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Introduction

1. Administrative Data Research UK (ADR UK) provides secure access to linked public-sector data, enabling researchers to answer critical policy questions that improve lives and drive economic growth. Our linked datasets and insights cover research themes from crime & justice, to education, health, and the economy.

2. ADR UK funded researchers are supported to securely access and analyse the datasets for projects which can benefit the public and support decision making in policy and practice. 

3. ADR UK has been funded by UKRI’s Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) since 2018 and is made up of four national partnerships – ADR England, ADR Northern Ireland, ADR Scotland and ADR Wales. Each nation works with a trusted research environment to provide safe data access to researchers, including the Office for National Statistics Secure Research Service (SRS), which is part-funded by ADR UK. 

4. Administrative data is created whenever people use any public service, from schools or courts to the NHS or HMRC. Public bodies collect this information for their daily operations, understand how they’re working and whether there are any needs for improvement. Administrative data also includes public records such as births, marriages, deaths, the census and the electoral registers. 

5. Administrative data is an undervalued, information-rich, previously untapped resource. While the data was not collected for research purposes, when used safely and responsibly, it helps to reveal patterns and inequalities which ultimately help policymakers and services better understand society and identify opportunities for intervention. 

6. The evidence presented in this submission demonstrates how linked administrative data can improve understanding of educational attainment, attendance, exclusion and progression into further education and training. The findings highlight the interconnected relationship between disadvantage, educational engagement and longer-term outcomes. They also show how linked data can be used to identify emerging risks, evaluate interventions and support evidence-based policymaking. 

Executive summary

7. This submission draws on robust data-led evidence generated through ADR UK-funded research using linked administrative data from across the UK, provided by government departments and public services. The evidence provides insights into the factors associated with educational attainment, attendance, exclusion, disengagement and disadvantage, as well as longer-term outcomes experienced by children and young people. 

8. This submission focuses on the following areas of the Committee’s call for evidence:

a. Raising attainment.
b. Improving attendance.
c. Enrichment, belonging and behaviour.
d. Reducing disadvantage gaps.

9. The evidence highlights four key findings: 

a. Educational attainment is influenced by a range of interconnected factors including socio-economic circumstances, health, care experience and family background. Improving attainment therefore requires policymakers to consider multiple dimensions of disadvantage rather than relying on a single indicator of deprivation. 

b. Attendance should be viewed not only as an educational outcome but also as an indicator of wider vulnerability. Persistent absence is often associated with broader challenges including homelessness, poor health and socio-economic disadvantage, while higher levels of absenteeism are associated with poorer longer-term outcomes. 

c. Behaviour, suspension and exclusion are closely linked to wider social, emotional and economic circumstances. The evidence suggests that behavioural difficulties often emerge earlier in childhood and that exclusion is associated with significantly poorer long-term outcomes, highlighting the importance of early identification and support. 

d. Disadvantage is multidimensional and may not be fully captured through a single measure. Linked administrative data can improve the identification of disadvantage, support more effective targeting of resources and strengthen the evaluation of evidence-based interventions. 

10. Taken together, the evidence provides policymakers with a stronger evidence base for decision-making and ultimately improving outcomes for children and young people, particularly those experiencing disadvantage. 

Raising attainment

11. Educational attainment is influenced by a range of factors that extend beyond classroom performance, including family background, health, care experience and socio-economic circumstances. ADR UK-supported research using linked administrative data found that parental qualifications were the strongest predictors of GCSE attainment and a stronger predictor than free school meal eligibility [1]. 

12. Research from ADR Northern Ireland also found that poor physical health and mental health conditions were associated with lower GCSE attainment [2]. Evidence from linked Census 2011 and education records found substantial attainment gaps between care-experienced children and their peers, although around 84% of this gap could be explained by factors including socio-economic disadvantage, special educational needs, absence, exclusions and family background [3]. Together, these findings suggest that reducing attainment gaps requires policymakers to consider multiple dimensions of disadvantage rather than relying on single indicators of deprivation. 

13. Evidence also suggests that attainment should not be viewed as the sole indicator of educational success. Research linking Education Endowment Foundation trials to administrative datasets found that educational interventions can influence attendance, exclusions and later participation outcomes in ways that are not always reflected in attainment measures alone [4]. Research from ADR Wales examining early and multiple GCSE entry found differing patterns in the use of GCSE entry practices. Pupils entered multiple times were less likely to achieve a grade C or above on their first attempt than those entered only once, suggesting that multiple entry was often used to maximise attainment outcomes through subsequent re-sits [5]. The Committee may therefore wish to consider how any future accountability framework can recognise a broader range of pupil outcomes alongside examination performance while incentivising meaningful improvements in learning and progression.  

