
 

BRIEFING NOTE                              Agenda Item 6b 
 

TO:            CHILDRENS AND YOUNG PEOPLE SCRUTINY AND PERFORMANCE 
PANEL 

DATE:        15 APRIL 2010 
 
RE:  UNAUTHORISED ABSENCE WORKING GROUP – FINAL REPORT 

 
Purpose 
 
To receive the final report of the Unauthorised Absence Working Group established by the 
Panel at its meeting on 11 June 2009. 
 
Background 
 
The Children’s and Young People Scrutiny and Performance Panel identified ‘Unauthorised 
Absence’ as a potential issue to investigate during the 2009/10 municipal year.  The Panel 
were concerned about headline figures which suggested pupils lost a significant amount of 
education to unauthorised absence and wished to investigate the situation. 
 
The Panel are asked to consider the report and approve the recommendations for 
submission to Cabinet. 
 
Recommendations 
 
That: 
 

1. an absence/attendance strategy for Walsall is developed encompassing and 
engagement of all areas of Children & Young People services, Schools and 
Children’s Workforce within 12 months; 

2. Engagement with community leaders is continued by Children’s Services – 
Serco when developing strategies and guidance for schools on the topic of 
attendance; 

3. The working group endorse the tackling holiday absence document and 
consider it to be a useful tool for schools, although it is recommended that  

a. the wording of the model letters is thoroughly reviewed  
b. letters are addressed to ‘Dear Parent / Guardian’  

4. Awareness of the issues surrounding the effect of absence is improved 
amongst; 

a) Families/communities 
b) Governors 
c) Elected Members  
d) The Local Authority - message from Walsall’s leaders that ‘every day 

matters and every lesson counts’ 
e) Children’s Services – Serco promote good attendance by reporting 

and press releases; 



 

5. Through the member development steering group a training session is 
commissioned for elected members and parent governors on attendance for 
the 2010/11 municipal year.  

6. Head teachers should be supported to aim for a consistent approach with 
schools across the borough through the governing body by; 

a) A school governor on each governing body is elected as ‘lead’ for 
attendance (a information pack is provided to give assistance in the 
role of lead governor); 

b) Through the governing body head teachers are encouraged to 
consider all types of absence and to actively challenge ‘authorised’ 
absences.  

c) The working group recommend that governing bodies have a 
standard item on absence at their meetings with targets set, 
monitored and evaluated.  

7. Progress on attendance (and recommendations if implemented) in Walsall 
schools is taken to the Children and Young People Scrutiny and 
Performance Panel in 6 months 

 
Author 
Nikki Ehlen 
Scrutiny Officer 
( 01922 652824 or ehlenn@walsall.gov.uk  
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Chairs Foreword 
 
This report has, as its starting point, the aim of promoting good school 
attendance levels for every child in the borough of Walsall, regardless 
of ethnic background or economic status. The working group found 
that there are different types of absence and different reasons for 
absence.  The group also established that all types of absence have a 
detrimental impact upon the educational attainment of children. The 
group  received information on both national and local guidance aimed 
at tackling absence. It also found that the national focus on absence is 
on persistent absence. Walsall schools are working towards 
consistency in reducing holiday absence, however, further work is 
required to ensure that all Walsall schools adopt a consistent approach.  
By consulting with head teachers, governor support officers, and 
community leaders the group have produced recommendations which, 
it anticipates, will promote a consistent approach to dealing with school 
absence across the borough. 
 
The Panel are asked to consider the report and approve the 
recommendations for submission to Cabinet. 
 
 

 

Councillor Barbara Cassidy 
Lead Member, Unauthorised Absence Working Group 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
Councillor Keith 
Chambers 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Alan McDevitt  
Parent Governor – 
Co-opted member of 
Children’s and Young 
People Scrutiny and 
Performance Panel  
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Introduction 
The Children’s and Young People Scrutiny and Performance Panel 
identified ‘Unauthorised Absence’ as a potential issue to investigate 
during the 2009/10 municipal year.  The Panel were concerned about 
headline figures which suggested pupils lost a significant amount of 
education to unauthorised absence and wished to investigate the 
situation. 
 
