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Norfolk County Council Children's Services
Barriers to Education
Early Assessment of Needs and Support Planning Tool

Who should complete this tool: Key member(s) of staff in school, such as the Senior Attendance Champion, Attendance Officer, Head of Year, pastoral lead, or SENDCo - whoever is most responsible for supporting this young person's attendance. This will depend on the nature of the barriers and how responsibilities are distributed within the school. This tool should be completed together with the child/young person's family in a meeting. 
When to use it: This tool should be completed before making any referral or request for involvement from specialist teams within NCC Children's Services. Where a referral is made without this tool, it will be returned.
How to use it: Allow 30-90 minutes depending on the child's circumstances. Share a copy with the parent/carer in advance so they can come prepared. Use the questions as conversation prompts - rephrase them as needed to suit the family. Rate each item based on how much it is contributing to this young person's barriers to education. Add notes in the notes rows.
Language: 'Barriers to education' is the preferred term in NCC Children's Services. It does not label or put the blame on the child/young person, but keeps the focus on understanding what is getting in the way of attending and engaging in learning.
	Child / Young Person Details



	Full name:
	

	Date of birth:
	

	School:
	

	Year group:
	

	Current attendance % in this school year:
	

	Parent/ carer:
	(Name)
	(Date of birth)

	
	(Tel. & email)
	(Present at the meeting?) Y/N

	
	(Address)

	Parent/ carer:
	(Name)
	(Date of birth)

	
	(Tel. & email)
	(Present at the meeting?) Y/N

	
	(Address)



	Tool Completion and Meeting Details



	Date:
	

	Planned review date:
	

	School staff at the meeting:
	(Name)
	(Role)

	
	(Tel. & email)

	Also present at the meeting:
	(Please give name, role, agency and contact details for each person)



	Before the meeting - please confirm:
☐   Has the child/young person's own voice been sought ahead of this meeting?
☐   Have the parent(s)/carer(s) been invited to attend and been sent a copy of this tool in advance?
☐   Is there sufficient time to complete this tool and begin an action plan (allow 30-90 minutes)?



	Section A - Child / Young Person's Voice   ★  This section is mandatory



	The child or young person's voice must be sought before any action is agreed. Where they are not yet ready to meet with school staff directly, record what has been shared through a trusted adult, a family member, or tools completed at home.

Suggested tools: Barriers to Education Card Sort, ATTEND Pupil Choice Cards, Anxiety Mapping Tool, The Backpack Tool (strength-based tool), Energy Accounting (particularly helpful for autistic young people), School Belonging Scale, walking conversation with a trusted adult, or similar.



	When was the young person's voice gathered?
	

	How / what tool was used?
	

	Who gathered it? (Name and relationship to the young person)
	



	What does the child/young person say about school? What are the specific things they find hardest? (Use their own words where possible.)

	






	What does the child/young person enjoy or feel good about? What would make school feel better or easier, in their own view?

	





	Section B - Family / Parent-Carer Voice



	What do the parent(s)/carer(s) say about the barriers? What have they noticed? How is the family affected?

	






	What has the family already tried? What has helped, even partially?

	





	Family Information: 
Who are the wider family members, friends, and other people who support or could support this young person? Please list anyone currently involved or who could be called upon - including extended family, friends, and professionals. Understanding who the child spends time with across the week can help identify patterns, strengths, and barriers. A genogram or network map may be helpful here.
	

	Home-school relationship:
	☐  Collaborative    ☐  Some tension    ☐  Broken down    ☐  Not yet established

	Sibling attendance concerns?
	☐  Yes - note below    ☐  No    ☐  Unknown

	Sibling(s) noted (if applicable):
	




	Section C - Barriers Profile



	For each item, tick: 🔴 Red (high concern / significant barrier) | 🟠 Amber (some concern / emerging barrier) | 🟢 Green (present but low concern) | Not a concern | Not known.
You do not need to tick every box. Focus on what is relevant for this child/young person.



C1 - Attendance Patterns
	Area
	🔴 High
	🟠 Medium
	🟢 Low
	Not a concern
	Not known

	Reduced or erratic attendance (describe pattern in the notes row below)
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Frequently reports feeling unwell / physical symptoms (headaches, stomach aches, nausea) before or during the school day
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Difficulty leaving home or distress in the morning
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Late arrival at school or frequent missed registration
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Reluctance or distress linked to specific lessons, contexts, or times of day – including where the young person is present in school but not accessing certain lessons (note triggers or patterns below)
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Difficulties on the journey to school (transport, distance, safety, sensory aspects)
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Reluctance to return after school holidays, weekends, or half-terms
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Distress on leaving school / after returning home (even if OK while in school)
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Notes on key items:





