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How to get the best out of your 
child’s education: dealing with 
problems at school 
 
Many parents find out their child is having a 
problem at school because their child, a sister or 
a brother has told them about it, or they’ve 
noticed their child has started to behave 
differently at home. You may also find out there’s 
a problem because the school or another parent 
has informed you about it. 
 
Bullying is just one example of a problem that can 
happen at school. According to the NSPCC, there 
are no official statistics on the number of children 
who are bullied. But going by research studies 
and what children say, the charity claims bullying 
is an issue that affects almost all children in some 
way, with Childline having had more than 25,700 
counselling sessions with children about bullying 
in 2015.  A 2011 study by the charity Red Balloon 
also suggests that more than 16,000 young 
people are absent from school due to bullying.  
 
If you’re worried your child is refusing to go to 
school, or is anxious or behaving badly in school, 
it’s important to find out as much as possible 
about it, including what steps you should take to 
try and find a solution. 
 
Did you know? 
The number of fixed-period exclusions in state 
schools increased from 269,480 in 2013/14 to 

302,980 in 2014/15  (Source: Department for 
Education)  

Problems at school 
 
There are many different types of problems that 
may affect your child at school. If you suspect 
something isn’t right, talk to your child about it 
and try to find a way of sorting it out before 
involving anyone else (though you may also need 
to talk to your child’s teacher about it if your child 
is very young in order to get all the facts straight). 
 
Here are some of the main school problems 
parents have to deal with and some of the things 
you should know about them: 
 
Bullying 
Bullying comes in a number of different forms, 
including bullying related to someone’s race, 
religion and culture; bullying related to someone’s 
disabilities or special educational needs; sexist 
bullying and harassment; bullying related to  
someone’s sexual orientation (or perceived 
sexual orientation); and cyberbullying – an 
increasingly pervasive form of bullying among 
young people that’s carried out on the internet 
and via mobile phones. 
 
All forms of bullying are serious. But some are 
illegal and should be reported to the police, 
including violence or assault, theft, repeated 
harassment or intimidation and hate crimes. 
Indeed, serious bullying is a criminal offence for 
children if a bully is 10 years old or older. 
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If you think your child is being bullied, it’s a good 
idea to make yourself familiar with the school’s 
anti-bullying policy. By law, all state schools – but 
not private schools – must have an anti-bullying 
policy in place that describes how bullying among 
pupils is prevented and dealt with in school. 
 
It’s up to each individual school to decide what 
the policy includes, but every state school must 
have one. You may find the policy on a school’s 
website or in its brochure or leaflet – or you can 
contact the head teacher direct and ask to see 
a copy.  
 

 Find out more about bullying at school if you 
live in England by visiting gov.uk, or by visiting 
wales.gov.uk if you live in Wales. Scotland’s 
national anti-bullying service, Respectme, 
also offers useful advice for parents, while 
those living in Northern Ireland can find lots of 
information by visiting the Education Support 
for Northern Ireland website. 

 
 
Truancy 
There are only two instances when your child is 
allowed to miss school: when they are too ill to go 
to school; and when you’ve received permission 
in advance from the school to keep them away 
(including if you want to take your child out of 
school for a holiday during normal term times). If 
your child misses school in any other 
circumstances, you may be contacted by the 
school or your local authority’s education welfare 
officer, even if they’re off school for just a day. 
 
Parents have a legal obligation to make sure their 
children get a full-time education – whether at 
school or at home – which means you can be 

taken to court if they stay away from school for 
any other than the allowed reasons.  This won’t 
happen immediately, and you should receive 
warnings from your local authority as well as 
offers of help to get your child back to school. 
Occasionally, pupils can be excluded from school 
for persistent truancy too. 
 
If you’re having problems getting your child to go 
to school, the first place you should go for help is 
the school itself, where you should talk to your 
child’s teacher. The aim is that, between you, you 
can come up with a plan to improve your child’s 
attendance at school. 
 
If you live in England or Wales and your child 
continues to stay away from school for no good 
reason, your local authority or the school may 
give you a Parenting Order, Education 
Supervision Order, School Attendance Order or it 
may fine you (if you don’t pay the fine, you may 
be prosecuted). In Northern Ireland, your local 
Education and Library Board may apply for an 
Education Supervision Order for your child. 
 

 There’s more information online about truancy 
and your legal obligation to send your child to 
school if you live in England, Wales, Scotland 
or Northern Ireland.  