A small working group was appointed to consider the issue; this group 
has held 5 meetings and worked in between meetings to achieve their 
objectives.  
 
Terms of Reference 
At its first meeting in October 2009, the working group set its terms of 
reference as ‘To promote a consistent approach to unauthorised 
absence across the borough’. The working group received evidence 
and gained an improved understanding of the subject.  In January 2010 
the groups terms of reference were revised to; -  
 
‘To promote a consistent approach to absence across the borough 
and improve understanding of the different types of absence and 
the effect absence has on Children and Young Peoples 
attaintainment’ 
 
The working group’s full terms of reference can be viewed at appendix 
1.  
 

Membership 
 
Councillor Cassidy Lead Member, Labour  
Councillor Chambers Labour 
Alan McDevitt Parent Governor – Co-opted member of 

Children’s and Young People Scrutiny 
and Performance Panel  

 
The working group was supported by two officers: 
 
Caroline Guest Access Manager, Children’s Services - 

Serco 
Nikki Ehlen  Scrutiny Officer 
 

Methodology 
In order to complete their work the working group held 5 meetings. One 
meeting was at Chuckery Primary School, where members met with a 
group of head teachers to discuss the topic of absence.  A 
representative from Governor Support attended a separate meeting to 
discuss how the working group could address governing bodies at 
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schools with their recommendations. Members also worked outside of 
meetings to gather evidence and report back to the group.  
A full list of witnesses can be viewed at appendix 2.  
 
Report Format 
The report is a summary of the evidence the working group received 
along with comments and suggestions for future action. 
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Definitions of Absence 
Persistent absence 
(PA) 

Measured by the amount of days absent 
during an academic year (20% or more / 32 
days of absence over 3 terms) 
May have a mixture of unauthorised and 
authorised absence  

Unauthorised Absence not authorised by head teacher 

Authorised Where a head teacher is satisfied with the 
explanation for absence.  

Holiday  Head teacher can authorise up to 10 days 
holiday leave in special circumstances. In 
exceptional circumstances, head teachers may 
approve leave for more than 10 days which is 
called extended holiday. If a holiday is taken 
without authorisation then the absence is 
treated as unauthorised.  

 
Persistent absence is a national priority as set out in the overall 
Children and Young Peoples Plan (approved by Council in July 2009). 
The target is to reduce persistent absence in secondary schools to 5% 
by 2011.  Approximately half of Walsall’s persistently absent children 
have also had a holiday absence. Priority Schools are identified each 
year, by the Department for Children Schools and Families (DCSF), 
based on the number of persistently absent pupils on their roll.  Priority 
Schools are under half term scrutiny and are measured on their 
progress to reduce persistent absence.  There are less persistently 
absent pupils in Walsall primary schools than nationally. There are 
slightly higher numbers of persistent absentees in maintained Walsall 
secondary schools than nationally. NB. However, persistent 
absentees on roll at academies do not count towards the overall 
target. 
 
Although there is no right to a leave of absence, if head teachers 
believe the circumstances warrant it they have the discretion to 
authorise up to 10 days holiday leave.  In exceptional circumstances, 
head teachers may approve leave for more than 10 days which is called 
extended holiday. Because of this discretion, there have been 
differences across schools, as to how the law is applied. 
 
Resolved 
The working group recommend that head teachers are encouraged 
to challenge all types of absence including ‘authorised’ absences.  
 
 
 



 

  6 

Impact on Child 
There is a strong link between the amount of absence and qualifications 
gained. 
For example: 
73% of pupils will achieve 5A* - C GCSE grades whose attendance is 
93.5% or above 
 
60.4% of pupils will achieve 5A* - C GCSE grades whose attendance is 
between 92.5%  and 93.49% which is 14 – 12 days absence 
 
26.7% of pupils will achieve 5A* - C GCSE grades  whose attendance is 
88% and below. Which is 22 days absence or more 
 
Regular attendance sends out a positive message to children and 
young people regarding their commitment and attitude to school. There 
is a strong link between the number of absences and qualifications 
achieved. A 10 day holiday, each year throughout a child’s school life 
will be equivalent to 120 days of education lost. Some children find it 
difficult to renew friendships and catch up on work missed particularly 
maths and science.  
 
