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C
linicians working with 
children with Type 1 
diabetes will be only too 
familiar with the current 
‘postcode lottery’ –  where 

the care a child receives in school is 
dependent less on the child’s needs,  
and more on the willingness and capacity 
of the school to be able to provide it. 
Diabetes UK is also well aware of the 
issues, with the Advocacy team receiving 
an average of 10 new enquiries about 
care in school every month.

However, good care in school is not 
only possible, but it is happening in some 
UK schools. In addition to the problems, 
we hear positive stories of individual 
schools and, in some cases, whole local 
authority areas, who provide excellent 
care for children with Type 1 diabetes, 
supported by paediatric diabetes teams. 

    
Parent concerns
To assess the current situation, in 
February 2014, Diabetes UK carried out 
an online survey of 434 parents of children 
with Type 1 diabetes. It found that:
● more than one in three felt that the   
 school had not adequately planned  
 the support needed to help their child  
 manage their Type 1 diabetes in school 
● 22 per cent of parents were dissatisfied  
 with their child’s support in school

When we look back on our school days  
it might be with anything from 

fondness and pride to regret and relief 
that they’re over. For children with Type 1 

diabetes, though, there could also 
be frustration or anger that their diabetes 

wasn’t managed as well as it might 
have been. Diabetes UK Clinical Advisor, 

Libby Dowling, explains how the 
charity is campaigning to improve diabetes 

care in the school setting

MAKING 
THE GRADE
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 in school
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● 38 per cent of children did not have  
 a care plan that fully met their needs  
 in school
● 14 per cent were concerned their child  
 would not be supported if they were to  
 experience hypoglycaemia1.

There are also concerns from school 
staff. A focus group organised by 
Diabetes UK in January 2014 confirmed 
the general willingness from school staff 
to support children with Type 1 that 
previous ad-hoc conversations had 
suggested. However, the following were 
highlighted as concerns:
● Fear of legal action if something goes    

 wrong can result in an unwillingness to  
 take on medical care. 
● A school’s insurance may not cover   
 staff to undertake medical procedures.
● Lack of funding for the extra care that  
 is required. 
● Teachers’ contracts do not state a    
 requirement to provide any level of   
 medical care.
● Insufficient training and ongoing support  
 around managing diabetes in school.

As paediatric diabetes clinicians are 
well aware, appropriate management of 
Type 1 diabetes at school is vital. First of 
all, to maintain the immediate safety of the 

child, as poorly managed Type 1 diabetes 
can lead to hypo- and hyperglycaemia.  
Then, there is the long-term health of  
the child to consider –  poor management 
increases the risk of long-term 
complications in adulthood2 and, as 
children spend a significant proportion  
of their time at school, suboptimal 
management during the school day can, 
over time, contribute to this. 
This is particularly pertinent 
when we consider the 
general poor diabetes 
management in the child 
population, with fewer than 
one in five children and 
young people achieving recommended 
HbA1c levels of less than 58mmol/mol3. 
Finally, poor diabetes management can 
lead to poorer academic performance4.. 
With growing numbers of children being 
diagnosed with Type 1 diabetes, and 
being diagnosed at a younger age5,  
there is an urgent need to ensure that all 
children receive the care and support they 
need to manage their diabetes in school.

Make the grade 
It is with these issues in mind that 
Diabetes UK launched phase 3 of its 
Children and Young Person’s campaign, 
Type 1 diabetes: Make the grade.  

While this phase of the campaign was 
always scheduled for 2014, in 2013 an 
opportunity was identified (in England 
only) in the Children and Families Bill to 
make provision for children with medical 
conditions at school. The bill proposed 
sweeping changes to the Special 
Educational Needs Framework, but failed 
to consider the needs of children with 

medical conditions but no 
special educational need. 
Diabetes UK led a 
coalition of children’s 
healthcare charities to 
push for an amendment 
to the Children and 

Families Bill to include children with 
medical conditions. This was successful 
and there is now a legal duty in England 
placed on schools to make provision for 
the care of children with medical 
conditions, including Type 1 diabetes.    

