ABSENCE MANAGEMENT TOOLKIT



Absence Management Toolkit

Introduction. 

The purpose of this toolkit is to support the consistent and effective implementation of the associated policies across all schools. While the policy sets out the principles, requirements and responsibilities that must be followed, this toolkit provides practical guidance to help headteachers, business managers and senior leadership understand how those requirements should be applied in day-to-day situations. By bringing together key information, templates, checklists and supporting resources, the toolkit aims to promote confidence, compliance and a positive user experience.
Consistency in the application of policy is essential to ensuring fairness, transparency and good employment practice. Whilst consistency of application is key, it is important to recognise that managing sickness absence cannot be done in a standard process way and we must consider each case and the specific needs when deciding on action at various stages. This toolkit has been developed to help users navigate processes, understand their responsibilities and make informed decisions in line with organisational expectations. It should be used alongside the policy and any related procedures, providing a practical reference point that supports effective decision-making and helps achieve positive outcomes for all stakeholders.
We know that staffing structures are designed to meet the needs of pupils in school and when colleagues are absent that can impact on outcomes and also on other colleagues. When managing absence, a rounded view of this context is needed and an approach which focuses on supporting the individual to return to work as soon as they are able and to sustain good attendance when they do so. Creating an environment in school where staff can express thoughts and feelings and be supported to perform at their best is crucial to achieving high attendance and performance levels.
The Sickness Absence Policy acknowledges that illness happens, and employees do need to take time off. Where an employee has a disability, they may need more time off than a colleague without a disability for example. The policy adopted by your Governing Body has been consulted on with trade unions and the expectation and responsibility you have is to apply the policies as agreed. The “trigger” levels in the policy are intended to be stages, when reached, trigger a discussion and potentially a written notice of concern about absence levels. These NOCs are not formal warnings and are not a signal that the absence is not genuine but the school recognising that absence of a role in school has impact and a continued low level of attendance at work cannot be sustained indefinitely. 
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Attendance Triggers
	Employee Group
	Trigger

	Support Staff 
	10 days or 3 occasions in rolling 12 months

	Teachers
	12 days or 4 occasions in rolling 12 months


Key Timescales
	Action
	Timescale

	Fit Notes
	These must be continuously supplied for any absence over seven calendar days of self-certification and if not the AWOL process in the disciplinary policy should be followed.

	Return to Work Meeting
	Ideally within 48 hours, no later than 5 working days after ever occasion 

	Formal Meeting Invite when trigger is reached
	Minimum 10 working days' notice

	Notification of Concern Stage 1
	6 months remains on file

	Notification of Concern Stage 2
	12 months remains on file

	Appeal Submission (NOC1 or 2)
	Within 10 working days

	OH referral
	Always need up to date advice before dismissal is considered and ideally earlier so adjustments can be made and evidenced.
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Stage A: Absence Occurs
Employee reports sickness
↓
Manager / school office records absence
↓
Maintain appropriate contact – at least fortnightly
↓
Employee returns
↓
Complete Return to Work Meeting
↓
Attendance reviewed against trigger levels

Stage B: Trigger Reached
Review:
· Number of absences
· Patterns/trends
· Considerations of any disability, long term illness, or maternity illnesses
· Previously completed return to work records
· Operational impact
↓
Formal attendance discussion
↓
· NOC1 Appropriate? No – continue monitoring
· If yes - Issue NOC1

Stage C: Formal Process
Stage 1
· Issue invite and offer right to be accompanied with minimum of ten days notice of the meeting.
· Formal absence review meeting – school can do without HR support 
· Consider support options and whether a OH referral is needed
· Unless pregnancy or cancer related or similar exceptional circumstances issue a Notification of Concern Stage 1 letter ( NOC1) which remains in place for six months 
↓
Review attendance
↓
Absent again and still above trigger when looking at previous 12 months?
·  Yes → Has the NOC1 lapsed? If 
· yes then formal meeting and consider a new NOC1.
· If no progress to stage 2
Stage 2
· Return to work meeting
· Advise that absence rates remain above the trigger level so an Occupational Health referral will be made unless one in place in last two months
· Invite with notice and right to be accompanied to a formal absence review meeting. 
· Formal review meeting
· Consider a NOC2 unless exceptional circumstances and give a right of appeal.
↓
Continue to review attendance
↓
· Absent again and still above trigger when looking at previous 12 months. Has the NOC1 lapsed? If 
· yes then formal meeting and consider a new NOC1.
· If no progress to stage 3
Stage 3
· This stage is potential dismissal and before going ahead you must have recent (past month) Occupational Health advice and be able to evidence in writing the support and adjustments that have been made. 
· Capability hearing – report from management to be circulated and considered as part of the hearing to determine whether employment continues.
· Governors/Headteacher decision
↓
Possible dismissal with contractual notice
↓
Appeal process
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Sickness Absence Reporting Form