The working group established that all types of absence have a 
negative impact on children and suggested that elected members 
have a responsibility to promote good attendance at school, in 
their role as ‘corporate parents’.  
 
Resolved 
The working group recommend that, through the member 
development steering group, a training session is commissioned 
for elected members and parent governors on attendance. 
 
National Guidance  
Nationally, government policy aims to minimise the amount of absences 
a pupil has as a result of term time holidays, and schools are expected 
to robustly challenge requests for holidays. In July 2008 guidance from 
the DCSF (Keeping Pupils Registers) clarified the difference between 
‘extended leave’ and ‘family holiday’.  Following this guidance the first 
‘Education Walsall’ guidance document (2006) was reviewed and it 
became apparent that national and local guidance were not 
complimentary. Walsall Children’s Services – Serco began consultation 
with head teachers and found that schools wanted local guidance to be 
in line with national guidance and the guidance to be consistently 
applied across the borough. In response to this, the document ‘tackling 
holiday absence’ was developed in consultation with head teachers, the 
local authority and community organisations . The tackling holiday 
absence document can be viewed at appendix 3.  
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The ‘tackling holiday absence’ document is aimed at encouraging and 
supporting schools to make a clear statement about term time holidays 
and to manage the issue consistently.  
 
Resolved 
The working group consider the tackling holiday absence 
document to be a useful tool for schools , and endorse the 
document subject to the following amendments;   
a. the wording of the model letters is thoroughly  reviewed  
b. letters are addressed to ‘Dear Parent / Guardian’  
 
Local Context 
In total 37,063 days of education were lost to holiday absence in 
Walsall schools (2007 - 2008). Walsall has a higher number of holiday 
absences than the national average in secondary schools.  14,605 days 
were lost to combined holiday absence in secondary schools and 
22,056.5 days were lost to combined holiday absence in primary 
schools (2007 – 2008).  
 
Holiday Absence Data 2007 – 2008 
Secondary Schools 
 Agreed 

holiday 
absence 

Agreed 
extended 
leave 

Holiday 
absence 
not agreed 

Combined 
holiday 
absence 

Walsall  0.45% 0.0017% 0.13% 0.58% 
England  0.38% 0.01% 0.10% 0.49% 
 
Primary Schools  
 Agreed 

holiday 
absence 

Agreed 
extended 
leave 

Holiday 
absence 
not agreed 

Combined 
holiday 
absence 

Walsall  0.67% 0.03% 0.06% 0.78% 
England  0.69% 0.02% 0.09% 0.8% 
Absence, by Council Ward 2007 – 2008 can be viewed at appendix 4.  
 
Persistent Absence Data 2007- 08 
Primary Schools 
 Year End 2007 – 08 

% 
National Average 1.7 
Walsall 1.5 
 
Secondary Schools  
 Year End 2007 – 08 

% 
National Average 7.1 
Walsall 7.3 
Persistent absence data for statistical neighbours / Black Country / 
national comparisons can be viewed at appendix 6. 
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The law and Penalty Notices 
Nationally parents of a child of compulsory school age are under a legal 
duty to ensure the regular attendance of that child at the school where 
he/she is a registered pupil. Failure to do so may result in the local 
education authority prosecuting parents. If found guilty of the offence, 
each parent can be fined up to £2,500 and/or sentenced to 3 months 
imprisonment.  The parent may alternatively be subject to a penalty 
notice.  
 
In Walsall each school has dedicated ‘Education Welfare Officer’ time 
allocated to them and most schools have additional service support 
through the ‘ Integrated Support Workers Team’. Additional advice and 
training is available to all schools from the ‘Specialist Adviser Trainer’ 
service which includes a School Health Adviser to offer medical advice 
and fast track referrals to Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services 
for early signs of school refusal.  
 
