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Pupils who are improperly absent policy

1. Introduction
Pupils at Elemore Hall School are often more vulnerable than those in mainstream settings. This is particularly the case when pupils are absent from staff, are not at their expected location, or are missing. Everyone involved in locating and responding to pupils who are not where they should be must act promptly, consistently and collaboratively.
Pupils have responsibilities to keep themselves safe, to tell staff where they are, and to follow the behaviour expectations of the school. Many of our pupils with SEMHD develop these capacities more slowly; pupils may therefore leave timetabled locations for a range of reasons, some benign and some risky.
The primary aim of this policy is to safeguard the welfare of pupils. Where pupils leave the site their risk increases because the school site includes notable hazards (for example the partially fenced pond and nearby cliff faces). Staff should usually seek to prevent improper absence through persuasion and de‑escalation. Restrictive Physical Intervention (RPI) is a last resort and must follow the school’s Positive Management of Behaviour and Restrictive Physical Intervention policies.
2. Rationale
Under the Children Act 1989, those with care of a child may take reasonable action to safeguard their welfare. To meet that duty, staff must know where pupils are expected to be and act where they are not. This policy provides clear operational guidance to staff and partner agencies for making proportionate, legally informed decisions when pupils are absent, not at their proper place, or missing.
The specific purposes of this policy are to:
ensure a consistent operational response to keep pupils safe when they are improperly absent;
set out when and how Durham Constabulary and other agencies will be notified, proportionate to risk and individual circumstances;
establish monitoring and review arrangements so practice can be adjusted using accurate shared information; and
reduce recurrence by understanding causes of absconding and applying preventive strategies.
3. Definitions
For operational clarity the school uses the following working definitions:
Absenting: the pupil has left their timetabled location or site without permission; whereabouts are known or believed and assessed as low risk.
Not at their proper place: the pupil is not in their timetabled location; whereabouts may or may not be known and assessed as medium risk.
Missing: the pupil’s whereabouts are unknown and circumstances indicate they are likely to be at risk.
(“Improperly absent” is the umbrella term used for the three categories above.) See Appendix A (site map) for coded locations and hazards.
4. Aims
This policy aims to minimise risk to pupil safety and welfare when pupils are improperly absent and to ensure consistent, proportionate responses across all sites and the residential provision.
5. Principles
Our practice is guided by the following principles:
Elemore pupils are a vulnerable cohort; responses must reflect that increased vulnerability.
Responses will be informed by individual risk assessments, Behaviour Support Plans and Care Plans.
Prevention is primary: a caring, responsive culture and realistic early assessments reduce absconding.
Responses will be consistent across staff and sites and emphasise care and support rather than punishment.
The school and Police will follow agreed local protocols; the school will notify Police when the dynamic risk assessment indicates it is necessary.
Practice will comply with statutory guidance and the OFSTED (2025) inspection framework, particularly in Safeguarding, Attendance and Personal Development.
6. Responsibilities
Pupils must:
avoid placing themselves at risk by leaving timetabled locations without permission; and communicate reasons and whereabouts when they choose not to be in school.
Parents/carers must:
warn their child of the dangers of being away from their expected place;
inform the school of known pupil whereabouts; and
cooperate with school staff and agencies to secure the pupil’s safe return.
All school staff must:
maintain a caring, responsive and safe environment that reduces the need to abscond;
seek to prevent improper absence through supervision, de-escalation and personalised strategies;
record antecedents, triggers and interventions; and
report incidents promptly to Senior Staff following this policy.
Senior staff must:
coordinate contact with Police (where appropriate), parents/carers and other agencies;
ensure timely completion of required records (Major Incident Record, Absenting & Absconding log, Sleuth/MIR entries); and
review incident status and convene multi‑agency meetings where required.
The Headteacher (or nominated senior leader) must:
decide the status of the incident (absenting / not at proper place / missing) using the factors below;
ensure proportionate action is taken and recorded; and
report significant incidents and patterns to Governors.
Governors will:
oversee the incidence of improper absence and patterns of risk; and
ensure policy and practice support prevention and safe return.
