focuses on 
the implicit effects of increased school 
attendance on lifetime income. However, 
we acknowledge that the benefits of the 
programme go beyond increases in school 
attendance, and that the work delivered to 
families may impact well-being, health and 
many other outcomes not considered as 
part of this analysis. 

Using a human capital approach, we 
consider the lifetime impact of increased 
school attendance. We look at the impact 
that an increase in school attendance might 
have on educational attainment and in turn 
on lifetime income. 

Research found that an additional half a day 
of school attendance per year increased 
the likelihood of achieving 5 A*-C GCSEs 
by 1.8% (Department for Education, 2016). 
Increased attainment in turn can have 
lifetime income effects for pupils. A study 
by the Department for Education (2014) 
suggests that individuals just crossing the 
threshold of achieving five good GCSEs 
have an additional lifetime productivity 
worth of £73,000 for men and £55,000 for 
women, compared to those who achieve 
only 3-4 good GCSEs.

Based on these studies and the gender 
ratio among the children accepted to the 
programme, this would suggest that the 
programme would increase secondary 
pupils’ average expected lifetime earnings 
by £1,178 for each additional half day of 
school attendance17. 

For primary school children, it is less clear 
how increased school attendance during 
primary school impacts on attendance 
and attainment in secondary school and 
subsequent lifetime earnings. If increases in 
attendance persist throughout primary and 
secondary school, the impact on attainment 
and consequently lifetime earnings will 
likely be higher. If the impact on attendance 
does not persist, the effect of increased 
attainment in primary school on attainment 
in secondary school would have to mainly 
be considered and attribution of long-
term impacts will be more difficult. Given 
that we do not have any causal impact 
estimates and the number of assumptions 
we would have to make around the impact 
of increased attendance that goes beyond 
primary school, we refrain from conducting 
any cost benefit analysis for children of 
primary school age in the context of this 
research.

Potential cost effectiveness of Back to School

Given the quantified benefits discussed 
above, the programme would have to 
increase school attendance by an additional 
day of schooling per child to make the 
intervention cost effective for children in 
secondary school if implemented in another 
local authority, using the expected costs 
for future implementations of £2,084 per 
child. This estimate includes only benefits 
considered through the human capital 
approach, i.e. the impact of increased 
school attendance on school attainment 
and in turn on lifetime income. When 
considering the actual cost per child of 
£75 per child that Worcestershire Children 
First incurred through the implementation 
of the programme, the programme is cost 

17 This estimation relies on the assumptions that increased school attendance levels would persist for each 
pupil throughout secondary school and simplifies the interpretation of the increased likelihood as we do 
not know where on the grade distribution students participating in Back to School are.



36

EVALUATION OF W
ORCESTERSHIRE BACK TO SCHOOL PILOT | AUGUST 2021 

effective with a half-day increase in school 
attendance.

When considering the effect of increased 
attendance on attainment one can also 
compare the programme’s potential impact 
to other school-based programmes intended 
to increase attainment. The Education 
Endowment Foundation (EEF, n.d.-b) 
considers projects to lead to one additional 
month’s progress in attainment if the effect 
size is between 0.02-0.09. Sims (2020) 
suggests that each additional day of pupil 
attendance could result in approximately 
0.3-0.4% of a standard deviation increase 
in achievement. Taking these findings into 
account suggests that the programme would 
have to increase attendance by at least 
seven days per pupil on average to qualify 
as “low impact” under the EEF metric. Given 
that one of the criteria for referrals to Back 
to School was attendance of less than 70%, 
which equates to at least 57 missed days of 
school per school year, this would constitute 
a 12% decrease in unauthorised absences. 
Given these comparisons, we would expect 
the programme to have to increase school 
attendance by approximately one to seven 
days to be cost effective and impactful. 
However, this comparison neglects the fact 
that the Back to School programme is not 
primarily focused on increasing attainment, 
but tries to address underlying factors of 
entrenched attendance issues and that there 
may be other benefits which we have not 
considered as part of this cost effectiveness 
calculation.
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DISCUSSION

Discussion of Findings
Interpretation of findings from this 
evaluation of Back to School in 
Worcestershire should take into account 
that this was delivered in the context of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The intervention was 
developed expecting schools to stay open 
in the academic year 2020/2021. Whilst 
delivery of Back to School continued in 
the face of school closures and rising rates 
of COVID-19, its delivery was affected. In 
particular, there were delays to certain 
elements such as mentoring, and some 
direct work had to be delivered virtually. 
These factors are likely to have had an effect 
on engagement with and success of the 
model. Further to this, the ultimate goal of 
school attendance was affected by school 
closures. Although school places were made 
available to pupils who were part of Back 
to School, many parents chose not to send 
their children into school, for example due 
to concerns about COVID-19. Those who 
did go to school would have been attending 
a very different environment to the usual 
school context. 

