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4th June 2026 

Dear Parents and Carers, 

We are writing to provide an important update regarding absence expectations at St Joseph’s. This clarifies the current 
Department for Education (DfE) guidance on penalty fines for persistent absence and legal responsibilities placed on 
parents and carers. Every single one of our children is “Known and Loved” and we want the best for them - which 
includes seeing them every day in school. 

Absence from school directly impacts achievement. Our school data clearly shows that children with absence above 
5% make significantly worse progress than those whose attendance is above that. It is also well-documented that 
children with frequent absence in primary school achieve lower GCSE grades in Year 11. Quite simply, we can only 
teach your child if they are present in school. 

5% absence is the equivalent of 1 day off in every 4 school weeks. Or being 20 minutes late every day - the effect is the 
same. 

Department for Education Guidance 

All St Joseph’s parents/carers have chosen to use a state-funded school to educate their child. Therefore, the law 
requires you to make sure that your child attends school every day and on time. As a school, we are committed to 
supporting families to help you do this and we know that sometimes it is hard. And illnesses happen, that is normal. 
However, we must also ensure that expectations are clear and consistently applied to everyone. 

The Department for Education defines ‘persistent absence’ as absence above 10% (i.e. 5 days in a 10-week period). 
This could look like: 

• A single extended absence of 4 weeks or more. For example, a long trip abroad 
• Frequent absences of 1 or 2 days adding up to an average of 1 day a fortnight 
• Half a day every week 
• Combinations of the above e.g. a 2-week trip plus multiple short absences 
 
There is an important difference between ‘authorised’ and ‘unauthorised’ absence. Illness and medical appointments 
are usually ‘authorised’, for example, as are funerals of close family members. However, no headteacher is allowed by 
the government to authorise absence for trips/holidays/visits abroad except in certain extreme circumstances. 
Therefore, the vast majority of this type of absence will be ‘unauthorised’ 

From September 2026, any child whose attendance falls into the ‘persistent absence’ category for unauthorised 
absence may incur a statutory penalty fine. 

Penalty fines 

Penalty notices (an out-of-court settlement intended to change behaviour without the need for criminal prosecution) 
have a threshold of “unauthorised absence of 5 days in a 10-week period”. 

In line with current guidance from West Sussex, penalty fines are issued at: 

£80 per parent, per child if paid within 21 days 

£160 per parent, per child if paid after 21 days 



 
          

 

This means, for example, that two parents taking two children out of school without authorisation could face a 
combined penalty of £320–£640. 

St Joseph’s – working together with families 

We would like to take this opportunity to thank the hundreds of families who consistently support good attendance 
habits. Your commitment is recognised and greatly appreciated. Thank you. 

We also want to thank those families who have met with Mrs Walker to discuss concerns about their child’s 
attendance. By working in partnership, we are already seeing very positive improvements and increased attendance as 
a result. 

Governors are very clear that the school should be taking a supportive rather than punitive approach to ensuring 
children achieve minimum absence. At St Joseph’s, we firmly believe in strong partnership and open, face-to-face 
communication with families. For this reason, penalty fines for unauthorised absence have not been issued 
historically. However, having examined the data we are increasingly concerned by recent rises in: 

• Extended holidays taken during term time 
• Absences either side of half terms 
• Delayed starts to school in September due to returning from a summer holiday 
• Hospital appointments abroad during term time 
• Large numbers of flight delays after a school holiday 
• Children repeatedly being kept off school for very minor illnesses 
• Regular patterns of absence on a Monday or Friday 

 

Absence procedures 

All absences must be reported as soon as possible. Absence for illness can be reported using Studybugs.  

• Holidays during term time cannot be authorised.  
• Any absence due to alleged travel disruption, such as flight delays, will require clear evidence to be provided 

such as copies of the original tickets and flight delay notifications. 
• Notification of absence for medical appointments must be supported with a copy of the appointment letter. 

Wherever possible, appointments should be made outside of school hours. If this is unavoidable, we ask 
that appointments are scheduled after 1:30pm to minimise disruption to learning. We understand hospital 
appointments must be attended as required by the NHS. 
 

We remain committed to supporting all families and encourage any parent who has concerns about absence to 
contact us so that we can work together to find a positive way forward. 

Thank you for your continued support. Please do get in touch if you would like to discuss anything outlined in this 
letter. 

Yours sincerely 

 

Mrs T Barnard   Mrs H Bilton 
Co-Chair of Governors  Co-Chair of Governors 