 
Discrimination 
Discrimination at school includes sexual 
harassment/discrimination, racial 
harassment/discrimination, disability 
discrimination and discrimination because of 
sexual orientation.  Sexual harassment – whether 
carried out by a teacher or another pupil – can 
amount to a criminal offence (for teachers, it is 
considered to be gross misconduct and can lead 
to them losing their job).  Sexual discrimination, 

https://www.gov.uk/school-attendance-absence/overview
https://www.gov.uk/school-attendance-absence/overview
http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2009/12/04134640/8
https://www.nidirect.gov.uk/articles/school-attendance-absence-and-law
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on the other hand, is when someone is treated 
differently than another person of the opposite 
sex, purely because of they are male or female. 
 
Racial harassment and discrimination should be 
tackled by schools via an anti-racist policy, which 
outlines how the school discourages and stops 
racist behaviour. If your child is having problems 
and their school doesn’t have an anti-racist policy 
in place, you may need specialist legal help, as 
it’s against the law for any school or college to 
discriminate against or harass you or your child 
on account of their race.  
 
It’s also against the law for any school or college 
to discriminate against disabled children, children 
who are lesbian or gay or those who have lesbian 
or gay parents.  
 
If your child has experienced any form of 
discrimination at school, the first thing you should 
do is make the head teacher aware of it. It may 
also be a good idea to speak to an organisation 
such as your local Citizens Advice Bureau for 
further help. There’s also more information about 
discrimination in education on the Citizens Advice 
website and at gov.uk. 
 
Exclusion 
Different schools have different procedures for 
excluding a child from school as well as the way 
in which you can challenge its decision. Exclusion 
used to be called being expelled or suspended, 
and can be temporary (which means your child 
will be suspended from school for a fixed amount 
of time – not more than 45 days during any single 
school year) or permanent. It can be applied to a 
child who is in breach of school discipline – this 
could be anything from refusing to wear the 
correct school uniform to actual or threatened 

violence against another pupil or teacher. 
 
Contact your school direct if you want to find out 
more about its exclusion procedures. Meanwhile, 
you should be aware that no school can 
discriminate against a child on account of their 
race, sex or disability. If you believe any of these 
types of discrimination are involved in your child’s 
exclusion, it’s important to make a complaint and 
mention it straight away. 
 
If you live in England or Wales and your child has 
been excluded from school, your local education 
authority could give you a parenting order. This 
means you must make sure your child is under 
control and attends any counselling or other 
programmes the authority believes necessary. If 
you don’t keep to the terms of the parenting 
order, you could face a fine. 
 
Government guidance on exclusions that have to 
be followed by local authority maintained schools, 
academies, free schools and pupil referral units in 
England is available at gov.uk. There’s also 
further advice online for parents living in Scotland, 
Wales and Northern Ireland. 
 
 

What should you do next? 
 
Depending on the problem, it may be a good idea 
to have a chat with your child’s teacher, head 
teacher and some of the other parents before 
going on to approach the school’s governing body 
(or equivalent body). You may, for instance, find 
that other parents are experiencing the same 
problem too, which means you could take action 
together. 
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/269681/Exclusion_from_maintained_schools__academies_and_pupil_referral_units.pdf
http://www.gov.scot/resource/doc/294630/0091104.pdf
http://gov.wales/topics/educationandskills/schoolshome/pupilsupport/exclusion/?lang=en
https://www.nidirect.gov.uk/articles/school-discipline-suspensions-and-expulsions
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To raise the issue at a meeting of the governing 
body, call or write to the governing body’s clerk 
first, and let them know your intentions. All of 
these steps are informal.  However, if you can’t 
come up with a solution to your problem that 
you’re happy with, it’s time to make a formal 
complaint. 

Making a formal complaint 
 
The first formal complaint you should make is to 
the school. First, ask the school for a copy of its 
complaints procedure, as all education authority 
maintained schools in England and Wales have to 
have a formal complaints procedure that you 
should follow (schools in Northern Ireland should 
also have their own complaints procedures).  If 
your complaint cannot be sorted out by the school 
(it may be dealt with by the head teacher or   
another member of staff), it will be considered by 
the school governors. 
 
Meanwhile in Scotland, after talking to teachers, 
parents and the school’s parent council, you 
should appeal direct to the education authority. 
You may also want to appeal to the local 
education authority or organisation that set up the 
school in other parts of the country too. Ask the 
school, local education authority or the 
organisation that set up the school about any 
appeals procedures that are in place. 
 
Certain complaints can also be made to the 
relevant ombudsman in England, Wales, Scotland 
or Northern Ireland. These include complaints 
about school admissions, permanent exclusions, 
school transport, special educational needs and 
student support. 
 

In England, you can also complain to Ofsted if the 
problem affects the whole school (for instance, 
problems that affect the management of the 
school or the quality of the school’s education). If 
your child’s school is maintained by the local 
education authority, you can complain to the 
Department of Education, or the Education 
Funding Agency if your child’s school is an 
academy, a free school, a university 
technical college or a studio school. 
Parents living in Wales can also get advice from 
the Advisory Centre for Education about issues 
they may want to complain about, including 
bullying, school admissions, exclusions and 
special educational needs. Meanwhile in Northern 
Ireland, the Education Authority and the Council 
for Catholic Maintained Schools may also be 
able to deal with parents’ complaints. 
 

