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Special Schools/Attendance Survey 
March 2022 

Executive Summary 

Ensuring face-to-face, high-quality education for all pupils and students, including those with 

special educational needs and disabilities (SEND), is a priority.  

This report presents findings from a survey with 25 special schools exploring strategies to 

maintain attendance of pupils and students during COVID-19 when workforce member absences 

were high. Thematic analysis identified key themes which are discussed. 

Schools reported several challenges related to maintaining attendance due to impacts of Covid-

19 on staff sickness and thus ratios in specialist settings, mental health and wellbeing of staff, 

pupils and students, and financial pressures associated with supply agency staffing. 

Schools often reported that communication, both between professionals and with families, was 

key in supporting attendance through information sharing, advice and supporting open and 

honest decision making. Technology supported communication with families, with various 

platforms used for different purposes, including emails, websites, phone calls and communication 

apps.  

Many schools reported responding to individual needs in their approaches to prioritising 

attendance and provision of support. Consultation with families supported joint decision making 

about appropriate approaches. 

Adoption of covid-specific protective measures, such as mask wearing, testing and bubbles, as 

well as increased use of outdoor space was common amongst schools in an effort to minimise 

the spread of Covid-19 and maintain attendance. 

Flexibility of the workforce, encompassing flexible deployment of staff and committed and flexible 

staff teams, supported most schools' approaches to maintaining pupil/student attendance.  

Continuity of education throughout challenging periods was ensured through the provision of 

remote education and a flexible curriculum. 

Some schools reported challenges with navigating the changing guidance during the entirety of 

the Covid-19 pandemic; some schools felt that this was helped by support from other schools or 

local authorities as well as forward planning. 
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Background 

The government has made it a national priority that education and childcare settings should 

continue to operate as normally as possible during the COVID-19 pandemic.  

Ensuring face-to-face, high-quality education for all pupils and students, including those with 

special educational needs and disabilities (SEND), is a priority. The measures in place in day-to-

day education and childcare settings are based on the latest scientific advice and strike a balance 

between managing risk and reducing disruptions to children and young people’s education and 

care.  

 

Methodology 

In collaboration with the Department for Education, the Council for Disabled Children conducted a 
survey with special schools to explore strategies for keeping learners in attendance whilst 
workforce member absences were high.  

An online survey ran from late January to early February 2022 with a purposive sample of special 
schools. Twenty-five special schools responded to the survey.  

Qualitative responses to open survey questions were analysed thematically using NVivo 
software. This report describes key themes identified. 

 

Findings 

Challenges in maintaining attendance 

As displayed in figure 1, most schools felt that they had been successful at 

supporting/maintaining pupil and student attendance with COVID-19 related staff absences. 

Figure 1: The extent to which special schools felt they had been successful at 

supporting/maintaining pupil and student attendance with COVID-19 related staff 

absences 
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Despite viewing their approaches as successful, most schools described challenging experiences 

of maintaining attendance during this time. Figure 2 displays a word cloud with some of the 

challenges described.  

Figure 2: Challenges in maintaining attendance word cloud 

 

Many schools had experienced high levels of staff absences at points, causing difficulties in 

maintaining safe staff to pupil/student ratios in school.  

“Very challenging in terms of maintaining safe staffing levels to work with 

[pupils with high support needs] due to the nature of their learning disability, 

pupils.” - School Leader, All-through Special School 

Negative impacts on staff and pupil/student wellbeing were also frequently reported. Several 

schools reported concerns about the impacts of the extra stress and challenges of work on staff 

wellbeing, whilst a few also reflected on impacts on mental health surfacing amongst children and 

young people. 

“It has been very challenging, Dealing with staff anxieties, and the fast 

changing and often confusing rules.” - School Leader, All-through Special 

School 

“With parents and pupils with mental health conditions massively impacted 

or surfacing.” - School Leader, Primary Special School 

A few schools also noted the financial challenges associated with maintaining attendance due to 

the high costs of supply agency staffing.  
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Communication as key 

Nearly all special schools commented on the importance of communication in maintaining pupil 

and student attendance during periods of high workforce member absences. Figure 3 displays 

common words used to describe strategies related to communication.  