Where a pupil takes an unauthorised holiday a referral can be made to 
the school education welfare officer, who can issue each parent with a 
penalty notice for each child they have taken on holiday. The penalty 
notice is £50 per adult, per child, if paid within the first 28 days. This is 
increased to £100 within 42 days of issue of the penalty notice. If the 
penalty notice is not paid after the 42 days then a summons will be 
presented to court, and a date set.  
 
The working group found that in Walsall (2007-08) a total of 71 
fixed penalty notices were paid by parents, and 41 fixed penalty 
notices were directed to court. Fixed penalty notices (2007-08) by 
Council ward can be viewed at appendix 5.  
 
Head Teacher Meeting 
Members met with a group of head teachers at Chuckery Primary 
School, these head teachers represented Chuckery Primary School, 
Blue Coat Secondary School, and Pool Hayes Arts and Community 
School.  Head teachers considered all types of absence to be a 
problem (not just unauthorised) because all absences have a 
detrimental impact on a childs education. The working group discovered 
that inconsistent practices across schools can create friction and put 
pressure on head teachers to authorise absence and grant holiday 
leave. Members heard that governors were integral to supporting head 
teachers in challenging absence. As a result of the meeting and in 
consultation with head teachers the group amended their objective to;-  
 
‘To promote a consistent approach to absence across the borough and 
improve understanding of the different types of absence and the effect 
absence has on Children and Young Peoples attaintainment’ 
 
The working group found that different practices, relating to 
absence across neighbouring schools may put pressure on head 
teachers to authorise holiday absences. The working group 
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consider it important to achieve consistency in the way absence in 
tackled, as much as possible across schools in Walsall.  
 
Governor Support 
To find out more information on the role of governors in reducing 
absence in their school, a ‘Governor Development Officer’ was invited 
to the working group.  The working group received advice on current 
practices at governor meetings and considered how this could be used 
to improve attendance and promote consistency in practices across the 
borough.   
 
The working group found that, for a school to achieve an 
‘outstanding’ Ofsted inspection rating, absence and the way a 
school tackles absence is significant. The working group consider 
governing bodies to be key in supporting head teachers to reduce 
absence by setting strategies and policies for schools.  
 
Resolved 
The working group recommend that governing bodies have a 
standard item on absence at their meetings with targets set, 
monitored and evaluated. This would ensure that the school is 
being ‘proactive’ rather than ‘reactive’ in dealing with absence. 
 
The working group also recommend that a school governor on 
each governing body is elected as ‘lead’ for attendance. In 
recognising that this may require support, the working group 
recommend that an information pack is provided to give 
individuals assistance to fulfil the role of lead governor. 
 
Meeting with Community Groups  
The group were keen to ensure that community representatives were 
invited to a meeting of the group, to seek their knowledge and views on 
the topic of attendance.  Although a selection of groups were invited, 
the only community group able to attend the meeting was ‘Aaina Asian 
Women’s Centre’.  
 
The religious festival ‘Eid’ was discussed, and it was concluded that a 
child should take just one day off school for this celebration (which is in 
line with DCSF guidance).  The group also discussed a high profile 
case where a child was kidnapped whilst abroad and child protection 
issues when children are taken on extended holidays. The group also 
considered funerals and the issue of religious observance when a close 
relative dies; members considered it to be important that where possible 
children were present in school and suggested that where appropriate 
head teachers should be encouraging parents to send their children into 
school.  
 
Resolved 
The group concluded that the views and support of community 
leaders were important in achieving cultural change in 
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communities and recommended that they were involved in future 
work on this subject.   
 
Good Practice and Factors that Improve 
Attendance  
Several factors contribute to a child regularly attending school, these 
include; -  

• The ethos of the school  
• Support from teachers 
• Aspiration of the family 
• Parental attitude 
• Role models for children  
• The involvement of all those involved in caring for the child 

 
Education Walsall - Serco have piloted attendance shops where 
children can earn rewards for good attendance, this has proved popular 
and schools have adopted this approach. Other successful reward 
systems are awards ceremonies for 100% and improved attendance.  
 