Complain to your MP 
 
You may also want to bring the issue of your 
complaint up with your MP, Welsh Assembly 
Member (AM), Member of the Northern Ireland 
Assembly (MLA) or Member of the Scottish 
Parliament (MSP). 
 
If you don’t know who your MP, AM, MLA or MSP 
is, you can find their details online. Write to them 
via the House of Commons, Welsh Assembly, 
Northern Ireland Assembly or Scottish Parliament. 
Alternatively, you could go and see them at their 
‘surgery’, where you can talk to them face to face. 
MPs, AMs, MLAs and MSPs usually hold 
surgeries once a week and advertise them in the 
local press and the local library.  
 

Getting legal help 
 

http://www.lgo.org.uk/make-a-complaint
http://www.ombudsman-wales.org.uk/
https://www.spso.org.uk/
https://www.nidirect.gov.uk/articles/making-complaint-against-government-or-public-bodies
https://contact.ofsted.gov.uk/online-complaints
https://form.education.gov.uk/fillform.php?self=1&form_id=cCCNJ1xSfBE&type=form&ShowMsg=1&form_name=Contact+the+Department+for+Education&noRegister=false&ret=%2Fmodule%2Fservices&noLoginPrompt=1
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/education-funding-agency/about/complaints-procedure#how-to-complain
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/education-funding-agency/about/complaints-procedure#how-to-complain
http://www.ace-ed.org.uk/
https://www.nidirect.gov.uk/contacts/education-authority
https://www.nidirect.gov.uk/contacts/contacts-az/council-catholic-maintained-schools-ccms
https://www.nidirect.gov.uk/contacts/contacts-az/council-catholic-maintained-schools-ccms
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You may also want to bring the issue of your 
complaint up with your MP, Welsh Assembly 
Member (AM), Member of the Northern Ireland 
Assembly (MLA) or Member of the Scottish 
Parliament (MSP). 
 
If you decide to go ahead, your solicitor will 
review your information and you’ll have an 
informal meeting with a barrister. The barrister will 
decide whether or not you have a case and who 
is liable – such as the head teacher, the school 
governors or the local education authority. Be 
aware, however, that it could take many months 
before your case goes to court. 
 

Useful links 
 
If you are experiencing any of the issues covered 
in this guide, in the first instance call our free 
helpline on 0808 801 0550. Our Advisors will 
listen without judging and will work with you as 
best they can to achieve a positive outcome. 
If you prefer you can email:  
helpline@ltcharity.org. Visit our website: 
www.licensedtradecharity.org.uk It’s full of useful 
information about the kind of issues we know 
people who work in the licensed trade face. 
 

Other sources of information 
 
Citizens Advice 
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/ For free 
practical advice on a wide range of issues, 
including how to deal with problems at school. 
 
The Office of the Children’s Commissioner for 
England 
www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk  

This government office looks after the interests of 
children and young people. 
 
Children’s Commissioner for Wales 
www.childcom.org.uk  
Offers advice about children’s rights and welfare. 
 
Scotland’s Commissioner for Children and 
Young People 
www.cypcs.org.uk  
An independent person appointed by the Scottish 
Parliament to safeguard and promote the rights of 
children and young people (they cannot take up 
individual cases).  
 
Northern Ireland Commissioner 
for Children and Young People 
www.niccy.org  
This office has a casework team that deals with 
complaints from children and young people. 
 
Red Balloon 
www.redballoonlearner.org  
Red Balloon is a charity that supports young 
people who self-exclude or are isolated at school 
because of bullying or other trauma. 
 
Kidscape 
www.kidscape.org.uk  
A charity that works to keep children safe from 
bullying and sexual abuse. 
 
Bullying UK 
www.bullying.co.uk  
Offers advice and support about bullying, as well 
as an online forum where you can share 
whatever’s on your mind. 
 
Anti-bullying alliance 
www.anti-bullyingalliance.org.uk  

https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/
http://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/
http://www.childcom.org.uk/
http://www.cypcs.org.uk/
http://www.niccy.org/
http://www.redballoonlearner.org/
http://www.kidscape.org.uk/
http://www.bullying.co.uk/
http://www.anti-bullyingalliance.org.uk/
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A coalition of organisations and individuals 
working to stop bullying. 
 
Education Action Challenging Homophobia 
www.each.education/  
Help for those who are being discriminated 
against in school or college because of sexual 
orientation.  

http://www.each.education/