Figure 3: Communication as key word cloud 

 

Three levels of communication were discussed: communication between professionals, 

communication with families, and technology supporting communication. 

Communication between professionals 

Many schools highlighted the importance of staff working together to support schools to maintain 

attendance in the face of workforce absences.  

“Teamwork and good communication were vital.” - School Leader, All-

through Special School 

Schools communicated with other settings to shape their approaches. Some schools reported 

that being part of a Multi-academy Trust brought the benefit of having central teams to coordinate 

interpretation of guidance or discussions with colleagues in other schools. Others drew on “SEN 

friends” from other schools to share best practice and learn from each other.  

Communication between professionals was particularly crucial to support schools to navigate the 

guidance which will be explored in more detail later on. 

Communication with families 

Frequent communication with families was described as key in maintaining attendance by most 

schools surveyed and this was the case across all phases.  
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Information sharing occurred both ways: schools updated parents on changes to guidance, their 

plans and mitigation strategies, and the rationale for decisions, whilst parents also shared 

information about their child’s attendance in advance to support school planning. 

“I think communication has been absolutely key all along, keeping parents 

updated with changes in guidance etc.” - School Leader, Primary Special 

School 

“We have regular parental communications via Dojo and the school website 

informing them of changes to the risk assessment and changes to the DfE 

guidance which impact on their children's time in school eg. wearing masks 

unless exempt. We used this forum to communicate changes to their 

learning eg. returning to bubbles.” - School Leader, Secondary Special 

School 

“Very good communication with parents so we knew as soon as possible 

which children were going to be present on a given day was essential for 

planning and enabled groups to be collapsed and taught as one group, or 

to stagger the start and finish times.” - School Leader, Pupil Referral Unit 

Many schools assigned a point of contact to families to support this communication. Some 

schools had class teachers phoning parents, whilst others utilised staff who were isolating and 

not unwell. Leadership teams were also used flexibly to act as a point of contact in some cases. 

“The senior leadership team split into two groups, home and school. Those 

at home had one key contact who supported the parents’ wellbeing and 

pupil activities (these focused on wellbeing and engagement).” - School 

Leader, Primary Special School 

Some schools reported promoting an open and honest two-way interaction with families; schools 

were open about infection rates and impacts on families in terms of additional input required from 

them, whilst families were encouraged to be open about their wellbeing and support needs. This 

supported those schools to consider the best way of supporting children, whether that be at home 

or in school, in consultation with families. 

“We openly and honestly supported them with the amount of additional 

work and support that they needed and would be able to support.” – School 

Leader, All-through Special School 

“We discussed with each family which approach would work best with their 

child when they could not attend school.” - School Leader, All-through 

Special School 
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Technology supporting communication 

Schools noted a range of methods which supported communication with families. 

Most schools reported using regular (often weekly) emails to all families to communicate 

information in a formal manner. Some schools followed this up with an automated text to parents 

to alert them to check their emails. 

School websites were used as another way of sharing information which was well utilised by 

parents. 

“We set up a website page at the start of the pandemic to communicate 

information with families - this houses our online remote learning, to enable 

ease of access.” - School Leader, Primary Special School 

“We also put a lot of info on our website and noticed that the website had 

more visitors than ever.” - School Leader, Special School 

Some schools reported utilising additional methods for personalised communication. Personal 

phone calls to parents/carers were frequently reported by schools, as well as texts and WhatsApp 

in some cases. 

The communication app ClassDojo was mentioned by some schools as a useful informal 

communication method. 

“We also began using a communication app - Class Dojo - this has made 

informal communication very simple and has 100% uptake in its use.” - 

School Leader, Primary Special School 

It was evident that schools tailored their communication method and frequency according to 

individual needs of pupils/students and their families. For example, one school discussed 

providing translations for families with English as an additional language and additional 

communication “as necessary”. 

 

Responding to individual needs 

Schools varied in whether they utilised different approaches for managing attendance according 

to year groups and individual needs.  