Following this, was a need to ensure 
that the guidance the Department for 
Education (DfE) provided for schools on 
supporting pupils with medical needs 
was clear, robust and effective. Diabetes 
UK worked closely with the DfE to ensure 
that the needs of children with Type 1 
diabetes were reflected appropriately in 
the guidance. This would not have been 
possible without the many parents and 
clinicians who responded to the DfE’s 
public consultation and stated the issues 
children face, and what was needed to 
resolve them. The result is guidance for 
schools that should significantly improve 
the level of care offered to children with 
Type 1 diabetes. The new law, and 
accompanying guidance, becomes 
effective from September 2014.  

UK schools guidance
While this new law only applies to 
England, appropriate care in school must 
be available for children in all UK nations. 
Diabetes Scotland and Diabetes UK 
Northern Ireland have worked with their 
respective governments to produce 
nation-specific guidance. Supporting 
Children and Young People with Type 1 
Diabetes in Education has been 
published in Scotland6, and the Northern 
Ireland guidance is expected in autumn/
winter 2014. In Wales, Diabetes UK 
Cymru is in discussion with the Welsh 

✔ A MEDICAL 
CONDITIONS POLICY
This should be drawn 
up with healthcare 
professionals, outline 
what to do in 
emergencies, contain 
guidance on the 
administration & 
storage of medicine, 
include roles and 
responsibilities and  
be regularly evaluated.

✔ AN INDIVIDUAL 
HEALTHCARE PLAN 
(IHP) 
Every child with Type 1 

should have an IHP 
that details their 
individual care needs. 
The child, parent, 
school staff and 
paediatric diabetes 
specialist nurse (PDSN) 
should contribute to it.

✔ EVERYBODY 
WORKING TOGETHER
Supporting a child in 
school is not the sole 
responsibility of one 
person. Schools, local 
authorities, families 
and healthcare 
providers must work 

together in the child’s 
best interest.  

✔ TRAINING AND 
SUPPORT FOR 
SCHOOL STAFF
This is vital to ensure 
that school staff are 
competent and 
confident to provide 
the care needed. While 
it is PDSNs that are key 
to providing this 
special training,  
paediatric dietitians, 
school nurses and 
parents may also  
be involved.

In order to support children with Type 1 in school, 
the following needs to be in place:

...need to 
ensure better 
diabetes care 
at school



Government regarding its 2010 guidance, 
Access to Education and Support for 
Children and Young People with Medical 
Needs, considering what can be learned 
from the guidance in England, and 
exploring the possibility of revising the 
information it provides to schools.

New resources
The Children and Families Act (2014)  
in England and the current/upcoming 
guidance in the other UK nations do not 
solve the problem of appropriate support 
in school. To raise awareness of Type 1 
and its management and make sure that 
all relevant people are aware of their roles 
and responsibilities, Diabetes UK has 
produced a suite of resources for school 
staff, parents and children:

Two packs – one for parents and 
carers of children with Type 1 diabetes, 
and one for school staff. These packs 
contain useful information such as the 
standard of care a child with Type 1 
should receive in school, information 
about diabetes and handy tools and 
templates. The packs are called Type 1 
diabetes at school: Parent pack and  
Type 1 diabetes at school: School pack 
and are free to order. 

A new school section on our website 
provides more detailed information for 
school staff, families and healthcare 

professionals about the role they play 
supporting children at school. With 
relevant information and guidelines  
for each nation, it is available at www.
diabetes.org.uk/schools. 

Our video, Hands Up for Diabetes, 
showcases parents, children, teachers 
and PDSNs telling their stories about how 
good care for children with Type 1 
diabetes is possible. The primary 
audience for the video is teachers and 
school staff, though parents are likely to 
find it useful as well.

Type 1 diabetes: Make the grade is 

supported by Tesco, allowing Diabetes UK 
to increase the reach of the campaign 
and develop further resources and 
support. Part of these plans is the Care in 
School Helpline, an advocacy service 
provided by trained volunteers, which 
launches in mid-October and will give 
parents of children with Type 1 diabetes 
information and support to get the right 
care at their child’s school.      
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Better diabetes 
care in school = a 
brighter future for 

children with Type  1 

More about the new resources 
and how to order packs at 

www.diabetes.org.uk/schools


