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UK COVID-19 INQUIRY — MODULE 8

WITNESS STATEMENT OF DEREK BAKER

I, Derek Baker, am a retired Permanent Secretary for the Department of Education (DE) in
Northern Ireland having retired on 27 November 2020. During the period from 28 November
2020 to 28 February 2021, the post was covered by Lianne Patterson carrying out the
required duties and acting as Accounting Officer to comply with regulatory requirements. |
was then succeeded by Dr Mark Browne who was in post from 1 March 2021. The Rule 9
request was issued to the Acting Permanent Secretary of DE Ronnie Armour who transferred
to DE on 3 July 2023 and who has been Acting Permanent Secretary since 2™ December
2024. In signing this statement, | have been assured by the Acting Permanent Secretary that

he has had access to all the required documentation {o ensure compliance with this request.

DE officials have searched thoroughly for any available evidence to assist with the writing of
this statement. Although | was not employed by DE for an extended time during the specified
period | am satisfied that, by documents provided to the Inquiry and exhibited to this
statement and, by assurance from key current and former DE officials who were present
during that period, including Dr Browne, that this statement fully and accurately sets out DE

involvement during the pandemic.

| understand that The Executive Office has provided the Inquiry with all the Permanent
Secretary Stocktake group meeting minutes, and for the purposes of Module 2C the Inquiry
was provided with the papers supplied to the Executive. Therefore, | will not duplicate, and |
have not referenced them within this statement. | note the significant efforts made by the
Department to keep elected representatives apprised of developments as DE addressed the
many challenges posed by the Covid-19 pandemic and the closure of schools. At the initial
stages | personally briefed the Education Committee on developments, often accompanied
by the Minister. These meetings were supplemented by written progress reports submitted
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to the Committee beginning in May 2020 examples provided - DB 000 — INQ000651638 and
DB 000a —- INQO000651639.
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PART A - ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES OF THE GOVERNMENT IN NORTHERN IRELAND
IN RELATION TO CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE

10.

Department of Education’s Role in relation to Children and Young People

DE is one of nine Northern Ireland Departments and is a body corporate.

Education is a transferred matter in Northern Ireland (that is, a devolved matter), it being
neither an ‘excepted’ nor a ‘reserved’ matter within the meaning of section 4 of the Northern
Ireland Act 1998. The statutory functions (powers and duties) of DE are contained in various
pieces of Northern Ireland legislation. In Northern Ireland responsibility for Further and Higher

Education sits with the Department for the Economy.

The Education Minister has overall political responsibility and accountability for DE's statutory

functions. The Minister sets the strategic policy and resources framework for DE.

On the formation of the Executive in January 2020, Peter Weir MLA was appointed Minister
of Education. Minister Weir then appointed Peter Martin as the Special Adviser (SpAd) to
Education in February 2020. In June 2021, Michelle Mcllveen MLA was appointed Minister

of Education and retained Peter Martin as the Special Adviser.

Ministers have authority to determine policy and operational matters within their departments,
although this is qualified in Northern Ireland by a statutory requirement for matters which are

cross-cutting, significant or controversial to be the subject of consideration by the Executive.

The role of the Special Adviser is to advise the Minister from a party-political perspective on
issues and options presented by civil servants. While the Special Advisor has a role to play
in decision making, they cannot make decisions on the Minister's behalf or instruct civil

servants to amend their advice to the Minister.

DE is managed by a Departmental Board, made up of senior staff and two independent Board
members under the leadership of the Permanent Secretary. The Board meets to discuss
strategic issues and to plan, prioritise and report on progress. Whilst issues are discussed at
Departmental Board, decisions are made by the Minister on the advice of departmental
officials or advice from relevant experts, depending on the issue e.g. during the pandemic

the officials and the Minister received advice from the Chief Medical Officer/Chief Scientific
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1.

12.

Officer and the Minister for Health. A list of Senior Officials and current staff is evidenced at
DB 001 - INQO000617087.