Back to School’s ambition to improve 
school attendance overlaps with issues 
targeted by existing support from schools or 
Family Support Workers in Worcestershire. 
However, Back to School offers a more 
intensive and more focused approach to 
addressing school attendance as a primary 
issue than existing services. Back to School 
also seeks to achieve this outcome through 
a holistic approach to change considering 

a wide range of underlying factors. Having 
a dedicated Back to School Family Support 
Worker, who was independent of the 
school and able to work flexibly and build 
relationships, understand the needs of each 
family and help establish and implement 
a family driven plan was a particularly 
important component of the intervention 
which existing services did not necessarily 
have the time or resources to do.

A large proportion of referrals were pupils 
with long-standing attendance issues. 
However, some respondents felt that being 
out of school for a long period of time might 
make it particularly hard for young people to 
catch back up and feel confident to return 
to school. COVID-19 may also have been a 
complicating factor reducing the likelihood 
of success of the model for some pupils at 
this time. It may be the case that Back to 
School may be more effective as an earlier 
intervention, or that it may require further 
adaptation or longer timescales to achieve 
change with pupils who have long-standing 
difficulties with attendance. Taking into 
consideration the findings from the cost 
study, whether and how much change 
in attendance Back to School is able to 
achieve with these different pupil groups 
may affect its cost-effectiveness.

This evaluation identified a number of 
factors which are important facilitators 
of the intervention, as well as ways in 
which Back to School might be improved 
in future implementation. Building good 
relationships with parents and young 
people, helping motivate them to make 
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change, and harnessing family strengths are 
key factors that may facilitate the success 
of Back to School. A consistent and flexible 
service, with good engagement from multi-
agency partners, including schools, is 
also important. Increased initial training, 
refinements to the virtual workshops and 
available resources, and having mentoring 
in place earlier may be some key ways in 
which the model could be improved. Given 
its foundation in Signs of Safety, at this 
point implementation of Back to School is 
reliant on a local area already having Signs 
of Safety embedded. Future intervention 
development may consider how the model 
might be adapted for local authorities who 
do not use this approach.

Limitations
This evaluation was unable to measure 
the impact of Back to School on school 
attendance, due to a second period of 
school closures affecting both school 
attendance and the availability of data on 
school attendance. Findings are therefore 
focused only on what was delivered, 
facilitators and barriers, helpfulness of 
different elements of the model, and cost. 
Perceived outcomes were also measured, 
but as these did not use standardised 
measures or make comparisons over time 
or with a control group, these should not 
be interpreted as impact. Future impact 
evaluation would be needed to draw 
conclusions about whether Back to School 
is effective at improving attendance or other 
interim social, emotional and behavioural 
outcomes, and whether Back to School is a 
cost-effective investment.

The cost analysis was limited by the lack 
of a causal impact estimate. The analysis 
of the cost effectiveness of the programme 
also rests on several assumptions and does 
not consider potential positive effects of 

the programme that go beyond increased 
school attendance. 

It was not possible to interview any families 
who chose not to participate in Back to 
School, due to lack of consent to share their 
contact details. Although we were able to 
interview two families who withdrew, we 
were unsuccessful in recruiting the intended 
four families who had withdrawn from Back 
to School support before the end of the 
programme. This was due in part to this 
being a relatively small group of potential 
participants. It was also not possible to 
interview any young people in this study, 
as all parents we spoke to reported that 
their child declined taking part. Difficulty 
collecting data from young people is likely 
to have been in part due to the nature of 
the client group, those who have anxiety or 
Autism for example would find speaking to a 
researcher difficult. This was exacerbated by 
COVID-19 restrictions meaning data had to 
be collected remotely i.e. by phone or video 
call, which can be harder for some young 
people than a face to face conversation. 
We were able to gather the views of young 
people through the survey. However, the 
number of young people who completed 
the survey was also low. This means that 
findings cannot be assumed to represent 
the experiences of all young people in the 
programme.