Durham Police will:
respond to reports of missing children in line with local protocols and vulnerability screening;
coordinate enquiries where appropriate and inform the school when a pupil’s location is established.
7. Risk Factors and Decision Making
Categorisation and response must be informed by an immediate, dynamic risk assessment considering:
age, emotional state and maturity;
known risk indicators and antecedents (for example 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 incident status. Incidents can change category as time and information evolve. Decisions should be made, where practicable, in consultation with parents/carers, social workers and other professionals.
8. Timelines for Action (School Procedures)
The timings below are operational expectations to ensure prompt safeguarding responses and must be applied alongside professional judgement.
8.1 Immediate actions (first 0–10 minutes)
Secure immediate site risks and search high‑risk nearby areas following local search protocols. Staff safety is the 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 the 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), Senior Staff should notify Police without delay. Log time and rationale.
Complete a Major Incident Record (if indicated) and enter an initial timestamped Sleuth / MIR entry.
8.3 Where the 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 significant risk, ensure Police are involved.
Convene multi‑agency calls where required (Police VEMT, EDT outside office hours, social worker). Document actions, times and decisions.
These timings are minimum expectations and should be shortened where risk is higher.
9. Contact with Police and Other Agencies
The school will notify Police when the dynamic risk assessment indicates the pupil is at risk of significant harm, likely to commit a criminal offence, vulnerable to exploitation, or when parents/carers cannot be contacted and risk is unclear. The school will follow local multi‑agency protocols (for example Durham Police VEMT).
Police will assess reports according to their safeguarding thresholds and local missing child protocols and 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 pupils and those with open plans. Social workers must be informed immediately for looked after pupils.
10. Communication with Parents/Carers
Parents/carers will be informed as soon as reasonably practicable when their child is judged to be missing; where contact is achievable, this should ordinarily be within 30 minutes of that decision.
Parents/carers should be advised they may wish to report to Police; however, the school will make decisions to involve Police based on the risk assessment and local protocols.
The school will keep parents/carers updated and involve them in planning the pupil’s safe return and any reintegration 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 must be proportionate, reasonable and consistent with the pupil’s Behaviour Support Plan and Care Plan. Where RPI is included in a Behaviour Support Plan it must be approved, regularly reviewed and used only by trained staff.
Staff must consider safety and visibility when applying RPI and avoid isolated or poorly supervised areas. 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 log; and
Behaviour Support Plan updates and the pupil’s PSS file 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 to identify patterns and to inform risk management, placement reviews and training needs.
13. Response When the Pupil is Found / Returns
Staff must observe the pupil, provide appropriate welfare checks and arrange any necessary medical or safeguarding support.
The pupil should be given an opportunity to explain what happened in a supportive, non‑punitive way. Safe choices and re‑engagement should be positively reinforced rather than punished.
The school, parents/carers and involved professionals will plan strategies to reduce recurrence and escalate to a multi‑disciplinary review where incidents are frequent or risks increase.
For looked after pupils, the social worker must see the pupil and the outcome must be 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 and Police VEMT representative where appropriate) to review placement suitability, risk assessments and provision.
Behaviour Support Plans, Individual Risk Assessments and Placement Plans must be updated promptly and shared with relevant staff.
Incident data will inform training needs, staffing, site safety mitigations (for example signage or fencing), and preventative work with pupils.
15. Training and Staff Support
All staff will receive induction training on this policy and the school’s safeguarding procedures.
Staff working directly with high‑risk pupils will receive additional training in de‑escalation, search and safe exit prevention, RPI (where appropriate) and accurate recording.
Debriefing and support will be provided for staff involved in incidents.
16. Data Protection
Incident records will be retained in line with Data Protection requirements and statutory safeguarding 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 at least annually, or sooner if statutory guidance or local protocols change, or after a serious incident.
The Headteacher will report incident patterns and significant events to Governors each term.
18. Links with Other Policies
This policy should be read alongside:
Positive Management of Behaviour Policy;
Restrictive Physical Intervention Policy;
Safeguarding & Child Protection Policy;
Attendance Policy and Working Together to Improve Attendance procedures;
Children Missing Education procedures and local authority protocols; and
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.
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