DE has a wide and complex range of functions impacting on all areas of a child’s wellbeing,
having overall responsibility and accountability for the quality of education in schools, youth
organisations and those services offered by early years providers. It also leads on the
development of the Executive Early Learning and Childcare Strategy. Education is provided

to 353,927 children and young people in the following educational settings —

Type of School /Setting No. Of Schools/settings
Voluntary and Private Preschools 322
Nursery Schools 93
Primary Schools 781
Secondary 124
Grammar 66
Special 40

DE is primarily a policy department, setting strategy and policy direction, with the Education
Authority and other arms-length bodies carrying out the delivery of day to day operational
and advisory functions on its behalf. DE routinely exercises its statutory functions in the
sphere of education in conjunction with the following strategic public sector partners and

delivery partners: -

a) Combhairle na Gaelscolaiochta (CnaG); a non-statutory executive non-departmental
public body (NDPB), established o encourage and promote the strategic development

of, and provide guidance and advice to, the Irish medium education sector.

b) Council for Catholic Maintained Schools (CCMS); a statutory executive NDPB,
responsible for the employment of teachers in Catholic maintained schools, effective
planning and management of these schools and for a number of other, mainly advisory,

functions.

c) Council for the Curriculum, Examinations and Assessment (CCEA); a statutory
executive NDPB, established on 1 April 1994. It is responsible for keeping under review
all aspects of the curriculum, examinations and assessment for grant aided schools and

colleges of further education and for undertaking statutory consultation on proposals
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13.

relating to legislation. It also advises DE on matters concerned with the curriculum,
assessment, examinations and external qualifications and accrediting qualifications;
conducting and moderating examinations and assessments, ensuring that standards are
recognised as comparable to standards of examinations and assessments conducted

by other bodies or authorities exercising similar functions in the Great Britain.

d) Education Authority (EA); a statutory executive NDPB responsible for securing
adequate provision for primary and secondary education and for recreational, social,
physical, cultural and youth service activities for grant-aided schools and other grant-

aided educational establishments.

e) General Teaching Council for Northern Ireland (GTCNI); a statutory executive NDPB
for the teaching profession which is dedicated to enhancing the status of teaching and

promoting the highest standards of professional conduct and practice.

f) Middletown Centre for Autism (MCA); a non-statutory executive NDPB (and an agreed
area of co-operation within the North / South Ministerial Council) opened in March 2007
to deliver key educational services on an all-island basis for children with some of the
most complex forms of autism. It is an ‘area of cooperation’ between the DE and the Irish
Department of Education & Skills (DES) (Renamed as Department of Education 22
October 2020), with funding provided on a 50/50 basis and under the oversight of the
North/ South Ministerial Council.

g) Northern Ireland Council for integrated Education (NICIE); a non-statutory executive
NDPB, established to encourage and promote integrated education and provide
guidance and advice to schools in that sector, and to those schools considering

transforming to integrated status.

h) Youth Council for Northern Ireland (YCNI); a statutory executive NDPB, established
under the Youth Service (Northern Ireland) Order 1988. Following the creation of the
EA as a regional body, responsibility for regional youth services funding and support
transferred from the YCNI to the EA on 1 April 2016.

In Northern Ireland DE is responsible for the Youth Service. The statutory provision for the
Youth Service is contained in the Education & Libraries Order NI 1986 (articles 37 & 115
refer) and the Youth Service (NI) Order 1989 which established the YCNI. The Youth Service

in Northern Ireland comprises both statutory youth provision and a diverse voluntary youth
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15.

16.

17.

18.

work sector. The EA’s Youth Service Team has legislative responsibility to provide adequate

facilities for youthwork activities: Article 37, Education & Libraries Order NI 1986 refers.

The YCNI has been non-operational since April 2019 when the then Board’s term of office
ended and in the absence of the Assembly, new appointments which required Ministerial
approval could not be made. Since Ministers returned to office following the restoration of

the NI Assembly, no decision has been taken in relation to the future of the YCNI.

