
PHONE IN FIRST DAY ABSENCE  
 

First day absence is a widely used practice in schools that has been 
demonstrated to have a successful impact on attendance. It is most effective 
when employed correctly and has raised attendance rates by between 2% and 
5%. Unfortunately the procedure is often not applied correctly and consequently 
does not achieve such good results in those circumstances. The correct 
procedure is as follows: 

 
1. A member of school staff is allocated the duty of first day absence 

officer. It is important that other duties do not conflict with this duty and 
that adequate time is allowed for the process. In order to speed the 
process up or in the case of a large school it may be appropriate to 
have more than one member of staff undertaking the role. 

2. As soon as registration has finished a list is prepared of all children 
who have not arrived at school. The sheet also contains the name, 
address and telephone number of the parent (or appropriate person). 
Children who were absent the previous day are eliminated from the list 
as it only applies to the first day of absence. 

3. The member of staff responsible then telephones home to enquire why 
the child is not at school. It is essential that the member of staff has the 
ability to challenge the parents when it is appropriate to do so. For 
example, there should be no tolerance of excuses like “he’s coming 
shopping with me today”. Also minor ailments should be queried as to 
their severity, for example “he’s got a cold “could be met with              
“there’s a lot of it around at the moment, why don’t you send him in, 
we’ll keep an eye on him and if it gets worse we’ll contact you”. In the 
event that there is no proper reason to keep the child off the parent 
should be told so and be clear that the school will not authorize the 
absence. 

4. Reasons for non attendance are recorded for entry to the register later 
5. It is also recorded if the parent agrees to bring/send in their child. The 

child’s presence is checked later in the day 
6. Mistakes on the register are recorded and reported to the Head/SMT 

member in charge of attendance, for bringing to the attention of the 
staff member taking the register 

7. Late books are also checked. 
8. Contact details which are incorrect are updated. 
9. For those parents that it was not possible to contact by telephone a 

letter is sent noting the child’s absence and asking that the parent 
contact the school. 

10. The list is saved so that the next day’s list can be amended accordingly 
(see number 2 above) 

 
 
 



 
The procedure works for the following reasons: 
 

• The member of staff has sufficient social skills to be quick witted and is 
able to challenge parents in an assertive but non aggressive way and 
know when it is appropriate to do so 

• Parents are usually pleased that the school has taken an interest in their 
child and it makes them feel more confident about sending their child 
when they are a little uncertain 

• Parents who should be firmer with their children are immediately 
challenged and soon begin to understand what is and is not acceptable. In 
turn this helps them to challenge their own children more appropriately. 

• Parents who are not supportive soon get to know they will be challenged 
each and every time and will soon run out of plausible excuses. More 
importantly, this happens relentlessly on the first day of absence each 
time. 

• Parents become quickly familiar with the standards the school expects. 
 
Success can be measured by increase in attendance rates, and the first day 
absence list getting shorter. 
 
Common mistakes are: 
 

• Diluting the scheme by only targeting certain families or year groups 
• Diluting the scheme by only carrying it out at certain times. 
• Asking the member of staff to undertake other duties which conflict such 

as collecting dinner money 
• Giving the staff member the idea that the job is about authorizing absence 
• Selecting staff that do not have the right social skills for the job 
• Believing that the success of the scheme comes about through nagging 

parents, it comes about through improving relationships with them and by 
being clear about what is important to the school 

 
Notes for LEAs 
 
The scheme should be carried out by schools but sometimes it can be useful for 
a member of staff to train school’s staff by demonstrating the process or by 
observing the practice. 
As the process relies on the use of the telephone it could be carried out for a 
group of schools from a remote location (e.g. the LEA offices as a chargeable 
service for schools) This has been successfully carried out with good results at 
one LEA for groups of Primary schools 
 
 
 

 



 


