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Problems with bladder and bowel 
control are among the most 
common medical conditions that 
children and young people expe-

rience, and affect >900,000 children and 
young people (NHS England, 2018). Due to 
embarrassment, stigma and the mistaken 
belief that children will grow out of the 
problems, many families do not ask for 
help. Bladder and bowel issues such as day-
time bladder problems, bedwetting, con-
stipation and soiling can have a devastating 
impact on a child’s learning, development 
and quality of life. A lack of awareness 
among health and education professionals, 
along with concern that a child’s peers will 
discover their difficulty, negatively affects 
many learners’ experience of school. 
Research has shown that teenagers with 
incontinence are at greater risk of undera-
chieving academically and need more sup-
port to remove barriers so they can reach 
their academic potential (Whale et al, 2018).

Bladder & Bowel UK (www.bbuk.org.uk) 
and ERIC, The Children’s Bowel & Bladder 
Charity (www.eric.org.uk), were receiving 
an increasing number of contacts from 

families, health professionals and young 
people struggling to arrange appropriate 
support in educational establishments for 
bladder and bowel issues. This included 
some parents being expected to go to school 
to help a child change, some schools 
restricting access to toilets and drinks, not 
ensuring clean facilities and being anxious 
about providing support for stoma/catheter 
care. Our helplines had also had calls from 
nurseries and schools wanting a better 
understanding of their responsibilities and 
how to support children in their care. 

Department for Education (2014) guid-
ance on managing medical needs in schools 
does not highlight continence conditions, 
and access to training about bladder and 
bowel health for those working in education 
is varied across the UK. Helpline contacts 
indicated a lack of understanding on the 
part of schools can result in anxiety about 
safeguarding when intimate care is needed, 
or a perception of behaviour or parenting 
problems, rather than genuine health issues. 

ERIC surveyed 320 families about 
school absence because of continence  
difficulties and found:
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In this article...
●   The importance of supporting schools to promote good bowel and bladder health
●   Improving the understanding of managing continence issues in educational settings
●   Working with families, schools and heath professionals to identify needs
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●	 	Parents should not be expected to go to 
school to change their children. 
The collaborative nature of this project 

shows the power of one voice giving con-
sistent, practical information to all 
involved in supporting children through 
their education. However, it was initially 
challenging to find the right people to con-
sult outside of our networks. 

Next steps
Feedback to date has been immensely posi-
tive. One head of school nursing said:

“I have already shared [the guide] 
with the leads for school nursing to ask 
them to share with teams and start a 
conversation with their schools.” 
Plans for wider dissemination and devel-

opment are on hold due to Covid-19. How-
ever, we have a plan to build on the guid-
ance’s success with an education campaign, 
delivering learning sessions and classroom-
based activities to raise the profile of the 
importance of good bowel and bladder 
health in children. This will be comple-
mented with digital and print resources 
that include lesson plans for early-years 
workers and teachers that complement the 
curriculum, worksheets, customisable 
posters, drinking-chart templates, Bristol 
Stool charts and hydration charts.

Conclusion
The partnership between the charities, and 
collaboration with parents, schools and spe-
cialist nurses has resulted in a resource that 
outlines the prevalence and range of conti-
nence conditions, encourages positive 
action between school and home, and pro-
vides information and strategies to prevent 
and manage bladder and bowel conditions 
in educational settings. We consulted widely 
to ensure we did not replicate existing work, 
but filled gaps to provide a free, accessible 
solution in response to a long-unmet need. 
Feedback has shown this tool is useful for 
families, schools and health professionals, 
and benefits the child. NT

● Contact the author about this project at: 
davina.richardson@disabledliving.co.uk
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what they can, and should, do to help. 
It includes information on safeguarding 

and outlines the relevant legislation for 
each of the four nations. It also includes a 
sample intimate-care policy, care plan and 
toilet charter that can be amended and 
adapted to meet local need, in response to 
feedback that these resources would be 
useful for schools, children and health pro-
fessionals supporting them. There is also 
an index of continence conditions and pre-
scribable aids and treatments. 

The guidance was formally endorsed by 
the Association for Continence Advice, 
Royal College of Nursing, School and Public 
Health Nurses Association, Paediatric Con-
tinence Forum, National Association of Pri-
mary Education and the All Wales Conti-
nence Forum. DfE has indicated that it will 
consider linking to the guidance when its 
managing medical conditions in schools 
document – DfE (2014) – is reviewed.

We made five key recommendations:
●	 	Education settings should be aware of 

bladder and bowel conditions and their 
role in supporting affected children; 

●	 	Education settings should know how to 
promote healthy bladder and bowels by 
encouraging learners to stay hydrated 
while at school and ensuring learners 
have access to clean, well-stocked 
toilets at intervals appropriate to the 
needs of the individual child; 

●	 	Children must not be refused admission 
to school due to continence difficulties; 

●	 	Learners known to have continence 
difficulties should be offered a care 
plan to ensure their individual needs 
are met in school; 

●	 	89% of children affected by bowel or 
bladder conditions took time off school; 

●	 	32% had more than two weeks off;
●	 	14% had more than a month off. 

There was a clear need for guidance for 
schools, families and health professionals 
on managing continence issues in educa-
tional settings.

Developing the guidance
Bladder & Bowel UK and ERIC agreed to col-
laborate to produce clear information and 
guidance on bladder and bowel health in 
educational settings. We identified cam-
paign information that needed updating 
and pockets of work that were being done 
between continence services and schools. 
Our goal was to collate the information, 
ensure it was up to date and fill in the gaps.

In autumn 2018, we set out the aims, 
objectives and a project plan. An online 
search was done to identify what information 
already existed across the UK’s four nations, 
including current legislation; this was 
reviewed with professionals across health, 
education and early years to agree how best to 
update and strengthen it to raise awareness 
and improve knowledge. It was decided that a 
single document covering early years, pri-
mary and secondary education would be 
most appropriate and address the transition 
of the child through the education system. 

A draft document was created by repre-
sentatives from the two charities and con-
sulted on widely with parents, health visi-
tors, school nurses, children’s continence 
nurses, early-years and school/college staff 
and governors, and departments of the 
devolved governments before the final ver-
sion was published. 

The result
In October 2019, Managing Bladder and Bowel 
Issues in Nurseries, Schools and Colleges 
(Bladder & Bowel UK and ERIC, 2019) was 
published on both charities’ websites as a 
downloadable PDF. It is a comprehensive 
guide for education settings to help profes-
sionals understand the numbers of children 
affected; the causes of the problems; and 
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Advice for setting up similar projects 
●		When working in collaboration, it is vital to agree, from the outset, the expectations, 

terms of reference and what each person/organisation will contribute 
●		A wide range of skills are important in a project team – clinical expertise, leadership 

experience and communication all add value to the guideline development process
●		Consult widely and be open to comments and criticism 
●		Be transparent and, once changes are made, share drafts again before finalising 
●		Be clear from the outset the methods of dissemination that will be used and ensure 

you have the expertise and contacts to help achieve your plan
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“This demonstrates excellent 
collaboration between third-
sector, education, health and 
care services to improve the 
quality of life of children and 
young people, and reduces 
absence from education”
(Judges’ comment) 


