FOR DECISION

SCHOOL ATTENDANCE, TESTING AND CHRISTMAS

Date: 04-12-2020 From:  Name Redacted
James Rogers (C-19 Taskforce)

Deadline: 07-12-2020

SUMMARY

1. Attendance remains lower since half term, though with some improvement this week.
The Education Secretary has written to you (attached) with plans to improve
attendance and roll out testing in schools. He does not want to use the strongest lever
(emergency Ofsted inspections this side of Christmas), but proposes a focus on
attendance in next term’s Ofsted monitoring visits.

2. He separately proposes giving schools flexibility to end term early on the 17th
December, with all teaching time made up later. This responds to SAGE advice to
avoid social contact for at least 5 days before meeting older relatives at Christmas, and
operational concerns that schools may otherwise need to conduct contact tracing up to
and on Christmas Eve.

3. We recommend that:

a. you meet DfE SoS next week to test his plans to improve attendance — if there
1s time;

b. DfE presents to COVID-O a full, detailed plan on testing in schools next term
for approval before Christmas;

c. you agree to DfE’s proposal on flexibility to end term from the 17th December.

ATTENDANCE IN SCHOOLS & OFSTED INSPECTIONS

4. On 3rd December, face-to-face attendance overall was up slightly on the previous
week at 86% (90% in primary and 81% in secondary; 73% for secondary pupils with
a social worker, compared to ¢c90% on average in normal times). Annex A shows
trends since summer. Absence that is neither Covid-related (positive cases or close
contacts) nor normal school absence is over 4% in secondary schools, or around
150,000 pupils/day.

5. Several areas with lower case rates also have very low attendance. In Southampton,
Portsmouth and Milton Keynes, for example, secondary attendance is 73%, 72% and
68% respectively; 63%, 69% and 57% for children with a social worker. We think
emergency Ofsted inspections would help with this sort of non-attendance, and, for
example, it would be possible for Ofsted to undertake up to 10 visits to schools in these
areas next week.

6. The Education Secretary’s letter proposes continuing to challenge schools that aren’t
open and bearing down on bubble sizes; funding from HMT to bolster the LA
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attendance officer workforce (rejected by HMT); and, ensuring that clinically
vulnerable children discuss attending school with their health practitioner.

7. He has not agreed to commission the emergency Ofsted inspections this side of
Christmas that your office asked him to take forward, which he believes is a
disproportionate measure. Instead, he proposes to target Ofsted’s remaining research
visits this term (not inspections) at schools in low-attendance areas and that Ofsted
examines attendance when monitoring visits of weaker schools resume in January.

8. We will continue to press and if the diary allows, we will put a stocktake with
the Education Secretary in the diary for next week and ask him to set out his
alternatives to Ofsted inspections and their impact. You can challenge him on
whether he has ‘gripped the steering wheel’ to address this before Christmas, as you
asked when you met last week.

TESTING IN SCHOOLS

9. As discussed, serial testing can keep close contacts of cases in school and reduce
Covid-related non-attendance. DfE SoS proposes a targeted approach to roll out in
schools and colleges next term, including prioritising asymptomatic and serial testing
for teachers in secondary schools, and serial testing for pupils in exam years. Your
Taskforce is supportive of this proposal, although DfE does not yet have robust
delivery plans or clarity on any funding support schools will need.

10. As testing prioritisation decisions are taken via COVID-O, we are commissioning DfE
to present a fully worked-up plan to a pre-Christmas COVID-O to ensure rollout in
January. We will update you after that.

CHRISTMAS HOLIDAYS

11. DfE proposes giving schools flexibility to end term on 17/12, rather than 18/12 as
planned for the majority and 22/12 for a minority (covering 0.8% of the school
population). This is on the basis that pupils should not lose any school time, with staff
training days used where possible or time made up later. This is a proportionate way
to respond to SAGE’s advice to avoid social contacts for at least 5 days before meeting
vulnerable relatives. Later finishing schools are pushing hard to close earlier, and
headteachers are concerned that they may need to conduct contact tracing up to
Christmas Eve; this change is likely to be warmly welcomed by teachers. Do you agree
to this slightly earlier end to term?

NEW CONTINGENCY FRAMEWORK
12. You expressed concern about the DfE’s new contingency framework for schools. To
reassure you, the new framework ultimately makes it harder to use the contingency, as
it i1s clear that no area can implement it without the explicit agreement of central
government. This change reduces the risk that local areas act unilaterally, as a number

have tried recently (e.g. Blackburn).
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