Resolved 
The working group suggest that young people need to be inspired 
to aim high. The working group recommend that awareness of the 
issues surrounding the effect of absence is improved amongst 
those who have an influence on young people. 
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Recommendations  
That  

1. an absence/attendance strategy for Walsall is developed 
encompassing and engagement of all areas of Children & 
Young People services, Schools and Children’s Workforce 
within 12 months; 

 
2. Engagement with community leaders is continued by 

Children’s Services – Serco when developing strategies 
and guidance for schools on the topic of attendance; 

 
3. The working group endorse the tackling holiday absence 

document and consider it to be a useful tool for schools, 
although it is recommended that  

a. the wording of the model letters is thoroughly 
reviewed  

b. letters are addressed to ‘Dear Parent / 
Guardian’  

 
4. Awareness of the issues surrounding the effect of absence 

is improved amongst; 
a) Families/communities 
b) Governors 
c) Elected Members  
d) The Local Authority - message from Walsall’s 

leaders that ‘every day matters and every lesson 
counts’ 

e) Children’s Services – Serco promote good 
attendance by reporting and press releases; 

 
5. Through the member development steering group a 

training session is commissioned for elected members and 
parent governors on attendance for the 2010/11 municipal 
year.  

 
6. Head teachers should be supported to aim for a consistent 

approach with schools across the borough through the 
governing body by; 

a) A school governor on each governing body is 
elected as ‘lead’ for attendance (a information pack 
is provided to give assistance in the role of lead 
governor); 

b) Through the governing body head teachers are 
encouraged to consider all types of absence and 
to actively challenge ‘authorised’ absences.  

c) The working group recommend that governing 
bodies have a standard item on absence at their 
meetings with targets set, monitored and 
evaluated.  

 



 

  12 

7. Progress on attendance (and recommendations if 
implemented) in Walsall schools is taken to the Children 
and Young People Scrutiny and Performance Panel in 6 
months 
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Appendix 
 
1. Full terms of reference 
2. A full list of witnesses 
3. The tackling holiday absence document 
4. Absence by Council Ward 2007 – 2008 
5. Fixed penalty notices 2007-08 by Council Ward 
6. Persistent Absence data for statistical neighbours/Black 
Country/National comparisons 
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Appendix 1 

 
1. Context  
 The working group has been set up to consider unauthorised 

absence across Walsall’s schools. There is a strong link between 
the amount of absence and qualifications achieved. 

For example: 

73% of pupils will achieve 5A* - C GCSE grades whose 
attendance is 93.5% or above 
 
60.4% of pupils will achieve 5A* - C GCSE grades whose 
attendance is between 92.5%  and 93.49% which is 14 – 12 days 
absence 
 
26.7% of pupils will achieve 5A* - C GCSE grades whose 
attendance is 88% and below. Which is 22 days absence or more 

 
Some children find it difficult to renew friendships following absence 
and to catch up on work missed particularly maths and science. 
Regular attendance and no absence is a positive message for 
children and young people regarding their commitment and attitude 
to school. A 10 day absence, each year throughout a child’s time at 
school will be equivalent to 120 days of education lost.  
 

2. Objectives  
 To promote a consistent approach to absence across the borough 

and improve understanding of the different types of absence and 
the effect absence has on Children and Young Peoples 
attaintainment 
 

3. Scope  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What should be included and excluded? 
The council’s response, along with partners and stakeholders, to 
the Gov’ts ‘Aiming High for Young people’  
 
To consider a wide range of evidence about unauthorised absence, 
current activity. 
 

