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A Parent’s Guide to
SEND and School Attendance
What the DfE guidance says about attendance for children with
special educational needs, disabilities and health conditions

	Important: Please Read This First
This guide is based on the Department for Education’s statutory guidance “Working Together to Improve School Attendance” (August 2024). It should be read alongside that document.
Every school has its own attendance policy. Please check your child’s school website for their specific policy, as individual school rules and procedures may vary.
This guide does not constitute legal advice. If you are facing legal action regarding attendance, you should seek independent legal advice.



1. The Starting Point: Equal Rights, Additional Support
The DfE guidance is clear on one fundamental point: every child with SEND or a health condition has the same right to a full-time education as any other child. The attendance ambition should be the same for all pupils.
However, the guidance also recognises that children with SEND or health conditions may face more complex barriers to attendance, and that schools must provide additional support and make reasonable adjustments to help these children attend.
This is an important balance. Your child’s school should never lower its expectations for your child’s attendance, but it must adapt its approach and provide the support your child needs to be able to attend.


2. What Schools Must Do for Children with SEND
The DfE guidance sets out specific expectations for how schools should support attendance for children with SEND and health conditions. These are not optional suggestions. Schools must have regard to this statutory guidance.
Understanding Your Child’s Needs
1. There must be no “one size fits all” approach. Schools must understand the individual needs of your child and your family.
1. Schools must work in partnership with you and your child to put in-school support in place.
1. Schools must work with the local authority and other agencies where external support is needed.
1. Where your child has a disability, schools must consider reasonable adjustments under the Equality Act 2010. These should be agreed with you and reviewed regularly.
Removing In-School Barriers
The guidance expects schools to look at practical barriers within the school that may be making attendance difficult for your child. This could include:
1. Uniform requirements that may cause sensory difficulties.
1. Transport arrangements, including where school transport is regularly being missed.
1. Routines, transitions and changes to the school day.
1. Access to in-school support such as a quiet space, key worker or learning support.
1. Lunchtime arrangements.
These are examples from the guidance. The key point is that schools should be actively looking for and removing barriers, not simply recording absences.

3. Children with Education, Health and Care (EHC) Plans
If your child has an EHC plan, the DfE guidance places additional specific expectations on schools:
1. The school must ensure the provision set out in Section F of the EHC plan is being delivered and accessed by your child.
1. The school must communicate with the local authority where your child’s attendance falls, or where they become aware of barriers to attendance that relate to your child’s needs.
1. The school should agree adjustments to its policies and practices that are consistent with the provision in the EHC plan, working with you as parents.
1. The school must work with the local authority to review and amend the EHC plan where needed.


	If your child has an EHC plan and attendance is falling
Ask yourself: is the provision in the EHC plan actually being delivered? Has the school contacted the local authority? Has an early annual review been requested? If your child’s needs have changed, the EHC plan may need to be reviewed and amended to reflect this.



4. Long-Term Physical or Mental Health Conditions
The DfE guidance sets out what schools should do when a child’s attendance is affected by a physical or mental health condition.
What Schools Should Do
1. Schools must facilitate relevant pastoral support aimed at improving attendance while supporting the underlying health issue.
1. Where a pupil has a disability under the Equality Act 2010, schools must consider reasonable adjustments. These should be agreed and regularly reviewed with you and your child.
1. A time-limited, phased return to school should be considered where appropriate, for example for children affected by anxious feelings about attending.
1. Schools should make use of school nursing services, mental health support teams, and consider referrals to external partners.
1. If your child is likely to miss 15 or more days due to illness, the school must notify the local authority. send-empowerment.co.uk/resources/guides-and-checklists/ Please find our guide to Section 19 here. 
Medical Evidence
This is an area where many parents experience difficulties. The DfE guidance is clear:
	What the DfE Guidance Says About Medical Evidence
Medical evidence should only be requested in a minority of cases. In most cases, a parent’s notification that their child is too ill to attend should be accepted.
Schools must not place unnecessary pressure on health services.
Where a child’s health need is complex or long-term, schools can seek medical evidence to better understand the child’s needs and identify suitable provision – but this should be done in partnership with families and external agencies, not as a condition of authorising absence.
Where medical evidence is deemed necessary, schools should not be rigid about the form of evidence they request. They should speak to the family about what evidence is available. If a parent cannot provide evidence in the form requested but can provide other evidence, schools should take this into account.
This means evidence does not have to be a GP letter. It could include correspondence from other health professionals, CAMHS, therapists, or other agencies involved in your child’s care. It could also include appointment cards, prescription records, hospital discharge summaries, or letters from specialists.
If a parent cannot provide any written evidence at all, the guidance says the school should have a conversation with the parent and pupil (if appropriate), and that conversation may itself serve as the necessary evidence to record the absence.



5. The Equality Act 2010 and Reasonable Adjustments
The Equality Act 2010 provides important legal protections for children with disabilities. Under the Act, a person has a disability if they have a physical or mental impairment that has a substantial and long-term adverse effect on their ability to carry out normal day-to-day activities. “Long-term” means 12 months or more. “Substantial” means more than minor or trivial.
This can include conditions such as autism, ADHD, anxiety disorders, and other neurodevelopmental or mental health conditions, whether or not there is a formal diagnosis.
Schools have a legal duty under the Equality Act to make reasonable adjustments to their policies and practices so that disabled pupils are not placed at a substantial disadvantage compared to non-disabled pupils. This duty applies to attendance policies.
Examples of Reasonable Adjustments for Attendance
The DfE guidance and the Equality Act together mean that schools should consider adjustments such as:
1. Flexible arrival or departure times.
1. A phased or part-time return after a period of absence.
1. Access to a quiet or safe space during the school day.
1. Use of exit cards or breaks when needed.
1. Adjustments to uniform, lunchtime arrangements or transport.
1. A named key adult for your child to go to.
These are examples and not an exhaustive list. The right adjustments will depend on your child’s individual needs.

