E;»

— )
Y

UNISON

N

the public service union
Gavin Williamson MP
Secretary of State for Education
Department for Education
20 Great Smith
St Westminster
London
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22 January 2021

Dear Secretary of State,

| write to raise concerns on behalf of school staff who work in special schools, to ensure the
Government is keeping all staff safe during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Statistics from your own Department show that the rate of COVID infection for school staff is
noticeably higher than for the general population, and even higher than teachers. One report
has suggested that infection rates for school staff could be three times higher in primary
schools and almost seven times higher in special schools than the general population.

Therefore, urgent action is needed to ensure that special schools are a safe environment. We
agree that the most vulnerable children should be in school, but the wider definition of
“vulnerable” seen in this current lockdown has led to a significant increase in numbers of pupils
attending special schools. This is putting support staff and pupils in these schools at risk and
undermining the benefits of reducing community transmission.

We ask the Government to implement urgent additional measures for special schools,
including:

¢ Urgently review the DfE guidance on who can be considered a “vulnerable learner” or
child of a key worker and give additional flexibility to schools to decide which children
and young people need to be in schools. In particular, the guidance should make clear
that that it may not be possible for every student with an Education, Health and Care
plan to attend their special school or alternative provision setting (AP).

e Asking schools to carry out individual risk assessments of each pupil, with the
emphasis on only attending the site where a pupil’'s circumstances mean that it is
genuinely not possible for them to be educated at home. If necessary, a rota system
or part-time learning option may need to be implemented in order to safely balance
time in school for students with the risk of COVID.

o Expedite the process of providing IT equipment for special school and AP pupils, with
any specialist adaptions needed to access learning made.

e Prioritise support staff in special schools in Phase 2 of the vaccination rollout. The
increased risk is now evident amongst support staff in special schools and we must
ensure the vaccination programme continues to save lives.

As National Education Secretary for UNISON, | would welcome the opportunity to speak with
you in the coming weeks to discuss these issues, to ensure the whole of our schools workforce
remains safe whilst pupils receive the best education possible under the circumstances. We
look forward to continuing our work with you and your Department.
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