Work Group Name: Unauthorised Absence Working Group 
Panel: Children’s & Young People 
Municipal Year: 2009-10 
Lead Member: Councillor Cassidy 
Lead Officer: Caroline Guest  
Support Officer: Nikki Ehlen  
Membership: Councillor Cassidy  

Councillor Chambers 
Alan McDevitt (Parent Governor) 
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1. Data on unauthorised absence (for what ever reason) by 
school and ward for 2007/08  

2. Data on persistent absence by school and ward for 2007/08 
3. A hard copy of the document ‘tackling holiday absence’  
4. Details of how many penalty notices were issued and how 

many were paid? How many were prosecuted and what was 
the outcome?  

 
In achieving their objective the group also wanted to consider the 
impact the credit crunch may have had and to receive data by 
ward.  
 
Members requested that good practice in this area is shared with 
the working group. 
 

6. Equalities Implications 
 There is a legal and moral obligation to ensure that, when 

undertaking a scrutiny review, the impact of policies; procedures; 
strategies and activities is considered within the 6 strands of 
equality (Age, Disability, Gender, Race, Religion or Belief, and 
Sexual Orientation) 
 

• How will the working group consult with each of these six 
groups regarding this review and its outcomes? 

• If an EIA has been carried out for this service\policy then 
what were its outcomes? Can this be mapped into the 
review? If no EIA has been carried out by the service is one 
required and can this be reported to the working group?  

 
 

4. Who else will you want to take part? 
 Think about who else, other than lead officers and members, it 

would be useful to include either as part of the working group or to 
bring information at specific points. For example- partners, 
stakeholders, other authorities.    
 

• Head teachers from both primary and secondary schools 
including a priority school.  

 
5. Timescales & Reporting Schedule 
 Needs to be completed within the same municipal year and so 

should be able to report to full panel by the last meeting at the 
latest but consider the subject- is there anything else that it may 
need to tie into (e.g. academic or financial year or to coincide with 
national/sub-regional developments)  
How often will update be provided to full panel? 
 
 
Needs to be completed by 15 April 2010 for last Children’s and 
Young People Scrutiny and Performance Panel of this municipal 
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year.  
  

  
  
6. Risk factors 
 Are there any obstacles that can be predicted? For example, is it 

dependent on other organisations outside your control and duty to 
cooperate? Identifying these factors early should help minimise 
their impact. 
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Appendix 2 
List of witnesses  
 
Children’s Services - Serco 
Caroline Guest - Access Manager,  
Milkinder Jaspal - Governor Development Consultant 
 
 
Walsall Schools 
Margaret Lever – Head Teacher, Chuckery Primary School  
Jim Clarke – Head Teacher, Pool Hayes Arts and Community School  
Ken Yeates – Head Teacher, Blue Coat Church of England Performing 
Arts College 
 
Aaina Asian Women’s Centre 
Aisha Khan  
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Aldridge Central & South 
School

% Sessions % sessions % sessions overall
Cooper & Jordan CE Primary 4238 3.96% 3.88% 4146 0.09% 92

Leighswood 5617 4.51% 4.38% 5466 0.12% 151
St Mary of the Angels Catholic Primary 2407 4.42% 4.33% 2361 0.08% 46

Whetstone Field Primary 1729 3.09% 3.08% 1723 0.01% 6
Aldridge School - A Science College 24068 6.28% 5.55% 21251 0.74% 2817

St Francis of Assisi Catholic 15848 5.98% 5.08% 13441 0.91% 2407

Aldridge North & Walsall Wood
School

% Sessions % sessions % sessions overall
Oakwood 9500 22.80% 0.21%

Castlefort JMI 7.58% 3329 7.42% 3259 0.16% 70 7.41 9.2
St John's CE Primary 4.83% 3804 4.75% 3744 0.08% 60

Walsall Wood 5.94% 2643 5.85% 2604 0.09% 39
Shire Oak - A Science College 8.37% 29204 7.94% 27707 0.43% 1497 8.32 8.1

Absence by Council Ward 2007 - 2008

Overall Absence % Authorised Unauthorised 

Overall Absence % Authorised Unauthorised 

PA

PA

Absence % Absence %

Absence by Council Ward 2007 - 2008

Absence % Absence %
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