14. Evidence from linked education and crime records in England suggests that targeted interventions can improve educational outcomes for disadvantaged learners. Evaluation of the Pupil Learning Credits programme found positive effects on mathematics attainment, with particularly strong impacts among pupils eligible for free school meals, although evidence of impacts on later crime outcomes was less certain [6]. This evidence suggests that targeted interventions can improve attainment among disadvantaged pupils. 

15. Further ADR UK-funded research utilising data following more than four million pupils in England found that young people whose school performance declined over time were substantially more likely to experience later involvement in the criminal justice system than pupils whose attainment remained stable [7]. The findings suggest that changes in attainment trajectories may provide an early warning sign of wider vulnerabilities affecting educational engagement and could help inform early intervention strategies.

16. Progression beyond compulsory education is an important indicator of longer-term educational success. ADR Wales research found that pupils eligible for free school meals and those with special educational needs were less likely to continue into post-compulsory education and training [8]. These findings suggest that some groups face additional barriers during key educational transitions and may require additional support to remain engaged in education and training. 

17. Collectively, this evidence suggests that raising attainment is most likely to be achieved through a combination of targeted support for disadvantaged pupils. The specific risk factors identified through linked administrative data could support the early identification of vulnerable pupils and enable timely interventions [7]. Evaluation frameworks informed by these insights could consider long-term outcomes alongside attainment measures, recognising that educational interventions may have impacts beyond examination performance [4]. Longer-term, ongoing use of linked administrative data would be uniquely placed to enable policymakers to track educational, social and economic outcomes across the life course and evaluate interventions over time. [4][6][7][8]

Improving Attendance

18. Improving attendance is important not only for educational attainment but also for longer-term outcomes. ADR UK-supported research using linked data from almost five million pupils in England found that higher levels of school absence were associated with an increased likelihood of later cautions and convictions, with the relationship being particularly strong for unauthorised absence [9]. By age 30, around 33% of the pupils in the highest quintile of unauthorised absence had received a caution or conviction, compared with around 7% of those in the lowest quintile [9]. These findings suggest that attendance should be viewed as an important indicator of educational engagement and wider future outcomes.

19. Persistent absence is often associated with broader forms of disadvantage and vulnerability. ADR Wales research found that pupils who had experienced homelessness were substantially more likely to report school disengagement, including truancy, suspension or exclusion, and behavioural difficulties [10]. At the same time, almost half of pupils experiencing homelessness displayed none of these observable indicators of disengagement [10]. This suggests that attendance and behaviour data alone may not identify all pupils facing significant challenges outside school. 

20. Evidence also suggests that attendance difficulties frequently emerge as long-term patterns rather than isolated episodes. Research tracking a cohort of learners in Wales across eleven years of compulsory education identified a distinct group of pupils who experienced persistently high levels of non-attendance throughout their school careers [11]. The findings indicate that attendance challenges can be established early and may require sustained support rather than short-term intervention. 

21. Wider factors associated with educational disengagement should also be considered. ADR Northern Ireland analysis of the School Leavers Survey linked to the 2011 Census found that poor physical health and mental health conditions were associated with lower educational attainment [2]. Evidence from ADR Wales and ADR England similarly demonstrates links between wider vulnerabilities, educational disengagement and poorer outcomes over time [10][11]. Together, these findings suggest that attendance problems may often reflect underlying health, social or family circumstances rather than issues occurring solely within the school environment. 

22. The evidence indicates that responsibility for improving attendance is shared across schools, families and wider services. Research on youth homelessness found that relying solely on observable school behaviours risks missing vulnerable young people who may require support [10]. Similarly, evidence from ADR Scotland found substantial variation in exclusion rates between schools and local authority areas, suggesting that institutional practices and local support systems can influence pupil outcomes [12]. These findings highlight the potential value of coordinated approaches that bring together education, health, housing and other local services. 

23. The evidence suggests that absence should not be viewed solely as a school-level issue. Attendance patterns are closely associated with wider factors including homelessness, health, exclusion and other forms of disadvantage. Linked administrative data can help policymakers identify pupils at risk of disengagement and evaluate the impact of interventions on attendance and longer-term outcomes [9][10][11][12]. 