Generalisation of findings is also limited by 
delivery and evaluation taking place during 
the global COVID-19 pandemic and in the 
context of national school closures. Further 
evaluation of this model may be warranted, 
now schools have re-opened and as 
restrictions are lifted and services and daily 
life return closer to normal. 

Interpretation of findings should also bear in 
mind that those staff and families who chose 
to take part in an interview or survey may 
have been those with particularly positive 
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or particularly negative experiences of the 
model. While our qualitative findings are 
able to provide evidence on the breadth of 
experiences, these should not be considered 
exhaustive or indicative of the prevalence of 
experiences. Interpretation of survey data 
should also keep in mind that there may 
have been different experiences of those 
who did not take part. Whilst every effort 
was made to reassure participants that they 
could be as honest as they liked, there is 
also a chance that those taking part may 
have felt unintended desirability effects, i.e. 
to report something more positively because 
they believe this is what the researcher is 
seeking or they want their service to be 
received in a positive light. 

Conclusions and Recommendations
Elements of Back to School which work well 
and should be continued:

• A single issue intervention focussing 
on attendance as the ultimate outcome.

• A holistic approach, addressing 
attendance through underlying issues.

• Family driven goals particularly 
including the child or young person’s 
voice, and which involve taking small 
achievable steps towards a longer term 
goal.

• High intensity and flexible 
intervention.

• Building good relationships with 
parents and young people in order to 
understand their needs and motivate 
them to make change.

• Offering peer mentoring, particularly 
for young people who find engaging 
with an adult more difficult.

• Harnessing family strengths.

• Working closely with multi-agency 
partners including schools, and 
bridging relationships between families 
and schools.

• Group supervision for Back to School 
Family Support Workers.

Elements of Back to School to adapt or 
improve if another project of this nature is 
undertaken:

• More in-depth initial training and 
guidance for Back to School Family 
Support Workers to ensure they have a 
clear understanding of the model from 
the outset, including how to make best 
use of the various elements, and are able 
to provide a consistent but flexible offer 
for families.

• More information and support about 
the programme and how to make 
best use of it for school staff. Another 
approach that might support delivery of 
the intervention could be making small 
amounts of funding available for schools 
or Back to School Family Support 
Workers to be able to fund things like 
transport or external services being 
referred to.

• Review of the virtual workshops and 
resources. This may include reviewing 
the content and quality, making them 
more accessible, ensuring they are 
sufficiently tailored to families’ needs, 
increasing guidance on how Back to 
School Family Support Workers might 
make best use of them, and increased 
support to families by Back to School 
Family Support Workers to help with 
watching these. It may also include 
creating a list of alternative resources 
available. 
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• Ensuring that mentoring is in place 
from the outset. Peer mentoring may 
be particularly useful for young people 
who find it more difficult to engage with 
adults.

• Review referral criteria. Back to 
School may be more effective as an 
earlier intervention, as problems with 
attendance emerge, and / or with a 
focus on COVID-19 recovery rather than 
looking to address longstanding and 
entrenched attendance issues.

Directions for Future Research
If effective, Back to School may be cost 
effective with even just a half-day increase 
in school attendance. To understand the 
effectiveness of Back to School, future 
evaluation should include evaluation 
of impact of Back to School on school 
attendance. It may also be helpful to 
consider the interim impact on underlying 
social, emotional, and behavioural factors 
such as anxiety and attitudes towards 
education. Future evaluation may need to 
take into account that what success looks 
like may vary. For some pupils it may involve 
moving to a more appropriate education 
provider rather than increasing attendance 
at their current school.

Future evaluation should also consider 
whether Back to School can be delivered 
and whether it is effective in other local 
authorities which may have different existing 
offers of support for school attendance. 
Back to School may be more effective at 
changing outcomes in areas with limited 
existing support and lead to less of a 
change in areas which already offer similar 
support. Further evaluation should seek 
to carry out face to face interviews with 
children and young people in order to 

increase engagement and ensure their 
voices are heard.

Now that schools have re-opened, and 
assuming they remain open into the next 
academic year (September 2021), this may 
be a better opportunity to test Back to 
School as an intervention for pupils who 
have struggled with attendance during 
COVID-19 and school closures. 
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APPENDIX A: LOGIC MODEL
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