Many schools personalised their approach according to the individual needs of their 

pupils/students. As discussed above, communication with families often supported joint decision 

making about approaches which responded to the individual needs of their child or young person. 
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“We spoke with all families and tailored our approach to each child as 

needed.” – School Leader, All-through Special School 

“We did [employ different approaches] for our different styles (pre-formal, 

semi-formal and formal) of learner. Our more vulnerable learners (CEV) 

were supported to be home educated during this time. Where the family 

was struggling with this care then we established a 'safe' classroom.” - 

School Leader, All-through Special School 

During times of partial closures, some schools prioritised attendance for pupils/students with 

higher levels of need, and one reported RAG (Red-Amber-Green) rating children in terms of 

vulnerability to support this.  

“We have rag rated the children in terms of vulnerability which determines 

which children were prioritised during partial closures.” - School Leader, 

Primary Pupil Referral Unit 

“Pupils with high support needs, due to the nature of their autism, children 

on a child protection plan were prioritised to be in school.” – School Leader, 

All-through Special School 

Whilst most schools reported that they did not employ different approaches for different year 

groups, a few reported some differences. 

“Yes. Key Stage 3 could cope slightly better with change. Other year 

groups find change in staff and routine very difficult.” – Clerical Staff, 

Primary Special School 

“We employed a consistent approach throughout all year groups. We have 

had all students attending every day (explicit goal) but had decided that if 

we needed to move any year groups to remote education it would not be 

KS4 or year 14.” - School Leader, Secondary Special School 

 

Adoption of covid-specific protective measures 

Schools often reflected positively about adopting protective measures against Covid-19 to 

maintain attendance. Figure 4 displays common words used in relation to covid-specific 

protective measures. 
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Figure 4: Adoption of covid-specific protective measures word cloud 

 

These measures included mask wearing in communal areas (including amongst Transport staff) 

and rapid lateral flow testing. 

“Sanitisers, social distancing, masks in communal areas and limited 

interaction between different working groups and online meetings.” – 

School Leadership Team, All-through Special School 

“As a school and with parents’ full permission, we have maintained LFT 

testing for all students in school. Since the beginning of term, we have done 

this every day and been highly effective in identifying asymptomatic but 

COVID positive individuals.” - School Leader, Secondary Special School 

“What has worked is ensuring all staff wear masks in corridors and 

communal areas throughout the pandemic, even when govt did not advise 

it.” – School Leadership Team, All-through Special School 

Many schools reported utilising bubbles to minimise the spread of Covid-19, although the extent 

of use appeared to vary between schools; some schools used a bubble approach continuously, 

whilst others reported introducing it on occasions as and when necessary. 

“The school is split in two bubbles… We have very separate play areas and 

toilets, meaning that the children do not often mix outside of their class.” – 

School Leader, Primary Special School 
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“We have put classes back into bubbles on a couple of occasions to 

minimise the spread of infection.” - School Leader, Secondary Special 

School 

A couple of schools also reported that having a well vaccinated workforce was 

beneficial for maintaining pupil/student attendance.  

“We have been fortunate that the majority of our staff have been fully 

vaccinated.” – School Leader, Primary Special School 

Other strategies included increased use of outdoor space and short closures to allow for deep 

cleans. 

“Using the outdoors more than usual, including increased use of Forest 

School across school.” - School Leader, All-through Special School 

“When we began to get rising numbers of positive covid cases in school - 

we would do a very short closure (a day) to have a deep clean and mass 

testing, with positive children and staff being asked then to remain at home. 

This has helped us keep a handle on the potential outbreaks.” - School 

Leader, Primary Special School 

 

Flexibility of the workforce 

Schools commonly reported successfully maintaining attendance in periods of high workforce 

member absences through the flexibility of their workforce, both in terms of flexible deployment of 

staff, and staff characteristics as being a committed and flexible team. Figure 5 displays common 

words used in relation to the flexibility of the workforce. 
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Figure 5: Flexibility of the workforce word cloud 

 

Flexible deployment of staff 

Many schools reported using supply agency staff to cover staff absences, however there were 

some challenges reported due to high demand for these, so other strategies were drawn upon to 

redeploy staff as well. 

