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Managing Absence

Summary

Employees may be absent from work for a variety of reasons.  Sickness is the most common reason, and this note therefore concentrates on sickness absence.  It also includes brief guidance on how to approach absence for other reasons.
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1. General Obligations

Employees are required to attend work as required by their conditions of service, unless they have been given prior approval to be absent by their headteacher or a senior member of staff acting on his/her behalf.  However, there may be occasions when an employee is unable to attend work through sickness, injury or some other emergency, and the various conditions of service provide for this possibility.  The following notes set out guidance to schools for dealing with those situations which are normally encountered in schools. Area Personnel Officers are available to advise on the application of the recommended practice and on unusual situations. The main reason for absence without notice will normally be sickness, and this guidance deals mainly with sickness absence.

2. Absence Policy

It is helpful for schools to publish to all staff their policy and practice in respect of absence.  The main elements of such a policy are set out in Appendix A.

3. Health, Safety and Welfare

Employers have a general duty to ensure so far as is reasonably practicable, the heath, safety and welfare of employees at work.  Schools should take particular note of absence which arises out of or may be related to activities at work.  Additionally programmes are available to school which promote positive health and well-being at work, or assist employees who have difficulties which may affect their ability to attend.  Schools are recommended to consider joining the LEA’s Wellbeing Programme, which promotes positive health and well-being for a whole school staff, and subscribing to the Employee Assistance Programme, which provides advice, support and counselling to individual employees.

4. Notifying Absence

Schools must have a well-publicized system for employees who cannot attend work because of sickness (or some other emergency) to inform the school as soon as possible.  This system should enable employees to contact the headteacher or another nominated senior member of staff by telephone before they are due to start of work.  The person receiving the call should:

· find out the general reason for the absence;

· find out if at all possible how long the absence is likely to last;

· arrange for the employee to confirm when they will be returning to work or, if that is not possible, to update the school on their progress;

· ensure the person responsible for arranging temporary cover is informed.

It is preferable for employees to report their absence personally.  However, practical considerations, e.g. where an employee is in hospital or lives alone, or does not have access to a telephone, or is too ill to report personally, should be taken into account.

Employees should also know who to report to in the event that they become unwell or suffer an accident at work which makes them temporarily unfit for work or may result in them having to leave the school.

5. Requirement to Certify Sickness

Uncertified sickness:  for absence of between one and three days, employees are not required to produce a medical certificate.

Self-certified sickness: for absences of four or more but less than eight days, employees are required to produce a self-certification form covering all the days on which they have been absent.

Medically statemented sickness:  Employees who are absent for eight or more consecutive days are required to produce a certificate signed by a medical practitioner.

6. Recording and Reporting Absence

All absences must be reported for payroll purposes through the school’s normal returns.  Schools may also find it helpful to keep their own local records of absence and in any event a record should be kept of the reason for all absences, whether or not a self-certificate of medical statement is required.  All sickness certificates and medical statements should be retained securely and confidentially at the school.

The payroll and personnel system will collect and analyse statistics of occurrences of employees’ absences, which may be provided to schools from time to time.  This may provide both general information about levels of sickness absence and about the absence of individual employees.

In respect of individual records, statistics may identify employees who:

· have intermittent periods of sickness, whether short or long;

· have significant number of short absences;

· have been absent through sickness for a long single period (and may remain absent);

· have a pattern of regular absence e.g. Mondays and/Fridays.

The purpose of reports is to bring to the attention of school management any patterns of absence and to prompt any further investigation and/or action.  Any parameters used in producing reports which identify individual employees should not be taken as indicating that levels of absence are acceptable or unacceptable or that action is necessarily appropriate in individual cases.

Aggregated information about employee sickness absence showing levels of absence and trends should be periodically reported to the school’s governing body and should be available for trade union representatives and others interested in overall issues of health and well-being.  This information may also analyse reasons for absence.  However, information about individual employees should be retained as confidential.

Absence through ill-health should be linked with the reporting systems for incidents and accidents, especially incidents of violence or assault.  Where absence is known to be the result of an incident at work the appropriate incident report form (and any supplementary report where there an incidence of violence, threat of violence, abuse or assault) must be completed in accordance with the LEA’s guidance.  Where an employee is absent for a substantial period as a result of such an incident or accident at work  this should be reported specifically to the Area Education Office, as it may give rise to an entitlement to industrial injury benefits in addition to sickness pay.

