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1. INTRODUCTION
Pupils at Elemore Hall School are potentially more vulnerable than pupils in mainstream schools; this is especially true for pupils who have absented from staff, are not at their proper place, or are missing. It is therefore essential that everyone involved in identifying and locating Elemore pupils who are missing from school responds in a consistent, timely and collaborative manner.
Although pupils have a right to choose where they want to be, that right is limited by their responsibility to keep themselves safe, to communicate with staff about their whereabouts, and to conform to behaviour expectations while placed at Elemore. Competence to exercise rights and responsibilities develops with age, maturity and understanding; for many of our SEMHD pupils this development is delayed. Pupils may leave timetabled locations for both bona fide and trivial reasons.
The primary aim of the school is the safety and welfare of each pupil. Pupils who leave the school grounds may return of their own accord within a short period; on other occasions their whereabouts remain unknown and risk increases. The school grounds are extensive and mixed in terrain; notable hazards include the partially fenced pond and nearby cliff faces. Where a pupil’s intent is known, staff should usually attempt to prevent improper absence through persuasion and de-escalation. Restrictive Physical Intervention (RPI) is a last resort and should follow the criteria below and the school’s Positive Management of Behaviour and Restrictive Physical Intervention policies.
2. RATIONALE
Under section 3(3) of the Children Act 1989, a person who has the care of a child may “do what is reasonable in all the circumstances … for the purpose of safeguarding or promoting the child’s welfare.” To meet that duty, staff must know where pupils are expected to be and act when pupils are not there. This policy guides staff and partner agencies to make consistent, proportionate judgements.
The specific purposes of this policy are to:
· ensure an effective and consistent operational response to keep pupils safe when they become missing or are not at their proper place;
· set out when and how Durham Constabulary and other agencies will be informed and involved, proportionate to the risk and the pupil’s individual circumstances;
· establish monitoring and review arrangements so practice and guidance can be adjusted using accurate shared information; and
· [bookmark: _GoBack]promote a commitment to understanding causes of absconding and working to reduce recurrence.
3. DEFINITIONS
For operational clarity this policy uses the following working definitions:

· Absenting: pupil has left their timetabled location or the site without permission, whereabouts known or believed, and assessed as low risk.
· Not at their proper place: pupil is not in their timetabled location; whereabouts may or may not be known; assessed as medium risk.
· Missing: pupil’s whereabouts are unknown and circumstances suggest they are likely to be at risk.
(“Improperly absent” is used in this document as the umbrella term for the three categories above.) Appendix A (school map) is coded to show areas of school grounds and surrounding land aligned to these categories and known site hazards.
4. AIMS
This policy aims to minimise jeopardy to pupil safety and welfare when they are improperly absent and to ensure consistent, proportionate, legally informed responses across all three sites and residential provision.

5. PRINCIPLES
Our practice is determined by the following principles:
· Elemore pupils are particularly vulnerable and over‑represented in samples of children who go missing; responses must reflect that vulnerability.
· Responses will be guided by individual risk assessment, Behaviour Management Plans and Care Plans.
· Prevention is primary: a caring, responsive school culture and realistic early risk assessments reduce the likelihood of absconding.
· Responses will be consistent across staff and sites and show care and concern rather than control or punishment.
· The school and Police will operate to agreed local protocols; the school will not automatically report every incident to the Police but will do so at the point the risk assessment indicates it is necessary.
· Practice will align with statutory guidance (Working Together to Improve Attendance; Children Missing Education) and the OFSTED (2025) inspection framework, particularly in Safeguarding, Attendance and Personal Development.