“We have been able to access additional staff through supply agencies, 

although some weeks are more challenging than others due to demand.” - 

School Leader, Secondary Special School 

Flexible deployment of staff already within school was commonly drawn upon as an approach to 

enable children to remain in school during periods of high workforce member absences. This 

included asking some staff, such as Higher-Level Teaching Assistants (HLTAs) and Teaching 

Assistants (TAs), to ‘act up’ as well as drawing on non-class-based staff to support at lunchtimes, 

for example. 

“Pull on all your non-class-based staff to keep children attending. We 

cancelled interventions and those staff became TAs or HLTAs, headteacher 

in class, deputy in class. Office staff helped at lunchtimes.” - School Leader, 

Primary Special School 

Organisation of staff into two distinct teams, those supporting students in school and those 

supporting home learning, was described as a successful approach by a small number of 

schools. This allowed schools to utilise staff who were isolating and working from home to 

support remote education. 

“To begin with we alternated the staffing which was in school carrying out 

the face to face teaching but this proved too disruptive so we maintained 
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the same teams as far as possible.” - School Leader, All-through Special 

School 

Some schools also brought in additional staff; retired teachers provided cover in some cases, and 

one school reported using Catch-up funding to recruit an attendance support officer. 

“We certainly made increasing and more flexible use of the retired teacher 

volunteer when we saw how effective this could be.” - School Leader, 

Secondary Special School 

“We used the Catch-up premium in the first year to appoint an attendance 

support officer who spent his time working with children and families, 

helping to reduce anxieties.” - School Leader, All-through Special School 

Despite successful employment of these strategies, staff to pupil/student ratios were still affected 

in some cases. Schools flexibly utilised available staff and adapted routines to manage this 

safely, however they did resort to closing some classes where necessary. 

“If there were at least 50% of staff available who teach in the class then we 

supported providing there was either a Teacher or a Level 3 Teaching 

Assistant who normally supported the class with whichever staff were 

available. In younger year groups we needed at least 3 out of 4 to support 

the class with another available member of staff. In Early Years, where 

change of both staff and routine does not work, then the class bubble was 

closed, until at least 3 out of 4 of the class team returned.” – Clerical Staff, 

Primary Special School 

“Where three classes were affected by staff absence we arranged it so 

every child missed one day in a week, rather than one class missing three 

days or a whole week, with staff moving around. Sometimes we had to risk 

assess if a class could be lead by one adult instead of two, with perhaps a 

more challenging child moved elsewhere. On one occasion early in the 

pandemic we had half a class in for two days and then the other for the next 

two on a rotation so that for safeguarding reasons any stay at home was 

not long - this meant that we only needed one adult in the room rather than 

the usual two.” - School Leader, Primary Special School 

Committed and flexible staff team 

Some schools emphasised how having a committed and flexible staff team who exhibited great 

flexibility and resilience underpinned their flexible approach to deployment of staff and supported 

positive outcomes for pupils/students. 
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“Our staff team are very flexible and good at adapting to changes - they 

take pride in supporting each other and stepping up when needed.” - 

School Leader, Primary Special School 

“The flexibility of our team and their resilience to provide the best outcomes 

for children has been the outstanding positive in this.” - School Leader, 

Primary Special School 

 

Continuity of education 

Despite the challenges of workforce absences and maintaining attendance, schools ensured 

continuity of education through their remote education offer and a flexible curriculum. 

Remote education 

Remote education was crucial in supporting continuity of education for pupils and students when 

they were unable to physically attend school.  

Many schools discussed providing laptops and/or learning resources for pupils and students at 

home. Some schools described tailoring their approach to this based on family need.  

“In terms of sharing paper packs of home learning (based on the child’s 

EHCP and the five ways to wellbeing) these were delivered by the senior 

team or posted. Deliveries were done to families where direct face to face 

communication has a better impact.” - School Leader, Primary Special 

School 

“We set up g [Google] suites, provided training and began our home 

learning offering through this. It was a challenge, but during the second 

lockdown it was set up and we were proud of what we offered. Our staff 

were very creative in providing learning for our students who mostly do not 

read or write and have limited speech.” - School Leader, All-through Special 

School 

Several schools employed strategies to maintain a sense of belonging in the school community 

amongst home learners. As well as virtual catch ups or home visits from school staff, some 

schools introduced regular online play times, virtual catch ups with classmates, virtual 

assemblies, and social media challenges to enable children to interact with each other virtually 

and feel included in school life. 