DE invests circa £36m per annum into youth work to encourage children and young people
to mature and reach their potential as responsible citizens, develop personal and social skills
and encourage engagement or re-engagement in positive learning within a non-formal youth
setting. Effective youth work can also overcome barriers to learning by providing
opportunities to gain qualifications, volunteer into leadership roles and develop range of skills
and attributes to improve their life outcomes and contribute to their community and the wider

economy.

The decisions which will be reflected in this statement refer to various guidance notes issued
to educational settings, outlining the non-pharmaceutical interventions for educational
settings, including changes to the legislative requirements of DE to the restriction of

attendance of pupils in schools through Continuity Directions.

Decisions around remote learning, provision of IT equipment and funding for those children
who receive free school meals will also be highlighted and evidenced throughout this

statement.

Under Article 86(1) of the Education (NI) Order 1998, the EA has a duty to “make
arrangements for the provision of suitable education at school or otherwise than at school for
those children of compulsory school age who by reason of ililness, expulsion or suspension
from school or otherwise, may not for any period receive suitable education unless such
arrangements are made for them”. Education Otherwise Than At School (EOTAS) makes
educational provision for children with social, emotional, behavioural, medical or other issues
who, without its provision, cannot sustain access to suitable education. It allows children who
have been expelled from, suspended from, or have otherwise disengaged from their
registered school to participate in education until they achieve a new school place, are
prepared for re-entry to an existing school place or to maintain their education until

compulsory school leaving age.

INQO000588169_0006



19.

20.

Immigration is a reserved matter for the UK Government and not devolved to the Northern
Ireland Executive or NI Departments. The Covid period to which this statement relates pre-
dates the operation of Home Office/MEARS provided accommodation for families seeking
asylum within NI. Children arriving in Northern lreland seeking asylum or refugee /
humanitarian protection have the same right to schooling as any other child and are provided
with a school place irrespective of immigration status. The EA’s Intercultural Education
Service (IES) works with schools, pupils and parents to improve the quality of educational
support provided to children from the Asylum Seeking and Refugee (ASR) communities. The
IES assists families in relation to applications for school places, free school meals and
uniforms, and transport as well as providing information around procedures to help children
and young people with additional learning needs. Children who were within the education
system from the ASR communities during the Covid school closure period were provided
with access o education in the same manner as other children, i.e. through online digital
learning, or through attendance at a specified school open for the purpose of providing
education to vulnerable children and children of key workers. Vulnerable children were
defined as those on the child protection register, or known to social services, and not by

reference to immigration status

The guidance on Vulnerable Children and Young People during Covid-1S3 DB 02 -
INQO000617088 adopted the term “vulnerable” based on Article 17 of the Children (NI) Order
1995. The decision to use this definition was agreed by Richard lrwin Director of Special
Educational Needs at the time, and his counterparts in the other Departments. Similar
definitions were used in England (DfE Guidance) and Scotland (Children’'s
Commissioner). DE’s approach was closely aligned to the approach taken in Scotland (The
Children Act 1995) and England (Children Act 1989).

“17. For the purposes of this Part a child shall be taken to be in need if—

(a)he is unlikely to achieve or maintain, or to have the opportunity of achieving or maintaining,
a reasonable standard of health or development without the provision for him of services
by an authority under this Part;

(b)his health or development is likely to be significantly impaired, or further impaired, without
the provision for him of such services; or

(c)he is disabled,

and “family’, in relation fo such a child, includes any person who has parental responsibility

for the child and any other person with whom he has been living.”
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21.

22.

23.

The DE guidance gave examples of children and young people who may be in need as

follows: -

a)

b)

d)

e)

g)

h)

)

K)

Receiving support from Health & Social Services including family support, child

protection and looked after children services.

On the Child Protection Register.

With statements of special education needs.

Accessing Education Otherwise Than At School (EOTAS).

Accessing Education Nurture Units.

With emerging and diagnosed mental health needs.

Who are homeless.

Who are young carers.