Ideally, this is completed by the Line Manager for the employee. It does not need a formal invitation, this can be done in a quick, short meeting and on the day the employee returns to work. 
Typically, many schools ask the School Business Manager to carry out this function, rather than the line Manager – who may be a member of the teaching staff. 
Some schools send the employee this form to complete, and this is then returned to the SBM. If this is your approach you need to ensure the employee has an opportunity to raise any concerns that are preventing them from attending regularly.
However good practice dictates that the form is completed in a one to one brief meeting with the employee, in person. This should be done within 48 hours of them returning to work after a period of absence. The period of absence must be recorded on the monitoring system in use by the school. 
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Before entering the formal process, managers should ask:
Evidence Review
☐ Have all absences (dates and reasons) been accurately recorded?
☐ Have return to work meetings been completed and documented?
☐ Is there a clear attendance pattern?
☐ Have trigger levels been reached?
☐ Have absence reasons been discussed with the employee?
Equality Check – ideally in advance of the formal meeting and if not then at the meeting
☐ Could the employee have a disability under Equality Act 2010?
☐ Have reasonable adjustments been discussed and considered?
☐ Have OH advised that the Trigger Levels be adjusted? 
☐ Has HR advice been sought?
Welfare Check
☐ Has support been offered?
☐ Has Occupational Health been considered?
☐ Has wellbeing support been discussed?
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If a trigger level is met, the employee should be formally interviewed under the sickness absence policy. See invite letter template (link below). They must be given 10 working days notice and they have a right to be accompanied by a union rep or work colleague.
The Meeting
· Seek to establish the facts
· Examine the employee's sickness record, 
· Look for patterns of absence or the causes of it and seek to resolve problems where possible. 
· Discuss the support and guidance available to the employee and, as appropriate, ensure that the employee is made aware of the support available from the PAM Assist – Employee Assistance Programme and the Occupational Health Service.
· Ask how the employee is helping themselves to attend regularly.
· Discuss the impact of the absence on children and colleagues (specifically in respect of the actual role)
At the end of the interview, consider the following: 
a) how many absences have there been overall? The case should be considered on its own merits but bear in mind how it compares to other employees in school;
b) is there a pattern that suggests what help could be given to enable the employee to reduce sickness absence? Has the employee been given the chance to explain?
c) has the employee raised any work related causes? If so has consideration been given to reviewing the employees workload/timetable/ working conditions? Or supporting them with any barriers identified – for example a stress risk assessment.
d) was it a temporary problem that has now passed?
e) is the employee making reasonable efforts to reduce the level of absence?
f) is advice from Occupational Health needed?
g) would counselling be beneficial to the employee?
h) has the interview been conducted in a fair and non-discriminatory manner? and
i) would a documented Notice of Concern be appropriate and reasonable in the circumstances To indicate the impact of the absence?
The head teacher may decide that issuing a notification of concern is not appropriate and a No Further Action letter should be issued, however before doing so consider consistency and expect to be challenged if later for a different employee you do decide to issue a NOC..
However, the head teacher may decide to give the employee a written  notification of concern (NOC1) that, not withstanding the reasons for the absence(s) particular effort is required to reduce the level of absence and failure to do so may ultimately lead to dismissal for capability due to poor attendance  
The employee may appeal against the decision to a committee from the governing body within 10 working days. 
Invite to Formal Meeting Stage 1 ( NOC1) 

Letter – Issue of NOC1

If absences continue after the issue of a NOC1, please contact HR for further advice. Typically, this may mean a referral to Occupational Health and a Stage 2 (NOC2) Hearing and if after a NOC2 is issued, there may be a need to convene a Stage 3 Dismissal Hearing. 

