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ACCS Guidelines on School Pupil Attendance Policy

The primary function of our education system is to ensure that each child in the state attends a recognised school or otherwise receives an appropriate education. Government policy in this regard dictates that all children must attend a recognised school or its equivalent from age six years until reaching the age of sixteen years or have achieved a minimum of three years post primary education (whichever is the later). Thereafter all children have a right to attend school until they have reached the age of eighteen or have achieved Leaving Certificate standard. It is a stated Government objective that 85% to 90% of all children will be retained in the education system until leaving certificate level. 

It is the primary responsibility of parents to ensure that their children are properly registered in a recognised school of their choice. It is the responsibility of school management to facilitate parents in meeting this obligation by the publication of an appropriate School Admissions Policy. The school has a further obligation to support parents by adopting and implementing a School Attendance Policy, which is the subject of these present guidelines. 

The guidelines are set out in three sections:

1. The legislative context for a school Policy on Pupil Attendance.

2. Particular issues, which require consideration in the formulation of the Policy.

3. Recommended guidelines and procedures for the development of policy.

The Legislative context

The requirement for School Attendance Policy arises especially from the Education (Welfare) Act of 2000.

The National Educational Welfare Board (NEWB)

Sections 9,10 of the Act provide for the establishment of the National Educational Welfare Board 

“to ensure that each child attends a recognised school or otherwise receives a minimum education, and to assist in the formulation and implementation of policies and objectives of the Government for the time being concerning the education of children …..” 

The detailed functions of the Board are set out in Section 10 together with the provision that “The Board shall have all such powers as it considers necessary for the performance of its functions under the Act.”

Educational Welfare Officers.

Section 11 of the Act provides for the appointment by the National Education Welfare Board of Education Welfare Officers (EWO). The Board of Management, Principal, Teachers and other members of staff of a recognised school are obliged to give “all such assistance as may reasonably be required by an Educational Welfare Officer in the performance of his/her functions.”

Obligations of Parents

Section 17 and 18 of the Act obliges the parent of a child to:

“cause the child concerned to attend a recognised school on each school day”

and

“where the child is absent from the school at which he/she is registered during part of the school day, or for a school day or more than a school day, the parents of such child shall, in accordance with procedures specified in the code of behaviour prepared by the school under Section 23 notify the principal of the reasons for the child’s absence”. 

A child in this context is defined as a person aged six to sixteen years.

School Registers 

Section 20 of the Act provides that 

“the principal of a recognised school shall, as soon as may be after the commencement of this section, cause to be established and maintained a register of all students attending that school”

Further provisions in this section set out clear procedures to be followed when the pupil transfers between schools with the objective of ensuring that each pupil is registered in one and only one recognised school.

School Attendance Records 

Section 21 of the Act obliges the Principal of a recognised school to maintain a record of the attendance or non-attendance on each school day of each student registered at the school. Where a student fails to so attend the reasons for such failure should be recorded. These records must be maintained in a form to be specified by the National Education Welfare Board.

Reporting of Absences

Section 21(4) obliges the Principal of a school to inform by notice in writing an Educational Welfare Officer where: 

· the student is suspended from a recognised school for a period of not less than six days 

· the aggregate number of school days on which a student is absent from a recognised school during the school year is not less than twenty. 

· a student’s name is, for whatever reason, removed from the register referred to in Section 20 by the principal of the school concerned or 

· a student is, in the opinion of the principal of a recognised school at which he/she is registered, not attending school regularly. 

Annual Report

Section 21(6) of the Act provides that the Board of Management of a recognised school shall

“not later than six weeks after the end of each school year submit a report to

· the Educational Welfare Officer who has been assigned functions under this Act in relation to that school”

· the Parents Association of the recognised school concerned established under Section 26 of the Education Act of Act of 1998 (where so established), 

on the levels of attendance at that school during the immediately preceding school year”.

School Attendance Strategies 

Section 22 (1) of the Act provides that “The Board of Management of a recognised school shall, after consultation with the principal of, teachers teaching at, parents of students registered at, and the Educational Welfare Officers assigned functions in relation to, that school, prepare and submit to the Board (NEWB) a statement of the strategies and measures it proposes to adopt for the purposes of fostering an appreciation of learning among students attending that school and encouraging regular attendance at school on the part of such students.