Subject to paramilitary threat.

Whose parents have mental health problems.

Whose parents have alcohol and drug addictions.

Affected by domestic violence.

Once the definition was agreed, DE published Vulnerable Children’s Guidance (10 April
2020) DB 003 - INQ000617091 in partnership with Department of Health (DoH), Public
Health Agency (PHA) and the EA.

DE’s expectation on schools was set out in the then Education Minister’s letter 8 April 2020

DB 003a - INQ000617154 regarding the continued provision of education for those children

and young people who fell within the cross-departmentally agreed definition of ‘vuinerable’.
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24.

25.

26.

A joint Health and Education process at an operational level with schools via the Education
Authority and Public Health Agency was established to consider how best to support children
with complex needs who would normally be receiving support through Special Schools and
from Health services but that support has been impacted by the current COVID-19 pandemic.
The multi-disciplinary and multi-agency approach sought to agree a wraparound plan and
integrated support programme for vulnerable children and families throughout the pandemic.
Parents were engaged initially through Health with the outcome of panel discussions
provided via Special Schools and Health. A regional oversight group which included senior
officers from across the statutory organisations met weekly to discuss progress and issues.
DE did not set internal limits or targets regarding the proportion of children attending
educational settings (including schools and pre-schools) during periods of closure. It was not
uncommon for parents of vulnerable children, many of whom had special educational needs,

to choose not to send them to school due o ongoing health concerns.

The percentage attendance by school type for August 2020 to June 2022 is attached at DB
003b — INQ000548410 EThis data was sourced directly from a standard report run from the

Schools Information Management System (SIMS) of primary, post primary, special and
EOTAS settings. Pre-schools do not have SIMS and therefore a standard report was not
available. | have also attached DB 003c —i INQ000548411 i a copy of a report that was

published weekly that would have included pupil attendance data. The footnotes might prove

useful. For further detail on attendance, please refer to paragraphs 74-76, 124, 185 and 262

DE receives monthly attendance data which is extracted from the Schools Management
System by colleagues within the C2K team in the Education Authority. This data is then
processed to provide a range of monthly reports which are shared with colleagues within DE,
the EA, the Council for Catholic Maintained Schools and the Controlled Schools Support
Council. This arrangement was already in place prior to the Covid-12 pandemic and

continues to be in place for attendance monitoring.

The Department also introduced a Weekly Reporting system across a range of EA Services
to update on the status of and to monitor vulnerable children across the school closure
period, with particular focus on those children / families previously in contact with social
services. Meetings were held weekly via zoom with the Special School Leadership Group,
Education Authority, Public Health Agency and Department of Health. These meetings
addressed and informed several high-profile unique areas of support for children with
complex needs. These meetings continued on a monthly basis until August 2022 and
remained in place on a bi-monthly basis for 22/23 Academic Year.
9
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27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

| have attached a chronology of actions taken by DE DB 004 - INQ000582787, which outlines
the various measures taken by DE including when messages were sent out to schools and

educational settings.

Before addressing the specific issues raised by the Inquiry in connection with the role of DE
during the pandemic, it may assist the Inquiry if we provide a brief overview of the kinds of
responsibilities which are generally exercised by other Northern Ireland Departments in

connection with children and young people.

Department for Economy’s Role in relation to Children and Young People

The Department for Economy’s (DfE) responsibilities include the operation of a range of
employment and skills programmes, as well as oversight and the funding of the further and
higher education sectors. There is some overlap between DfE and DE, in relation to the
education of students aged 16-19 years old, with DfE having policy responsibility in relation
to Further and Higher Education settings, whereas DE has policy responsibility in relation to

post primary schools.

Department of Health’s (DoH) Role in relation to Children and Young People

DoH has statutory responsibility for the regulation and inspection of childcare providers.
Therefore, any decisions regarding the closure of childcare provision and guidance on
restrictions to be applied during the Covid-19 pandemic were a matter for the DoH. By
contrast, DE has policy responsibility for the development of the Executive Early Learning
and Childcare Strategy. Working alongside DoH colleagues, DE administered funding
schemes for childcare providers throughout the pandemic to support them to remain viable

during periods of forced closure and Covid-19 restrictions as instructed by DoH.