7. Managing Short Term Absence

Schools will wish to encourage consistently high levels of attendance among all employees and seek to keep sickness absence to a minimum.  Where an employee who is rarely absent has a short and isolated period of absence it is unlikely that any specific action is necessary, other than to verify that the employee has fully recovered and is fit for work.  An informal “return to work “ interview can be helpful as a way of establishing this and ensuring that there is no underlying problem or difficulty emerging where early support from school management would be helpful. 

Where an employee is frequently absent for periods of a day or a few days, it may be reasonable to examine the pattern of absence and to discuss with the employee whether there is any problem of health or personal circumstances which the school could help to alleviate and thus improve attendance.  Any personal problems which might be contributory factors, which might emerge as a result of discussion with the employee should be treated sensitively and in confidence.  Advice may be sought on any remedial programmes (e.g. alcohol recovery) which might be appropriate to the situation. If the employee wishes, s/he may seek the advice and support of their trade union representative.

8. Managing Long Term Absence

In the case of an employee who has been absent for a substantial period of time, e.g. a month or longer, it is important to find out the nature of the illness (if this is not already known), whether it is likely to continue, and, if so for how long.  As well as being important for the purposes of providing cover, it is also important for the employee to know that the school is concerned and to maintain contact and support.

If it is known that an absence will be prolonged the school should agree with the employee how contact will be maintained and by whom.  This should not be left solely to informal contact. Depending on the nature of the illness, some employees may wish to minimise such contact, but a regular visit should be agreed to monitor progress.  Employees should also be asked if they would like to receive news, information or briefings available to other colleagues.  If an employee requests that there should be no contact at all during sickness, the reason for this should be explored with him/her (or a nominated representative) – the assistance of the Area Personnel Officer should be sought if necessary.  Depressive illness in particular may trigger a reaction of this nature and should be treated sensitively.  Employees should not be left without contact. 

Headteachers should assess whether it is appropriate, in the light of the employee’s medical condition to make a request to the employee for information to facilitate cover arrangements, but employees absent through sickness should not normally be approached to, e.g. set or mark pupils’ work or write reports.  Where an employee indicates that as part of their convalescence they are willing to carry out some work at home to support their return to work, the headteacher should assess (with medical advice if necessary) whether this is advisable.

Employees who are absent through sickness should not normally be undertaking paid work activities elsewhere.  Many employees undertake voluntary or recreational activities and it may be therapeutic for them to continue with these during a prolonged period of sickness.  Equally it may be appropriate for them to take holiday if sickness continues in to a school closure period.  Employees should not be undertaking strenuous or demanding activities which might impair their recovery and should be advised in the course of normal contact with the school to keep the headteacher informed of what they are doing during sick leave so that their activities are not misconstrued.

9. Referral to Occupational Health

The County Council’s Occupational Health Service is available to provide advice and guidance to schools on matters of employees’ health.  Referral to Occupational Health should be made through the Area Education Office – it is not open to an employee to self-refer, nor should schools contact employees’ general practitioners.

The support and guidance of Occupational Health can be sought at any stage.  Normally headteachers should seek to refer an employee who has been absent for a month or longer, unless the nature of the medical condition is clear and the prospect of a return to work well defined, e.g. a broken limb or routine surgery.  Employees who have frequent short term absences can also be referred if, after discussion it appears that a medical report would be useful.

The Occupational health Physician’s report will give information about the employee’s medical condition and its possible effects on employment – s/he does not offer diagnosis or treatment. School management must decide what action is appropriate in the light of the report and any other relevant information.  Employees will receive a copy of the Occupational Health Physician’s report, and the report should be discussed with the employee, who may be accompanied by a friend or trade union representative at any meeting.  In some cases the Occupational Health Physician may require a further meeting with the employee or may undertake to monitor the recovery process and suggest what assistance may be appropriate for a return to work.

Occupational Health should always be consulted if it appears that there may be a prospect that the employee will be unfit to return to work through ill-health.

10. Managing Sickness Pay

Employees have an entitlement to receive sickness pay during any period of sickness.  This consists of Statutory Sickness Pay and an Occupational Sickness Pay entitlement.  Schools and employees who wish to check an individual employee’s entitlement should consult their Area Personnel Officer.