Further subsections outline matters which should be dealt with in such a statement of strategy. This statement of strategy should form part of the school plan.

Particular issues, which require consideration in the formulation of the Policy 

The National Educational Welfare Board (NEWB)

The NEWB is currently engaged in the development of appropriate guidelines and procedures for the implementation of legislative requirements and of Government policy regarding school attendance. These present guidelines represent the considered view of ACCS at the time of writing. They may well require to be reviewed and amended in order to comply with evolving NEWB requirements.

School policy statements should draw attention to the role and the authority of the of the NEWB in this regard. Policy statements should be reviewed regularly to ensure compliance with NEWB requirements.

Details of the work of NEWB is readily available on its website at www.newb.ie. 

Transfer from primary to post primary school

Responsibility for the transfer of pupils from primary to post primary school rests principally with the parents and with the authorities in the primary school. However, it is advisable that all second level school authorities should have clear lines of communication with local primary schools through which enrolment policy and admission procedures may be communicated.

There should be a clearly stated procedure to be followed in the event that a pupil who had enrolled should fail to attend at the beginning of the school year. This may include a written communication to parents, communication with the local primary school, a report to the Educational Welfare Officer.

Obligations of Parents 

Parents have a legal obligation to ensure that their children attend school and, in the event of absence on any given day, to communicate to the school both the fact of that absence and the reasons therefor. A schools attendance policy should indicate clearly to parents:

a) the means of communication with the school to report absence 

b) the means by which, and the length of time before which, the school will communicate with parents concerning a particular absence 

c) the extent to which verification of the stated causes of absence may be required e.g. a doctors certificate, appointment card 

d) the schools requirement for emergency telephone numbers or means of contact.

Parents should be informed of the circumstances in which the school is obliged to inform the National Education Welfare Board concerning absences from school and the consequent intervention of the Educational Welfare Officer following on such a report.
School Register

Each recognised school is obliged to maintain at all times a register of all pupils who have a place in the school and the date of first attendance.

A student’s name may only be removed from the Register where:

a) A student has been expelled and all appeal processes have been exhausted

b) A school has received confirmation that the student is registered in another school.

c) A student has been registered with the NEWB as in receipt of an education in a place other than a recognised school.

The school policy statement should indicate clearly the procedures to be adopted for the maintenance of the register and the obligations of those persons responsible for ensuring its accuracy.

Attendance Records 

Every school has a clear obligation to maintain an accurate and up-to-date register of all of its pupils and of their daily attendance, regardless of age. The schools Policy Statement should include clearly stated procedures for:

(a) the recording of daily attendance and absence of pupils 

(b) the recording of notes of explanation and reasons for absences 

(c) the regular reporting to parents of their children’s record of attendance/absence 

(d) the recording of partial attendance/absence during a given day e.g. pupil arrives late; pupil is excused during the course of the school day; pupil is absent on an approved school activity. 

The monitoring of school attendance is the responsibility of every teacher in the school. Each teacher should therefore be provided with a register of his/her classes with an obligation to record attendance at the beginning of each class session. A clear procedure should be set down to be followed by the teacher in the event of any discrepancy between his/her register and the official school register for the day. 

A number of computer software packages are available which may assist schools in the maintenance of these records. The NEWB is currently piloting a software package for this purpose.

Attendance Strategy Statement

The School Attendance Policy must include a statement of the strategies to be adopted by the school to “foster an appreciation of learning and encouraging regular attendance of students”. Such a “strategy statement” may include some or all of the following – 

a) an analysis of the rates of absenteeism and any identifiable trends 

b) a definition of an acceptable level of attendance and a consequent definition of what may be considered an “attendance problem” 

c) an analysis of the reasons for such absences – illness, family issues, family holidays etc.

d) A Statement of those reasons for absence which the school considers unacceptable.

e) The engagement of counselling and pastoral services both within and without the school in identifying underlying causes of persistent absence e.g.: curriculum issues, bullying, family worries, parental illness, part-time work.

f) An examination of the school’s procedures and support mechanisms for children who are identified as having an attendance problem.

g) The introduction or the continuation of merit awards for attendance.

h) Provision for In-Service and Induction Training for staff in dealing with attendance.

i) The provision of secretarial support in dealing with attendance issues. 