6. RESPONSIBILITIES
Pupils are responsible for:
· avoiding placing themselves at risk by leaving timetabled locations without permission;
· communicating their reasons and whereabouts when they choose not to be in school.
Parents/carers are responsible for:
· warning their child of the dangers of being away from their expected place;
· informing the school of the known whereabouts of the pupil; and
· cooperating with school staff and agencies to secure the pupil’s safe return.
All school staff are responsible for:
· maintaining a caring, responsive and safe environment that reduces the need to abscond;
· seeking to prevent improper absence through supervision, de‑escalation and personalised strategies;
· recording antecedents, triggers and interventions; and
· reporting incidents promptly to Senior Staff following this policy.
Senior staff are responsible for:
· coordinating contact with Police (where appropriate), parents/carers and other agencies;
· ensuring timely completion of required records (Major Incident Record, Absenting & Absconding log, Sleuth/MIR entries);
· reviewing the status of incidents and convening multi-agency meetings where required.
The Headteacher (or nominated senior leader) is responsible for:
· deciding the status of the incident (absenting / not at proper place / missing) using the factors below;
· ensuring proportionate action is taken and recorded;
· reporting significant incidents and patterns to Governors.
Governors are responsible for:
· oversight of the incidence of improper absence and patterns of risk; and
· ensuring policy and practice support prevention and safe returns.
Durham Police are responsible for:
· acting on reports of missing children in line with local protocols and vulnerability screening;
· coordinating enquiries where appropriate and informing school of the pupil’s location when known.
7. RISK FACTORS AND DECISION MAKING
Decisions about the categorisation and response should be informed by an immediate, dynamic risk assessment including:

· age, emotional state and maturity;
· known risk indicators and antecedents (e.g. self-harm, exploitation, criminal involvement);
· time of day and weather;
· known intentions, company of others and likely route;
· length of time on placement and relationship with staff;
· any known medical or safeguarding vulnerabilities; and
· location on school grounds (use coded map – Appendix A).
The Headteacher or nominated senior must regularly review the incident status. An incident may change category (e.g., from absenting to missing) as time and information evolve. Where practicable, decisions should be made in consultation with parents/carers, social workers and other professionals.
8. TIMELINES FOR ACTION (SCHOOL PROCEDURES)
Note: timings below are operational expectations to ensure prompt safeguarding responses. They must be applied alongside professional judgement.
8.1 Immediate actions (first 0–10 minutes)
· Ensure duty staff secure any immediate site risks and search high-risk nearby areas following local search protocols (staff safety priority).
· Attempt immediate contact with the pupil using familiar staff, de-escalation and offers of alternatives (safe room, staff support).
· Deploy available staff to locate pupil in accessible, safe areas of the grounds; record each search and staff deployed.
8.2 Early follow-up (10–30 minutes)
· If the pupil remains unlocated and risk assessment indicates increasing concern, Senior Staff must attempt contact with parent/carer and any known emergency contacts. Record times and outcomes.
· If the pupil’s whereabouts are unknown and risk is judged potentially high (immediate danger to self/others, risk of exploitation, intent to leave the area), the Senior Staff should notify Police without delay. Where the decision is to notify Police, log time and rationale.
· Complete a Major Incident Record (if indicated) and enter an initial record on Sleuth / MIR with timestamped details.
8.3 Where pupil remains unlocated (beyond 30 minutes)
· Continue liaison with parent/carer and social worker. If parents/carers cannot be contacted and the pupil is assessed as at potential significant risk, the Police should already be involved; if not, contact them immediately.
· Convene multi-agency calls where required (Police VEMT, EDT outside office hours, social worker). Document actions, times and decisions.
(These timings are minimum operational expectations and may be accelerated where risk is high.)
9. CONTACT WITH POLICE AND AGENCIES
· The school will notify Police when the dynamic risk assessment indicates the pupil is at risk of significant harm, is likely to commit a criminal offence, is vulnerable to exploitation, or when parents/carers cannot be contacted and risk is unclear. The school will also follow local multi-agency protocols (eg. Durham Police VEMT).
· The Police will assess reports in accordance with their safeguarding threshold and local missing child protocols; they will inform the school when a pupil’s location is established.
· The school will coordinate with the local authority and Children’s Social Care for looked after children and children with open plans. For placements where the pupil is looked after, the social worker must be informed immediately and involved in decisions about return and follow‑up.
10. COMMUNICATION WITH PARENTS/CARERS
· Parents/carers will be informed as soon as is reasonably practicable when their child is judged to be missing; where possible this should be within 30 minutes of the decision that the pupil is missing if contact is achievable.
· When parents/carers are alerted they should be advised that they may wish to report to the Police; however, the school will make its own decision to involve Police based on the risk assessment and local protocols.
· The school will keep parents/carers updated and involve them in planning for the pupil’s safe return and any return-to-school arrangements.
11. USE OF RESTRICTIVE PHYSICAL INTERVENTION (RPI)
· RPI must only be used as a last resort and only when all other reasonable alternatives have been tried and it is necessary to prevent significant harm to the pupil or others, or to prevent a serious criminal offence.
· RPI should be proportionate, reasonable and consistent with the pupil’s Behaviour Support Plan and any Care Plan. Where RPI is described in a pupil’s Behaviour Support Plan it must be approved and reviewed and used only by trained staff.
· Staff must be mindful of safety, the visibility of the intervention (avoid isolated areas), and the increased risk of allegation in hard-to-monitor parts of site. Follow the school’s RPI recording, debrief and reporting procedures.
12. RECORDING AND REPORTING
· All incidents of absconding, not being at proper place, or missing must be recorded immediately in:
· Sleuth / Major Incident Record (timestamped entries),
· Absenting and Absconding Book,
· Behaviour Support Plan updates and pupil’s PSS files as appropriate.
· Records must include: times, who searched, who was contacted (parents, Police, social worker), rationale for decisions, and the pupil’s account on return.
· The school will maintain a central log of incidents to identify patterns and to inform risk management, placement reviews and training needs.
13. RESPONSE WHEN PUPIL IS FOUND / RETURNS
· Staff must observe the pupil, provide appropriate support and undertake any immediate welfare checks (medical or safeguarding).
· The pupil should be given an opportunity to talk about what happened in a supportive, non-punitive way. Rewarding safe choices and re-engagement is preferred over punishment.
· The school, parents/carers and any involved professionals will plan strategies to reduce recurrence; escalate to a multi-disciplinary review where incidents are frequent or risks escalate.
· For looked-after pupils, the social worker must see the pupil and the outcome recorded and shared with Police where relevant.
14. FOLLOW-UP, REVIEWS AND MULTI-AGENCY WORK
· After repeated incidents the school will convene a Multi-Disciplinary Review (including parents/carers, social worker, Police VEMT representative where appropriate) to review placement suitability, risk assessments, and provision.
· Updates to Behaviour Support Plans, Individual Risk Assessments and Placement Plans must be made promptly and shared with all relevant staff.
· The school will use incident data to inform training needs, staffing, site safety mitigations (e.g., signage, fencing review), and preventative work with pupils.
15. TRAINING AND STAFF SUPPORT
· All staff receive induction training on this policy and the school’s safeguarding procedures.
· Staff who work directly with high-risk pupils will receive additional training in de-escalation, search and safe exit prevention, RPI (where appropriate) and recording.
· Debriefing and support for staff involved in incidents will be made available.
16. DATA PROTECTION
· Records of incidents will be held in line with Data Protection requirements and KCSIE statutory guidance. Information will be shared on a need-to-know basis and with parental/carer or legal consent where required, except where safeguarding dictates otherwise.
17. REVIEW
· This policy will be reviewed annually or sooner if statutory guidance or local protocols change, or after a serious incident.
· The Headteacher will report patterns and significant incidents to Governors termly.
18. LINKS WITH OTHER POLICIES
This policy should be read alongside:
· Positive Management of Behaviour Policy;
· Restrictive Physical Intervention Policy;
· Safeguarding & Child Protection Policy (KCSIE-aligned);
· Attendance Policy and Working Together to Improve Attendance procedures;
· Children Missing Education procedures and local authority protocols;
· Residential Care policies for pupils resident Monday–Thursday.
19. APPENDICES
· Appendix A: Site map coded for risk areas (pond, cliff face, off-site routes).
· Appendix B: Templated Major Incident Record form and Sleuth/MIR guidance.
· Appendix C: Contact list (Senior Leader on duty, Headteacher, Designated Safeguarding Lead, Attendance Lead, local Police VEMT contact, EDT out-of-hours contact).
· Appendix D: Flowchart of decision-making and timelines for action (0–10 mins / 10–30 mins / >30 mins).
· Appendix E: Process for Multi-Disciplinary Review and placement consideration

image1.png




