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Background 
Research has robustly highlighted the important role 
that fathers play in their children’s lives and the 
positive outcomes they have on a range of social, 
cognitive, psychological and behavioural measures. 
Several studies have also highlighted that father 
involvement can increase attainment in school and 
promote more positive attitudes and behaviour 
within educational settings. However, research is still 
limited, and has not engaged the opinions of 
teachers, who are arguably ‘at the coalface’ of 
educational issues relating to levels of father 
involvement. 

The current project sought to gather information 
from teachers, leaders, and pastoral staff across 
Primary, Secondary and Special Education settings 
across the county of Essex, as to their experience of 
the impact of absent fathers on boys.

Specifically, teachers were asked their evaluation of 
whether they believe a lack of father involvement was 
related to several variables relating to the child’s 
school experience. 

Aims 
• To explore the judgements of teaching, pastoral, 

and leadership staff as to the relationship between 
boys coming from fatherless homes or having 
limited access to positive male role models and 
their: 

•  Behaviour 
•  School attendance 
•  Educational attainment
•  School Exclusion 
•  To highlight the link between fatherlessness and/ 

or limited access to positive male role models and 
their school behaviour/achievement 

•  To use the findings to strengthen the discussion 
around the need for early intervention and a 
flagging system in schools to identify fatherless 
boys.

Method 
Recruitment of Schools
Lads Need Dads (LND) informed known school leaders 
of the work via the Headteacher Associations and 
Multi-Academy Trusts and were offered the 
opportunity to take part in the survey. The survey was 
open to teaching, pastoral, and leadership staff, and 
was sent to primary, secondary, and moderate 
learning difficulties (MLD) special schools. 

Schools also accessed the survey upon contact with 
LND if they were requesting a programme to be 
delivered in their school, to audit their need. 

Materials 
The primary tool for gathering data was an 
anonymous staff survey, using the online platform, 
Survey Monkey. Using the same questions, a survey 
was created for each school, with a link sent to 
schools to complete it online. Once completed, the 
surveys were accessible for analysis by LND. The 
survey contained 10 questions with multiple-choice 
answers (See Appendix A). 

Procedure 
Schools accessed the survey using an online link, 
sent via the routes outlined above. Respondents 
typically took between 2 and 5 minutes to complete 
the survey. Schools contacted LND for clarification 
where necessary. For GDPR/Privacy reasons, there 
were no names of staff or children identifiable 
through this process, however, school names are 
identifiable but are not used explicitly in reporting 
findings. Schools were also sent a data link upon 
completion to view their results.

Findings  1411 teachers, leaders and pastoral staff across various school settings took part in this study. 

of Primary School respondents believe there is a link 
between boys with absent fathers or limited access to a 
positive male role model and disruptive behaviour at school.

89%

of Primary School respondents believe there is a link 
between boys with absent fathers or limited access to a 
positive male role model and lower educational attainment.

68%

of Primary School respondents believe there is a link 
between boys with absent fathers or limited access to a 
positive male role model and poor school attendance.

47%

of Primary School respondents believe there is a link 
between boys with absent fathers or limited access to a 
positive male role model and school exclusion.

38%

of Secondary School respondents believe there is a link 
between boys with absent fathers or limited access to a 
positive male role model and disruptive behaviour at school.

93%

of Secondary School respondents believe there is a link 
between boys with absent fathers or limited access to a 
positive male role model and lower educational attainment.

78%

of Secondary School respondents believe there is a link 
between boys with absent fathers or limited access to a 
positive male role model and poor school attendance.

66%

of Secondary School respondents believe there is a link 
between boys with absent fathers or limited access to a 
positive male role model and school exclusion.

60%

of MLD Special School respondents believe there is a link 
between boys with absent fathers or limited access to a 
positive male role model and disruptive behaviour at school.

91%

of MLD Special School respondents believe there is a link 
between boys with absent fathers or limited access to a 
positive male role model and lower educational attainment.

72%

69% of MLD respondents believe there is a link between 
boys with absent fathers or limited access to a positive male 
role model and poor school attendance.

69%

66% of MLD respondents believe there is a link between 
boys with absent fathers or limited access to a positive male 
role model and school exclusion

66%

Recommendations 
Recommendation 1: Implementation of a ‘Flagging’ System
Lads Need Dads want to see all boys enrolled at school who have absent fathers or limited 
access to a male role model as being acknowledged as having an additional need. We would 
therefore argue that a flagging system be put in place so they are identifiable and monitored, 
and that pastoral support and other protective interventions can be put in place early. 

Recommendation 2: A Greater Emphasis on Boys’ Emotional Intelligence
Lads Need Dads experience of working with boys and young men found many of them to have 
limited emotional literacy, with limited vocabulary to articulate how they feel or understand 
other people’s feelings. Training for school staff on this approach within schools could greatly 
improve young boys’ abilities to articulate their feelings, and to better manage their emotions 
and thus their behaviour within the classroom.

Recommendation 3: Greater Provision of Male Role Models
Currently in England only 14% of Primary School teachers are male and 35% of secondary school 
teachers are male and only a mere 2-3% of early years teachers are male. 30% of primary 
schools have no male teachers at all. (Gov.uk). For boys coming from fatherless homes, they not 
only lack a male role model in the home but also at school. A clear strategy to recruit more male 
teachers and support staff to primary and secondary education in England is a genuine priority.

Recommendation 4: Greater Emphasis on Reading and Literacy
One of the largest gaps in educational achievement for boys is in reading and writing. Boys’ 
underachievement in reading is a significant concern for schools across the country. In a 
National Literacy Trust (2012) survey, it was found that, ‘76% of UK schools said boys in their 
school did not do as well in reading as girls’. If reading is the foundation to learning then boys 
are at a significant disadvantage, particularly fatherless boys.

Conclusion
This study evidences a clear 
case for identification and 
intervention at the early 
stages of the education 
process, to try and protect 
young boys from negative 
outcomes. High profile, 
political and cultural 
recognition of this issue 
needs to lead to a proactive 
response in order to secure 
systemic national change for 
these young men.

Will the UK be the first 
country to be Absent Father 
Aware? There are 
understandable sensitivities 
around this issue, but the 
data does not lie, and action 
needs to be taken.  

Boys are more likely to get into 
serious trouble at school, and 
they account for the majority of 
permanent exclusions. 
(Department of Education 2021)

Children of active fathers are up to 28 per cent less likely to 
suffer behavioural problems in their pre-teen years compared 
to children without a father figure at home 
(Opondo et al., 2017). 

Father’s involvement in children’s lives improves children’s 
emotional wellbeing, cognitive development and academic 
achievement, and is good for fathers themselves.  
(Government’s Equalities Office 2021)

In many measures of educational attainment, 
women and girls now outperform men and boys.
(Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2019)

The achievement of children from 
disadvantaged backgrounds is less 
affected when fathers were involved. 
(Downer et al., 2014; Gordon, 2016)

A chronic lack of father involvement has 
resulted in a ‘Boy Crisis’ (Farrell & Gray, 
2018), characterised by lower educational 
achievement, mental health issues, and a 
fundamental crisis of purpose.
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