Enrichment, Belonging & Behaviour

24. Evidence from ADR UK-supported research suggests that behaviour, suspension and exclusion should be understood not only as disciplinary issues, but also as indicators of wider vulnerability and disengagement. ADR Scotland research found that pupils who were care-experienced, eligible for free school meals, or previously excluded during primary school faced a significantly greater likelihood of exclusion in secondary school [12]. These findings suggest that exclusion is associated with both socio-economic disadvantage and earlier experiences of disengagement from education. 

25. Suspension and exclusion are also associated with poorer longer-term outcomes. Research using linked Ministry of Justice and Department for Education data found that pupils who had experienced a permanent exclusion had 2.41 times higher odds of criminal justice system involvement than those without a permanent exclusion. The relationship was even stronger where pupils experienced repeated temporary exclusions: compared with pupils who had received one temporary exclusion, the odds of criminal justice system involvement increased to 2.46 times for pupils receiving between two and four exclusions, 4.71 times for pupils receiving between five and nine exclusions, and 6.59 times for those receiving ten or more temporary exclusions [13]. The findings suggest that exclusion, particularly when exclusions become repeated or escalate over time, should be viewed as an important indicator of vulnerability and future risk. 

26. Evidence also indicates that many behavioural difficulties emerge earlier in childhood and may be identifiable before poor outcomes become entrenched. ADR UK-supported research found that socio-emotional difficulties in childhood were associated with lower educational attainment, greater risk of exclusion and an increased likelihood of later offending behaviour [14]. Research following more than four million pupils in England similarly found that declining educational performance over time was associated with poorer later outcomes [7]. These findings suggest that preventative approaches and early intervention may be more effective than responding only after behavioural difficulties have become established. 

27. Evidence suggests that educational experiences during childhood can be closely linked to longer-term outcomes. Research on school performance trajectories found that pupils whose attainment declined over time experienced substantially poorer later outcomes [7]. Together with evidence on socio-emotional development and exclusion [14], these findings highlight the importance of identifying and supporting pupils whose engagement with education begins to deteriorate. 

28. Linked administrative data provides opportunities to assess engagement and belonging through a wider range of indicators than attainment alone. ADR UK-supported research shows that attendance, exclusion, attainment trajectories and progression outcomes may provide valuable information about pupil engagement and educational participation [4][7]. This suggests that future accountability frameworks may benefit from considering a broader range of outcomes when assessing how successfully schools support pupil engagement and wellbeing. 

29. Across these studies, suspension, exclusion and behavioural difficulties emerge not simply as disciplinary concerns but as indicators of wider vulnerability and disengagement. The evidence suggests that effective behaviour strategies are likely to combine early identification, support for disadvantaged pupils and a strong understanding of the wider factors shaping educational engagement. [7][12][13][14]

Reducing Disadvantage Gaps

30. Effectively reducing disadvantage gaps depends on accurately identifying the children and young people most at risk of poor outcomes. ADR UK-supported work on measuring educational disadvantage highlights limitations in relying exclusively on free school meal eligibility as an indicator of deprivation, particularly where disadvantage changes over time or is experienced in different forms [15]. These findings are directly relevant to proposed reforms to disadvantage funding and suggest that a broader understanding of disadvantage may improve the targeting of support and resources. 

31. Evidence also highlights the importance of using robust evidence when designing and evaluating interventions aimed at reducing disadvantage. Evaluation of the Pupil Learning Credits programme found positive impacts on mathematics attainment, particularly among pupils eligible for free school meals [6]. This suggests that targeted interventions can improve outcomes when they are informed by evidence and directed towards pupils facing disadvantage. 

32. Research from ADR Scotland suggests that disadvantage is often cumulative rather than isolated. Children who became involved in offending at an early age were more likely to have experienced persistent poverty, neighbourhood deprivation, adverse childhood experiences, low parental monitoring and single-parent household structures [16]. These findings suggest that disadvantage may be most effectively understood as a combination of interacting risk factors rather than a single measure of household income. 

33. The evidence also indicates that disadvantage is shaped by both individual and environmental factors. Evidence on the measurement of educational disadvantage, together with research on childhood outcomes, suggests that family circumstances, neighbourhood context and broader life experiences can interact to influence children’s outcomes [15][16]. This may be relevant when considering place-based approaches to disadvantage, including initiatives focused on specific regions or communities.  

34. Across these studies, disadvantage emerges as a complex and multidimensional issue that is unlikely to be captured fully by a single indicator. Linked administrative data provides opportunities to improve the identification of disadvantage, assess whether funding and support are reaching the intended groups, and evaluate the effectiveness of targeted interventions over time. [6][15][16]
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