The advice for NOC2 and Stage 3 are in the Absence Management Policy, but please contact HR directly for further guidance. 
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OH Referral Form

Refer Immediately When:

The employee refuses to engage, attend meetings or speak to school about what’s wrong and when they are likely to return.
✅ Long-term sickness exceeds 4 weeks – other than if recovering post operation and you know it will be longer
✅ Stress-related absence not work related when a return date can’t be estimated by the employee
✅ Mental health concerns
✅ Recurring absences with unclear cause or timeframe for recovery
✅ Disability may be involved and some of the things the employee is asking for can’t be accommodated
✅ Return to work adjustments required, you have discussed with the employee and practically can’t make them work
✅ Recurring Short Term Absences and prior to NOC2 Hearing
✅ Before Stage 3 dismissal consideration
✅ For Ill Health Capability Dismissal (Long Term Sickness)

Top Tips for Excellent Occupational Health Referrals in Schools
6.1 Explain the employee's role properly
Schools are unique environments and don’t assume the physician or nurse knows your school. Include:
· Teacher / TA / Midday Supervisor / SBM / Site Manager
· Age range taught
· Leadership responsibilities
· Classroom demands
· Behaviour management expectations
· Physical requirements
· Ideally their job description
OH cannot assess fitness for work without understanding the demands of working in a school and the specific role.
6.2 Provide a clear absence history
Include:
· Number of absences
· Dates
· Duration
· Reasons for absence
· Any patterns identified
For example:
"Four absences totalling 18 working days in the last 12 months due to migraine, anxiety and stress-related symptoms."
6.3 Avoid medical diagnoses
Managers should describe what they know rather than diagnose.
Instead of:
"The employee is depressed."
Write:
"The employee has provided fit notes referring to work-related stress and anxiety."
6.4 Ask specific questions
The quality of the report depends on the quality of the questions.
Helpful questions include:
· Is the employee fit to undertake their substantive role as per the JD?
· Is there an underlying medical condition affecting attendance?
· Does the employee meet the definition of disability under the Equality Act 2010?
· Are reasonable adjustments recommended, if so what and for how long?
· Would a phased return be beneficial? – if you have an idea of a pattern and how the hours increase each week and meet school need suggest that.
· What is the likely prognosis?
· Is attendance likely to improve to an acceptable level within a reasonable period?
· Are there any restrictions relating to working in a school environment
· If there are core elements of the role the employee is saying they can’t do – e.g. a TA who can’t be in the classroom explain why that is a core part of the role and whether there are any vacancies in school for non-classroom roles.

6.5 Explain what support has already been offered
Tell OH about:
· Welfare/ RTW meetings or calls
· Supervision/support meetings
· Reduced or amended duties
· Phased return arrangements
· PAM Assist signposting
· Previous OH advice
This avoids recommendations that have already been tried.
6.6 Attach the job description
This is particularly important for:
· Teachers
· SEND staff
· Site teams
· Catering staff
· Senior leaders
OH recommendations should be considered against the actual duties of the role.
6.7 Be clear about operational constraints
Schools often face practical limitations.
For example:
"A temporary reduction in playground duties may be feasible. Home working is not possible because the employee's role involves direct classroom supervision."
This helps OH make realistic recommendations.
6.8 Consider safeguarding implications
If the health condition may affect:
· Supervision of pupils
· Physical intervention duties
· Safe working with children
· Attendance reliability
Ask OH specifically for advice about any functional limitations that may affect these duties.
6.9 Don't ask OH to make management decisions
OH provide medical advice. The school decides:
· Whether adjustments are reasonable
· Whether attendance levels are acceptable
· Whether capability procedures continue
· Whether dismissal is appropriate
A common mistake is asking:
"Should we dismiss the employee?"
Instead ask:
"Is there any medical evidence that further attendance improvement is likely within the next six months?"
6.10 Read the report critically
Before accepting recommendations ask:
· Are the recommendations clear?
· Are they practical in a school setting?
· Is a disability identified? If so are the adjustments “reasonable”?
· Do we need clarification?
· Have all management questions been answered?
Common Mistakes Made by Schools
Referring with no absence history.
Providing no job description.
Asking only "Please assess."
Referring before speaking to the employee.
Failing to explain support already provided.
Ignoring previous OH recommendations.
Assuming all OH recommendations must be implemented.
One Key Message 
The best referrals are factual, balanced and question-based.
Think:
"What do we need to understand to help this employee attend work successfully and safely?"
rather than
"Can OH solve this attendance problem for us?"