“We did virtual singing assemblies which pupils joined in and staff put 

together a whole staff team water bucket challenge on Facebook to 

maintain a sense of belonging for the pupils.” - School Leader, All-through 

Special School 
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Flexible curriculum 

Flexibility in the curriculum taught to pupils and students was also noted by several schools as a 

strategy to support continuity of education during periods of high workforce absences. 

“We focused on Eng and maths and a flexible timetable for the rest of the 

day.” - School Leader, All-through Special School 

“In the last term this has been particularly challenging as this is when we 

have experienced the greatest staff absence. Flexibility of staff, revision of 

the timetable to create more opportunities for food, art and PE as well as 

virtual lessons [worked well].” - School Leader, All-through Pupil Referral 

Unit 

 

Navigating the guidance 

Navigating the guidance in response changing circumstances, including government guidance, 

was central in responses of several schools. 

Some schools reported challenges associated with navigating the guidance. 

“Balancing the constant and last-minute changes in government guidance 

alongside the lack of clarity for SEN provision.” - School Leader, Primary 

Special School  

“We had some parents… who didn’t understand [our] approach as the gov 

guidelines were unclear about SEN provisions and when stated that 

children with EHCP plans should attend school still this was problematic for 

our settings as that includes all our students and it just wasn’t possible at 

times.” - School Leader, All-through Special School 

Successful strategies employed by schools in relation to navigating the guidance included 

receiving support from a Multi-academy Trust or Local Authority and forward thinking and 

contingency planning. 

“Keeping up with the changing guidance and interpreting this for our setting 

this was helped by being part of a Multi Academy Trust where a central 

team could co-ordinate this.” - School Leader, All-through Special School 

“I feel we have continually anticipated what might come next but looking at 

data and seeing developing trends so, to a large extent, not felt caught out 

or on the back foot. We've always had clearly thought-out contingency 

plans ready to implement quickly when required. We've also not 'stepped 



14 
 

down' from protective measures too quickly - we've waited to be sure it was 

safe to do so.” - School Leader, Secondary Special School 

 

Conclusion 

Despite most of the special schools surveyed reporting that they felt they had been successful at 

supporting/maintaining pupil and student attendance with Covid-19 related staff absences, they 

did report a number of challenges in doing so, including difficulty maintaining safe staff to 

pupil/student ratios, impacts on wellbeing, and financial pressures associated with reliance on 

supply agency staffing. 

This research enabled key themes related to approaches employed by special schools to 

maintain attendance during periods of high workforce member absences to be identified.  

Communication as being key to supporting attendance emerged as a common theme, discussed 

by most schools surveyed. Communication between professionals, with families, and utilising 

technology was key to supporting information sharing, interpretation of guidance and rationales 

for decisions, and joint decision making between schools and families. 

Some schools applied different approaches with regards to prioritising school attendance and 

support offered according to individual child needs, as discussed with families, or different year 

groups. 

Navigating the guidance was challenging for some schools due to the constant changes in 

response to the evolving situation; some schools felt that their approach to navigating this was 

supported by their communications with other schools or their local authority.  

Schools often reflected positively about adopting protective measures against Covid-19 to 

support attendance. This included testing, mask wearing, vaccine take up and limited mixing. 

Flexibility of the workforce was key in maintaining attendance with high staff absences; schools 

flexibly deployed staff, including bringing in retired and supply agency staff, and benefitted from 

having staff teams who were flexible and committed to achieving the best outcomes for their 

pupils and students. 

Throughout the challenges, schools ensured continuity of education for their pupils and students 

through remote education provision, including creating opportunities for social interaction for 

home learners, as well as offering flexibility in the curriculum to follow workforce needs. 

Findings from this study are intended to inform the approaches of other special schools in 

maintaining attendance in periods of high workforce absences. 