	Important
The Equality Act 2010 takes precedence over school policies. If a school’s attendance policy conflicts with its duties under the Equality Act, the Equality Act duties take priority. A school cannot apply a blanket attendance policy in a way that discriminates against a disabled child.



6. Part-Time Timetables
All children of compulsory school age are entitled to a full-time education. However, the DfE guidance recognises that in very exceptional circumstances, a temporary part-time timetable may be needed to meet a child’s individual needs – for example, where a medical condition prevents full-time attendance.
The guidance sets clear rules about how part-time timetables should be used:
1. It must be agreed by both the school and the parent. A school cannot place your child on a part-time timetable without your agreement.
1. It must be part of a wider support, health care, or reintegration plan with a clear ambition for return to full-time education.
1. It must have a proposed end date and be reviewed regularly, with you and your child involved in those reviews.
1. It must not be used to manage behaviour.
1. If your child has an EHC plan, the school must immediately discuss the part-time timetable with the local authority so the plan can be reviewed.
1. If your child has a social worker, they must be kept informed.

	Watch Out For
A part-time timetable must not be treated as a long-term solution. If your child has been on a reduced timetable for a prolonged period, ask the school what steps are being taken to return to full-time education and whether an early review of their EHC plan or a new needs assessment should be requested.



7. Support Must Come Before Enforcement

The DfE guidance is built around a “support first” approach. Schools and local authorities are expected to follow a clear process before any legal action is considered:
1. Monitor attendance data and identify concerns early.
1. Listen and understand the barriers your family is facing.
1. Offer support to remove barriers, both within school and through external services.
1. Formalise support if voluntary support is not working, for example through an attendance contract.
1. Enforce only as a last resort, after all other options have been tried.
For children with SEND, this “support first” approach is especially important. The guidance states that schools should take a sensitive, supportive approach rather than reaching immediately for punitive measures. Punitive approaches should not be the first response.

	Your Right to Support
Before any penalty notice or legal action, you should have been offered meaningful support and given a genuine opportunity to engage with it. If you feel you have been threatened with fines or prosecution without first being offered support, raise this with the school and refer to the DfE guidance.



8. Penalty Notices and Children with SEND
Penalty notices can be issued when a child has 10 or more sessions of unauthorised absence in a rolling 10-week period. However, decisions about legal intervention must be made on a case-by-case basis.
For children with SEND, schools and local authorities should carefully consider whether:
1. The absence is linked to the child’s disability or health condition.
1. Reasonable adjustments have been made under the Equality Act 2010.
1. The provision in the child’s EHC plan (if they have one) has been properly delivered.
1. Meaningful support has been offered and there has been a genuine opportunity to engage.
1. The school has followed the “support first” approach set out in the DfE guidance.
Statutory Defences
A parent has not committed an offence if:
1. The child was absent due to illness or an unavoidable cause.
1. The school had granted a leave of absence.
1. The absence was on a day set aside for religious observance.
1. The local authority failed to provide transport it was required to provide.

9. What You Can Do
Keep Records
1. Keep copies of all letters, emails and communications with the school about your child’s attendance.
1. Record the dates and details of any meetings, including who was present and what was agreed.
1. Note what support has been offered and whether it has been put in place.
1. Keep any medical letters, reports or evidence relating to your child’s condition.
Ask the Right Questions
If the school raises attendance concerns about your child, consider asking:
1. What reasonable adjustments have been made or considered under the Equality Act 2010?
1. Has the school looked at what in-school barriers might be affecting my child’s attendance?
1. If my child has an EHC plan, is all the provision being delivered? Has the local authority been informed about the attendance concerns?
1. Has the school considered whether an early review of the EHC plan is needed?
1. What support is being offered before any formal or legal action?
1. Has the school followed the six-stage framework in the DfE guidance?
Know When to Seek Further Help
1. If you believe the school is not meeting its duties under the Equality Act 2010, you can raise this with the school’s governing body or trust.
1. If your child does not have an EHC plan but you believe they need one, you have the right to request an EHC needs assessment from the local authority.
1. If you are facing legal action and believe the school has not provided adequate support, seek independent legal advice.
1. Your local SENDIASS (Special Educational Needs and Disabilities Information, Advice and Support Service) can provide free, impartial advice. Every local authority has one.
10. Key Reference Documents
1. Working Together to Improve School Attendance (DfE, August 2024) – the main statutory guidance.
1. SEND Code of Practice (DfE, 2015) – sets out how schools should meet the needs of pupils with SEND.
1. Equality Act 2010 – the law on disability discrimination and reasonable adjustments.
1. Education Act 1996 – the law on school attendance and the right to education.
1. Children and Families Act 2014 – the legal framework for EHC plans.
1. Your child’s school attendance policy – available on the school’s website.

	Remember
This guide provides general information based on national statutory guidance. It should be read alongside “Working Together to Improve School Attendance” (DfE, August 2024). Your child’s school will have its own attendance policy with specific rules and procedures always check this alongside this guide.
Schools must have regard to the DfE statutory guidance. The Equality Act 2010 and SEND Code of Practice also place legal duties on schools.
This guide is not legal advice.
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