[bookmark: parttwo]Part Two – Long Term Absence				Contents Page
[bookmark: quickguidelongterm]7.	A Quick Reference Guide – Long Term Absence
Long term absence is considered as an absence of 4 continuous weeks or more
Managers must:
· Obtain continuous Fit Notes for the period of absence and where these are not provided follow the AWOL process as outlined in the Disciplinary Policy. No sick pay can be paid without Fit Notes.
· Maintain contact. (Agree with the employee how, when and frequency -telephone calls, emails, regular updates). Importantly employees must keep in touch too. It isn’t an option to refuse. 
· Hold welfare meetings (can be at a neutral venue or Teams) 
· Explore phased return where building back up is needed
· Consider redeployment to vacant roles in school as this could be a reasonable adjustment and help them to attend doing a different role. The salary and terms of the new role are what they are not current terms.
· Obtain up-to-date medical advice from Occupational Health and always before dismissal is considered.
· Consider what reasonable adjustments can be made without removing core components of the role. Assistance to do the role is reasonable and should be carefully considered.
· If there are no signs of the employee returning to work after a prolonged absence and the medical advice also confirms no  return to work in the foreseeable future, consider dismissal on grounds of capability. This is a potentially fair reason to dismiss and ill health retirement can be explored in notice period if not done beforehand. 
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Absence of more than 4 weeks  ( MUST be supported by GP Fit Notes)

Agree regular  Welfare calls or meetings (at least fortnightly) and take notes. Although welfare meetings the discussion should be on what needs to happen for a return to work to be possible.

 Absence Review meetings during absence to ensure that school understands the reasons for absence, how the employee is helping themselves and what can be done to support a return to work.

Refer to Occupational Health if a clear return date isn’t known or passes, obtain report

Consider and if necessary agree a phased return to work (max of 4 weeks on reduced hours but increasing to full time by the end)

Consider reasonable adjustments (e.g. equipment, reduction in non core elements of the role) / redeployment to vacant roles / Flexible Working Requests / ill health severance (ask OH if supported)

Employee returns to work, phased return, additional support in place. Meet weekly in a phased return ensuring that the employee feels supported and is sustaining the return plan.

If no likelihood of employee returning to work in the foreseeable future, and OH Report supports this view, consider dismissal on capability grounds.  