Occupational sickness pay regulations allow for discretionary extensions to occupational sickness pay, which may be to extend periods of full sickness pay where an employee would normally reduce to half pay, and to extend the total period of sickness pay.  Schools may exercise this discretion and any costs of doing so will fall to school budgets.  The LEA is normally alerted to cases where employees are approaching a time when their sickness pay will reduce or end, and consideration should be given at this stage as to whether an extension is appropriate. In the case of teachers absent through industrial injury, the period of full sickness pay is automatically extended.

11. Managing the Return to Work

In cases of short term absence the return to work can be readily managed through an informal “return to work interview”.  Where an employee has been absent for a long period, and especially where the illness has been depressive or the result of an incident at work, especially an assault or similar incident, the return to work may need to be more carefully managed.  Strategies for return to work where the employee will resume full duties eventually might include:

· preliminary visits to the school;

· a phased return e.g. working fewer hours or days for a few weeks gradually increasing to full normal hours;

· light duties for a short period – i.e. temporarily removing or supporting some activities in the normal job description;

· temporary variation of contract, e.g. reduced hours for a longer period.

12. Disability and Statutory Considerations

Where an employee’s capacity is permanently diminished or impaired, schools should consider whether s/he would be considered as disabled and entitled to the “reasonable adjustment” provisions of disability discrimination legislation, or redeployment within the school if either of these are feasible.  If the health condition (or its effects) has lasted or is likely to last more than twelve months, schools should consult the Area Personnel Officer before the employee returns to work.

In cases of prolonged absence of teachers, especially where the cause has been psychiatric, school should take advice as to whether the teacher continues to meet the health and fitness criteria set out in the Teachers Health and Fitness Regulations.

13. Unauthorised Absence

If an employee fails to observe the school’s procedure for reporting sickness, his/her absence is unauthorised.  When the employee returns to work, s/he should be interviewed to find out the reason for absence and why it was not reported in the normal way.  If the explanation is satisfactory, the absence may be authorised in retrospect.  If the reason for absence was sickness, pay will be due. If there is no satisfactory explanation, headteachers should consult the Area Personnel Officer to discuss what further action may be appropriate.

If an employee remains absent without contacting the school, or the reason given for absence is unsatisfactory, s/he should be contacted as soon as possible.  If there is no response to enquires, the Area Personnel Officer should be contacted for advice.

14. Emergency Absence to Care for Dependants

Employees are entitled to take time off to deal with an emergency involving a close family member for whom they have a caring responsibility, e.g. children or elderly relatives.  This includes time off to deal with a breakdown of child care arrangements or to deal in school time with a serious incident involving their child in school.  By its very nature this will not be prearranged or authorised in advance, and employees should be advised to use the school’s system for notifying sickness absence.  Time off for this purpose will be short term only (no more than a day or two at the maximum).  There is no statutory entitlement to be paid for emergency leave, but schools are recommended to adopt an approach in line with their policy on payment for compassionate leave (see paragraph 15 below).  This statutory right does not include right to time off to care for sick children or other dependents in the longer term. In the case of children this is covered by right to parental leave.

15. Compassionate Leave

There is no statutory or contractual right to time off for emergencies other than that described in paragraph 14 above.  However, there will be other situations where the serious nature of the employee’s situation demands that s/he take appropriate time off.  The most obvious situations include bereavements, and serious accident or illness involving close family members.  In somecases the short period (i.e. two days maximum) envisaged in the statutory entitlement will be insufficient and schools are recommended to delegate headteachers to authorise up to ten working days in the most serious instances.  Compassionate leave, including emergencies as in paragraph 14 would normally be paid.

Where employees require frequent or extended periods of leave to manage caring responsibilities for dependents, especially where emergencies are predictable or recurrent, the allocation of time off and whether that should be paid or unpaid should be the subject of discussion and agreement between the headteacher and the employee.

16. Private and Personal Business

The normal expectation is that employees will conduct personal business outside the times they are required for work.  There may, exceptionally, be times when an employee requires special leave for urgent personal business, e.g. legal or similar appointments or when personal affairs such as moving house cannot be arranged during school closure periods.  Headteachers should be delegated to authorise discretionary time off for this purpose.  Provided that it appears to the headteacher that the business is urgent and cannot reasonably be postponed and conducted during school holidays, it is recommended that, as a matter of goodwill, the first day or two days would normally be with pay.