The policy statement should contain provision for a continuous review of the Strategy Statement – its objectives and its outcomes. 

Reporting of Absences

Schools are required to submit to the NEWB a summary report on student absences on five occasions during each school year. Forms have been devised to facilitate schools in this regard. These forms are to be used to report:

· Students who have absences of 20 days or more and the reasons why.

· A student about whose attendance the Principal is concerned.

· Students whose names have been removed from the register (e.g. expelled/transferred to another school)

Detailed information is available from the NEWB on the filing of these reports.

The Annual Report

The School Policy should confirm the boards obligation to provide an Annual Report to the NEWB and to the Parents Association, (where this exists) and the matters which should be dealt with in that report: 

a) Total Enrolment as at 30th September of the current school year (excluding students on PLC or adult education courses, but including all students over 16 years)

b) Sum of all individual student absences over the entire school year up to and including the date the school closes (excluding students on PLC or adult education courses, but including all students over 16 years).

c) Number of students with 100% attendance

d) Number of students absent 20 days or more cumulatively

e) Number of students expelled

f) Number of students suspended

g) Confirmation of availability of Code of Behaviour to parents and students

h) Confirmation of availability of Admissions Policy to parents and students

The preparation of the Annual Report should provide an opportunity for a review of school attendance to include:

a) a description of particular problems which have been identified during the year 

b) the strategies adopted during the previous year and their outcomes 

c) objectives for the coming year and the strategies to be adopted in pursuing those objectives. 

Recommended guidelines and procedures 

STEP 1 : Establish a core committee to develop the policy.

STEP 2: Study relevant resource documents and legislation.

STEP 3: Review the current situation in the school regarding school attendance.

STEP 4: Prepare a draft policy document  
The School Development Planning Initiative provides an overall framework for policy development in schools. The following framework is recommended in drawing up a draft policy statement: 

Title of Policy

School Pupil attendance 

Scope 

To whom does the policy apply - students, teachers, parents.

Relationship to School's Mission/Vision/Aims 

Relate the policy to the philosophy and characteristic spirit (ethos) of the school

Rationale 

Why is this policy necessary? 

Goals/Objectives
In precise terms, what is the policy intended to achieve? 

Policy Content 

State the content of the policy, indicating the schools approach to this policy area. The policy content comprises general guidelines. A detailed implementation programme should follow it.

Related policies. 

Refer to related policy documents which may be appended or available otherwise. In the present instance such related policies will include – admissions policy, Code of Behaviour, suspension and expulsion, school rules.

Roles and Responsibilities 

What are the responsibilities of the various parties in the school community in the development, implementation and evaluation of this policy? 

Success Criteria 

What indicators will be used to gauge the effectiveness of the policy?

Monitoring Procedures 

Who will do what, when, to see how the policy is working?

Review Procedures

Who will do what, when, to evaluate the effectiveness of the policy and to ascertain what changes, if any, are necessary?

Time Frame

When will the completed policy be circulated, when will it come into force, when will it be subject to review?

Implementation Programme

What detailed procedures are necessary to implement the provisions of this policy? Who will devise the procedures? When? How will details be circulated to all concerned? Who will carry out the procedures when they have been devised? .

STEP 5: Publicise, revise, amend and finalise the draft policy 

The draft policy should be circulated as widely as possible for the views of parents/guardians, teachers, students and management. Particular effort should be made to involve those parents and pupils who might not normally be reached. Revision of the draft policy should be informed by the feedback from this process.

STEP 6: Ratify, circulate and implement the agreed policy 

When the Board of Management has ratified the finalised draft policy, it becomes the school's agreed Policy. It should then be circulated to ensure everyone in the school community is aware of it. The whole staff team must be familiar with the policy and ready to put it into practice in accordance with the Implementation Programme. 

It is recommended that parents and students (aged over 18 years) be asked to sign a statement to the effect that they have read the policy and agree that they are bound by it.

STEP 7: Monitor. review  and evaluate the policy 

The policy should be reviewed regularly. In practice, this process might be co-ordinated by the core committee in consultation with the wider school community. Ongoing review and evaluation should take cognisance of changing information, legislation, developments in the school-based programme and feedback from parents/guardians, teachers and students. The policy should be revised as necessary in the light of such review and evaluation and within the framework of school planning. 