[bookmark: welfaremeeting]9.	Welfare and Absence Review Meetings 		Contents Page
Once the absence is of 4 continuous weeks duration, arrange a Welfare meeting with the employee. Write to them and arrange a date to take place in the near future. No specific notice period is required, but a few days is reasonable. Although there is no statutory right, custom and practice is to allow them to bring a trade union rep or a work colleague. 
· Discuss their health and what improvements there are, if any. 
· What additional support may they require
· Signpost to PAM Wellness
· Are they undergoing any medical treatment? What is the expected outcome? 
· Suggest a phased return to work if necessary to build them back to their full hours
· Are there any reasonable adjustments that can be applied now to support a return to work? E.g. stress risk assessment, equipment, adjusted non core duties, reduced hours, an alternative vacant role if stress is a factor 
· If a return date is not known indicate that a referral to OH is required and explain the process.
· Arrange a further follow up meeting to discuss the OH Report
If there is no prospect of a return to work on a phased basis, arrange for the OH Referral ( See Section 5 ) . Once the report is received, arrange a follow up Welfare meeting
· Discuss the OH Report
· Identify reasonable adjustments
· Agree a date for phased return
· Is there any prospect of redeployment within the school to a vacant role?  
Letter Template – Invite to Welfare meeting
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As Headteacher, your aim should be to facilitate a return to work as soon as possible and support the employee to remain at work. The following strategies have proven to be effective to support this
Phased Return
In long-term absence cases a phased return may be beneficial. The employee and member of the senior management team/head teacher should meet with the HR advisor and the trade union representative, to devise a supportive return to work programme. This is for a limited period of up to 4 weeks during which there will be regular reviews, the intention being that by the end the employee feels able to return to their substantive position. This period will be supported by any information given on the Fit Note. Full pay applies for the phased return period and any extension to this should be treated as an agreed reduction in hours on a temporary or permanent basis.
Prior to a return to school the employee must either have a Fit Note specifying they do not need to be seen again on expiry or be signed fit by their GP. A further referral to Occupational Health may be necessary if there is medical advice that you need to have.. The employee receives full pay for the phased return although they are working less hours; this is because the phased return is a supportive measure to facilitate the return to normal duties. 
Reasonable Adjustments
You may be able to identify these with the employee at the first meeting. These may also be identified by the OH Report once the appointment takes place. These can for example be, but are not limited to: 
· reviewing non core responsibilities on a temporary basis 
· an agreed variation in contract for example to reduce working hours or level of responsibility and pay temporarily
· temporary or permanent redeployment to another vacant post within school. It is not reasonable to create a role especially.
· Change of class or year group subject to operational needs
· The provision of equipment or resources to support the barriers experienced by the employee at work.
Note that the key word here is ‘reasonable’. The change has to be something that is possible, practical and doesn’t pose an impossible financial burden to the school. If an adjustment suggested is not possible, then this would be unreasonable and therefore cannot be applied. 
Staffing schedules may already have been established with the school and specifically for the subject employee’s area of work. These have to be considered when assessing the impact of any reasonable adjustments. 
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If the employee remains unfit to return to work or any strategies to support a return have failed then the situation should be reviewed again taking into consideration:
a) the medical advice from Occupational Health;
b) the impact of the absence on the school; and
c) any other influencing factors.
In cases where it is likely that formal procedures will be followed, the head teacher should:
a) re-refer the employee to Occupational Health to ensure that there is up to date, relevant medical information and ask specifically whether the physician would support ill health retirement or not; and
b) arrange a welfare meeting with the employee to discuss the medical advice and warn them that due to the length of their absence the governors may wish to consider their capability to undertake their duties and as a result of this, their continued .
HR should also be in attendance at the meeting. The employee should be given the opportunity to have a colleague or trade union representative in attendance.
In carrying out any formal procedure the head teacher must be able to demonstrate the support given to the employee throughout the absence. They will need to be conscious of the potential need to demonstrate reasonableness to a governors hearing, appeal hearing and Employment Tribunal (if a claim for unfair dismissal is made).
The head teacher should have evidence that through the process they have
a) maintained regular contact with the member of staff (as appropriate);
b) sought advice from Human Resources;
c) retained notes of all the discussions and meetings throughout the absence and provided copies of the outcomes of the meeting to the employee;
d) referred the employee to Occupational Health; and
e) discussed strategies to facilitate a return to work e.g. phased return, change in responsibility, redeployment within the school etc.
Where the head teacher wishes to pursue the formal procedures s/he should write to the employee inviting them to a hearing. This should be done as soon as possible and at least 10 working days before the due date. The letter should also detail the reasons why formal action could be taken. 
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Arrange a date, giving the employee at least 10 working days notice. Ensure availability of three Governors, HR, Headteacher , Employee and Union Rep. Arrange for a note taker. 
Prepare an Ill Health Capability Report ( see template link below). This must be sent, along with the invite to the employee, and copies to the Governors and HR. Allow the employee to submit any written statement. This must be submitted by the employee at least 5 days before the Hearing. 
The date of the hearing should be arranged in conjunction with  HR, who will ensure that an appropriate officer is available to attend and advise the committee on any procedural aspects or matters of employment law. 
The Hearing
The hearing will be conducted in accordance with the Order of Proceedings
The Panel of Governors (Staff Dismissal Committee) should consider the following factors:
a) has the procedure been followed correctly?
b) has the advice of Human Resources been taken account of?
c) has a recent, clear medical opinion been obtained?
d) would it be reasonable to wait before deciding to dismiss to see whether there is improvement in the employee's health?
e) what is the employment history like? Is this only a recent problem?
f) has any help or assistance been offered?
g) have all alternatives been considered e.g. phased return?;
h) is the absence attributed to a disability?
i) what is the impact on those who work with the staff member and the overall effect on the school?
Any decision of the Staff Dismissal Committee must be confirmed to the employee in writing within 3 working days   
Any dismissal would be with contractual notice paid in lieu and the employee has the right of appeal against any dismissal decision. 
Letter Template – Invite to Hearing
Report Template – Ill Health Capability 
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Before hearing:
☐ Absence history available
☐ Trigger evidence available
☐ Return-to-work and absence review meeting records collated
☐ Recent Occupational Health reports obtained
☐ Disability considerations recorded
☐ All support measures documented
☐ HR consulted
☐ Employee invited with 10 days notice
☐ Report prepared and sent to employee, Governors, HR
☐ Employee given opportunity to submit written statement in advance and offered adjustments as required for the hearing
☐ Right to representation explained
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These were produced following the online workshops by HR. They are a collection of the most commonly asked questions which were received during the workshops and general queries regarding Attendance and Absence Management. 

FAQs