17. Maternity, Adoption, Paternity and Family Leave

These items are statutory and contractual entitlements and are covered by separate guidance.

18. Disciplinary Action

Absence from work will not normally be a disciplinary matter.  Exceptionally if an employee fails to comply with reporting procedures, fails to provide satisfactory explanations for absence, or is clearly abusing the sickness pay scheme, or has abused any discretionary grant of time off, schools may discuss with their Area Personnel Officer whether disciplinary action is appropriate.

APPENDIX A

MANAGING EMPLOYEES’ ABSENCE – EXAMPLE POLICY FOR SCHOOLS

1. Scope

This policy statement applies to all employees at [   ] school who come under the control of the governing body.

2. Aims

The governing body seeks to:

· maintain high levels of attendance;

· minimize disruption to the education of pupils and students;

· treat employees’ absence in a consistent, fair and sensitive manner;

· provide a safe working environment and appropriate welfare support.

3. Responsibilities

The Governing Body will monitor and review this policy from time to time, delegate to the headteacher the necessary discretion to operate absence management procedures and arrangements, and ensure that fair and consistent standards are applied to the management of absence.  The Chair of Governors will authorise any requests for absence from the Headteacher.

The Headteacher (with the assistance of his/her senior staff) will ensure that absence is recorded and monitored, using reports and information available from the County Council as appropriate.  S/he will ensure that the school has suitable arrangements for enabling employees to notify absence, for communicating information about absence in a timely manner for payroll and other necessary purposes, and for following up absence in appropriate circumstances – in line with the County Council’s guidance.

Employees have a duty to attend for work unless they are unable to do so through sickness or injury, or unless their absence has been otherwise approved.  They have a responsibility to report their own absence through sickness or other emergency using the school’s procedures, and to produce medical evidence as required.

4. Procedures and Arrangements in Cases of Sickness

During periods of sickness the County Council operates both statutory sick pay and occupational sick pay provisions appropriate to employees’ conditions of service.

In cases of sickness, employees should [insert the school’s contact arrangements] at the earliest opportunity.  Where absence arises from an incident at work, details should be reported through the school’s incident reporting procedure(s).

In cases of extended periods of sickness the Headteacher will put in place suitable arrangements for keeping in touch with the employee who is absent or (where this is not practicable) an appropriate representative of the employee’s family.

The Headteacher will monitor sickness absence, use return to work meetings as appropriate and arrange for consultation with the County Council’s Occupational Health Physician in relation to individual sickness absence or any general work related health issues identified at school.

The Governing Body will make available to employees appropriate counselling, welfare and wellbeing arrangements to promote and maintain the health of employees.

Any request for time off for reasons related to an employee’s disability (e.g. for therapy or rehabilitation) will be considered sympathetically and in the context of the employee’s statutory rights.

5. Arrangements for Absences Other than Sickness

In cases of family or similar emergencies which prevent attendance at work employees should make contact with the school using the sickness reporting arrangements.  The Headteacher is authorised to grant appropriate time off with pay for bereavement, serious accident/illness of family members and similar reasons (“compassionate” leave) – this is not normally granted with pay for reasons arising from ongoing family commitments or responsibilities.

In all cases where the absence is known or can be anticipated in advance the employee should make a request at the earliest opportunity, normally in writing, to the Headteacher, having first discussed with his/her immediate manager/supervisor the implications for cover, etc.

In the following circumstances employees where employees are entitled to time off work, which is governed by statutory and/or contractual entitlement, whether paid or unpaid, the Governing Body will meet the relevant requirements and follow the County Council’s guidance:

· Maternity, adoption, maternity support (paternity) leave and leave for family emergencies;

· Trade union activities and duties, and specified public duties.

In other circumstances where an employee requests leave during term time for urgent personal reasons, the Headteacher is authorised to grant time off with pay up to a maximum of [specify a suitable short period] on a single occasion.

Requests for time off with pay over an extended period of time and/or for time off [on more than one occasion] will be considered by the governing body [through an appropriate committee].
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