C2 - The Child
	Area
	🔴 High
	🟠 Medium
	🟢 Low
	Not a concern
	Not known

	Communication and Interaction

	Difficulty with change or transitions
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Difficulties with communication and social interaction (initiating, maintaining conversations, group work)
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Speech, language or communication needs affecting engagement or confidence
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Has a diagnosis for a specific condition (e.g. autism, ADHD) or is currently awaiting assessment or diagnosis
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Cognition and Learning

	Passive or disengaged approach to learning; does not see the point in school – may reflect the young person’s own view, or wider family attitudes towards education
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	General learning needs (e.g. ongoing difficulties with literacy and/or numeracy)
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Social, Emotional and Mental Health

	Demand-related anxiety (difficulty engaging when tasks feel like demands or requirements)
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Low confidence, fear of failure, or fear of making mistakes or being told off
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Exam or test anxiety
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Low self-esteem or worries about attention being on them (e.g. speaking in class)
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Feels different or does not belong - struggles to feel part of the school community
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Appears anxious - tearful, physically tense, somatic complaints, rigid routines, self-soothing
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Separation anxiety – worries about parents/carers when away from them, or needs their presence to feel calm
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Avoidance extends beyond school – does not feel comfortable leaving the house, or only feels calm when at home
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Appears low in mood - withdrawn, tearful, negative self-talk, little enjoyment
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Emotionally intensely reactive at home or school (sudden outbursts, meltdowns), or finds it difficult to return to calm after becoming upset
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Mentions thoughts of self-harm or suicide, or has self-harmed (clarify in the notes row below)
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Struggles to complete everyday tasks or activities they were previously able to do independently
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Sensory and Physical

	Known physical health condition affecting attendance or capacity (e.g. long-Covid, epilepsy, chronic pain)
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Awaiting medical investigations or diagnosis
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Sleep difficulties - struggles to settle, reversed sleep pattern, or fatigue during the day
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Sensory sensitivities (noise, crowding, smell, texture, light) (note specific triggers below)
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Sensory-seeking behaviours (movement, stimulation, fidgeting)
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Difficulties with motor skills or self-help skills
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Notes on key items:





C3 - Family and Home
	Area
	🔴 High
	🟠 Medium
	🟢 Low
	Not a concern
	Not known

	Bereavement - death of a family member or pet
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Sudden or traumatic event affecting the family (including financial change, job loss, domestic upheaval)
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Separation from a family member (including a parent working away, military  parent, family breakdown, immigration, or a family member in prison or custody)
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Recent move to a new house or area
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Changes in family composition (new baby, separation, bereavement changing the household)
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Conflict within the family
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	A family member is experiencing mental health, physical health, or substance-related difficulties
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Young person is acting as a carer for a family member
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Practical or logistical difficulties in getting to school (transport, routine, mornings)
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Family member(s) with their own history of difficult experiences at school
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Cultural, linguistic, or religious factors relevant to attendance or school engagement
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Parent or carer has had difficult experiences when seeking support - needs time to build trust
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Family is experiencing financial difficulties
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Family would benefit from wider support (e.g. mental health, practical or housing)
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Family would need support in helping young person approach situations they currently avoid
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	There is limited structure to daily routines at home
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Notes on key items:





C4 - Peer Group
	Area
	🔴 High
	🟠 Medium
	🟢 Low
	Not a concern
	Not known

	Bereavement - death of a friend or significant peer
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Loss of a peer (e.g. classmate or sibling moved school, gone to college)
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Has been or is being bullied; or worries about the threat of bullying (even if situation has been addressed)
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Has been bullying others
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Limited or difficult peer friendships; socially isolated at school
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Limited hobbies, interests, or activities outside of school; not engaged in any clubs, groups, or activities with peers
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Better relationships with adults than with peers
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Notes on key items:





C5 - School
	Area
	🔴 High
	🟠 Medium
	🟢 Low
	Not a concern
	Not known

	Has an EHCP or SEN Support Plan - is it being implemented and regularly reviewed?
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Experiencing difficulty keeping up in lessons (note likely reasons below)
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Specific subject difficulties (e.g. PE, maths, English) (note which below)
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Homework difficulties
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Difficulties during unstructured times (break, lunch, before or after school)
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	No identified safe space or quiet area in school where the young person can go when anxious or overwhelmed
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Strained relationship with a member of school staff (note below)
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Does not have an identified trusted adult, or team of trusted adults, at school they can speak to
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Fearful of getting into trouble, or believes teachers/staff judge them negatively for their absence
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Loss of a key member of school staff (TA, teacher, pastoral lead - sudden or planned)
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Reluctant to be seen receiving additional support out of class (e.g. small groups, 1:1 sessions)
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	School transition - moved from a smaller primary school, joined mid-year, or new to the area
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Upcoming or recent change at school (new year group, new teacher, changes to timetable or provision)
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Notes on key items:





C6 - Neighbourhood and Community
	Area
	🔴 High
	🟠 Medium
	🟢 Low
	Not a concern
	Not known

	Neighbourhood safety concerns affecting the young person's ability to travel to or from school
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Limited local provision or long waiting lists for specialist services
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Online pressures, social media, or gaming affecting sleep, wellbeing, or peer relationships
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Broader socioeconomic or community factors affecting the family's capacity to support attendance
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Notes on key items:





	C7 - Safeguarding   ★  This sub-section must be considered in every case

Absence can mask significant safeguarding concerns. This section must not be skipped. If you have a safeguarding concern, follow your school's safeguarding procedure - do not wait until this tool is complete.



