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ABSENCE MONITORING

PROCEDURES
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1. This briefing provides some basic information about absence monitoring procedures in order that teachers are better informed about the way in which these procedures operate in schools.

2. The briefing is not intended as a substitute for individual professional advice from the NUT.  NUT members who are threatened with, or subject to, formal action resulting from use of absence monitoring procedures are advised to make immediate contact with their NUT regional office or, in Wales, with NUT Cymru.

WHAT ARE ABSENCE MONITORING PROCEDURES AND WHY ARE THEY USED?

3. Absence monitoring procedures set out details of sickness reporting requirements in schools. More controversially, they include a procedure to be followed when absence levels have begun to cause concern to school management.  In many cases this will arise when a particular ‘trigger point’ in terms of number of periods of absence or total days’ absence over a set period has been reached.

4. For many years successive governments have been pursuing various initiatives aimed at reducing absence rates across the whole of the public sector.  This emphasis has led to the introduction of absence monitoring procedures in the vast majority of local authorities.

5. The NUT does not accept that widespread abuse of sick leave arrangements is taking place in schools and does not, therefore, consider that there are good reasons for the introduction of absence monitoring procedures into schools.  In order to protect members, however, the NUT will seek to ensure that the procedures used are agreed with the NUT and applied as fairly as possible.  Further information on the NUT’s fundamental objections to absence monitoring procedures is contained in a separate, more detailed, document ‘Absence Monitoring – Guidance from the National Union of Teachers’, available from regional offices or, in Wales, from NUT Cymru.
STAGES OF ABSENCE MONITORING PROCEDURES

6. It is advisable for all teachers to familiarise themselves with the absence monitoring procedure in place in their school.  By so doing, they will become aware of the reporting requirements in place when they are off sick, for example they will know when a self-certificate or doctor’s note is required.  They will also become familiar with the different stages of the procedure.

Informal Stage

7. Most absence monitoring procedures include an informal stage whereby head teachers offer informal advice or counseling following concerns about a teacher’s attendance record.  A timetable for improvement may be set out.

Formal Stage

8. The formal stages of the procedure are likely to commence once a particular ‘trigger point’ has been reached.  A formal interview is likely to be held at which the reasons for the absence will be discussed and ways of assisting the teacher’s return to work will be explored.    Any period of monitoring, which is established, and any date for a further review meeting, should be recorded in writing and a copy given to the teacher.

FURTHER ACTION

9. The NUT strongly believes that any further action should be taken under separate and long established disciplinary and capability procedures, rather than under further stages of the absence monitoring procedure itself.

10. Absence monitoring procedures usually distinguish, in terms of the action to be taken following such interviews, between cases where employees are suspected of unjustified absence and cases where absence is accepted to be genuine, whether frequent intermittent absence or long term absence.

11. Where an employee is suspected of unjustified absence, procedures will generally provide for action to be taken according to the terms of the disciplinary procedure.  Where absence is accepted to be genuinely for reasons of sickness, procedures will usually provide for the employee’s absences to be monitored over a specified further period, and, where necessary, for further medical evidence to be obtained.  Following this, a further interview will usually be held to consider the case.  In cases of long-term medical problems, the case should be dealt with under a separate capability procedure for long-term ill health cases,

EMPLOYEES’ BASIC ENTITLEMENTS UNDER THESE PROCEDURES

12. Whatever procedure is used, there are a number of basic principles that should be observed:

Notice of Formal Interviews

13. Teachers are entitled to adequate advance notice of any formal hearings.  They should be informed of the complaints against them and, where possible, provided with all relevant evidence well in advance of any hearing.

Representation

14. Teachers should be entitled to be accompanied by a friend or union representative at any formal absence monitoring interview.  There is a statutory right to representation in such cases.  Teachers should insist upon this right where they are pressured into attending an early interview.

Appeals

15. Absence monitoring procedures which seek to replace a disciplinary or capability procedure should provide for a right of appeal during the formal stages.  Teachers who are unhappy about the way in which they are being treated during the informal stage of the procedure should consider invoking the grievance procedure.

Conduct of Formal Interviews

16. It should be recognised that teachers might be unwilling to discuss personal details about their condition with a particular individual such as the head teacher. They should not, for example, be afraid to request an interview with a senior member of staff of the same gender.

ABSENCE MONITORING AND SICK PAY ENTITLEMENTS

17. Teachers are unlikely to welcome either the form filling or the perceived intrusion associated with the use of absence monitoring procedures.   In particular, absence monitoring procedures sometimes seek to require teachers to complete forms or submit medical certificates which are in addition to those required under the teachers’ sick pay scheme.  Failure to comply with the reporting and form filling requirements of such procedure cannot result in teachers being denied sick pay in accordance with their  contractual entitlements.  It might, however, lead to action being threatened under the disciplinary procedure as well as further action under the absence monitoring procedure.  See the NUT’s briefing document on Sick Pay and Sick Leave for details of the reporting requirements of the teachers’ sick pay scheme.

FURTHER ADVICE

18. Further advice and support is available to NUT members from their regional office or, in Wales, from the Wales Office, NUT Cymru.
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