	Area
	🔴 High
	🟠 Medium
	🟢 Low
	Not a concern
	Not known

	Indicators of neglect - basic needs not met, poor hygiene, inadequate clothing or nutrition
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Known or suspected domestic abuse in the household
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Physical, sexual, or emotional abuse indicators
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Child protection plan currently in place or previously held
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Open to or recently closed to Help, Care and Protection (social worker involved)
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Child looked after (CiC) or in a kinship arrangement
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Extra-familial risks - exploitation (CSE, county lines), unsafe peer groups, neighbourhood risk
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Unsafe or unmonitored online activity, particularly when on reduced or home provision
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Other child in the household with known safeguarding concerns
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Safeguarding notes / actions already taken or required (e.g. referral to CADS, strategy discussion):






	Section D - Other Services and Professionals Involved



List any other professionals or services currently or previously involved with the child or family. Historical involvement, including closed cases and past referrals, provides important context.

	Service / professional
	Named contact (if known)
	Involvement / status (current or historical)

	CAMHS / mental health service
	
	

	GP / paediatrics / health
	
	

	Social Care
	
	

	Family Help
	
	

	SEND & Inclusion / EPSS
	
	

	Virtual School (if CiC or kinship)
	
	

	Youth Justice Service
	
	

	Other:
	
	




	Barriers to Education - Support Plan



	Support plan for (name):
	

	Agreed with (names and roles/ relationship to young person):
	

	Date:
	



	1.  What are the main barriers to the young person attending school that need to be addressed?
Use the completed checklist above to identify the priority areas from this meeting.

	



	2.  What does the child/young person like or value about school? What do they find supportive, or might find supportive?
Draw on the young person's own voice from Section A - these are the foundations to build on.

	



	3.  What are we going to do to reduce the barriers?
Include support for the young person, for family members, and for school staff. Be specific about who will do what.

	



	4.  What difference will this make before the next review (in approximately 2-3 weeks)?
· Set up to three SMART targets (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, Time-bound) with Target Monitoring and Evaluation (TME) approach. 
· For each target, write the target statement, mark the baseline rating (0 = not at all, 10 = fully achieved), and describe what that baseline looks like. 
· Do not use attendance percentage as the only measure - it typically only reflects change at the very final stage of improvement. Consider also: the young person's school belonging scale score, frequency of a trusted adult check-in, the young person's engagement in a lesson or activity, observations of social connection, or the young person's own report of what feels different.

	Target 1:

	Baseline rating (0–10):  ☐ 0   ☐ 1   ☐ 2   ☐ 3   ☐ 4   ☐ 5   ☐ 6   ☐ 7   ☐ 8   ☐ 9   ☐ 10

	Descriptor of baseline level (Describe what this looks like right now. This is your starting point, so you can see progress at the next review):


	Target 2:

	Baseline rating (0–10):  ☐ 0   ☐ 1   ☐ 2   ☐ 3   ☐ 4   ☐ 5   ☐ 6   ☐ 7   ☐ 8   ☐ 9   ☐ 10

	Descriptor of baseline level:


	Target 3:

	Baseline rating (0–10):  ☐ 0   ☐ 1   ☐ 2   ☐ 3   ☐ 4   ☐ 5   ☐ 6   ☐ 7   ☐ 8   ☐ 9   ☐ 10

	Descriptor of baseline level:




	5.  When will this plan be reviewed?
Ideally every 2-3 weeks at the start. These can be shorter check-ins (e.g. 15-20 minutes) rather than long meetings.

	Next meeting - date, time, location:
	



	Remember: If the agreed actions are not working, it is important to review and adjust the plan early rather than waiting.

As the young person has shared their views as part of this process, a trusted adult must feed back to them, explaining how their views have been listened to and how they have shaped the plan.



	Barriers to Education - Review Record



	Review for (name):
	

	Review date:
	

	Review attended by:
	



Refer to the SMART targets and baseline ratings set in the Support Plan. For each target, mark the current rating now.

4 + 1 Questions
Use these questions to structure your review. They can also be used as a check-in format if a shorter meeting is needed.

	1.  What have we tried?

	





	2.  What have we learnt?

	





	3.  What are we pleased about?

	





	4.  What are we concerned about?

	





	5.  What do we need to do next? (Update the action plan accordingly)

	






	Next meeting - date, time, location:
	

	Main point of contact in school between meetings:
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