In response to Module 2C (Core UK decision-making and political governance — Northern
Ireland) Peter May provided the Inquiry with a high-level description of the Executive makeup
of nine Government Departments including the DoH (in this context, ‘DE’). Mr. May explained
that “the role, functions, and responsibilities both prior to and during the pandemic
fundamentally remained the same including DE's statutory responsibilities under the Health
and Social Care (Reform) Act (Northern Ireland) 2009 to promote an integrated system of

health and social care (HSC) designed to secure improvement: in the physical and mental
10
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32.

33.

34.

health of people in Northern Ireland; the prevention, diagnosis and treatment of illness; and

the social wellbeing of people in Northern Ireland”.

The DoH's general duty under the Health and Social Care (Reform) Act (Northern Ireland)
2009 as outlined above, applies to children and young people in the same way it applies to
adulis. In summary, the DoH has a statutory duty to promote an integrated health care
system to secure improvement in the physical and mental health of children and young
people including the prevention, diagnosis and treatment of iliness, as well as the provision
of social care designed to secure improvement in the social well-being of children and young

people in Northern Ireland.

Responsibility for children’s social care (that is, the support, protection, care, adoption and
after care of children and young people) in Northern Ireland rests with the DoH. By contrast,
in other jurisdictions of the UK, such responsibility rests with their respective Departments

for Education.

The Children (Northern Ireland) Order 1995 (the Children Order) and the Adoption (Northern
Ireland) Order 1987 confer a range of functions and duties on Health and Social Care Trusts
and the Children’s Court Guardian Agency for Northern Ireland (formerly known as the
Northern Ireland Guardian ad Litem Agency), each are arms’ length bodies of the DoH. Their

duties in relation to the provision of social care to children and young people include:

a) Safeguard and promote the welfare of children and young people who are in need
(including disabled children) and in so far as is consistent with that duty, promote the
upbringing of such children by their families by providing a range and level of social care

appropriate to those children’s needs.

b) Undertake an investigation where there are concerns that a child is at risk of, or has
experienced, significant harm and take appropriate action to protect the child from such

harm.

¢) Safeguard and promote the welfare of, and provide support services to, children in care.

d) Provide advice, assistance and support to young people who are preparing to leave care
or who have left care up to age 21, or age 24 if the young person is engaged in education

or training.

11
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35.

36.

37.

38.

39.

40.

e) Provide an adoption service specifically in relation to children who have been, or may

be, adopted.

The Children Order also enables Health and Social Care Trusts, in exercising such functions,
to work in co-operation with other specified statutory bodies including, for example, the EA
and Northern Ireland Housing Executive, and those bodies are under a duty to comply with

such a request for assistance if it is compatible with their own statutory duties or obligations.

Department of Justice’s Role in relation to Children and Young People

The Department of Justice (DoJ) was established in April 2010, following the devolution of
policing and justice matters from Westminster {o the NI Executive. The DOJ functions are
set out in the Northern Ireland Act 1998 (Devolution of Policing and Justice Functions) Order
2010. These include functions transferred from the Northern Ireland Office and the former
Northern Ireland Court Service. The Dod is responsible for the resourcing, legislative and

policy framework of the justice system.

The Dod is currently organised into four directorates, a cross-Executive programme and five
Executive Agencies. The four directorates (Access to Justice, Justice Delivery, Reducing
Offending and Safer Communities) provide the DoJ’s policy functions as well as a range of

corporate services. Each directorate consists of a number of divisions.

As part of its work on victims and witnesses, the Access to Justice Directorate is
responsible for developing and delivering a Victim and Witness Strategy, for promoting Victim
and Witness Charters and for funding Victims Support NI and NSPCC’s Young Witness
Service. Grant funding for these services is provided under section 56 of the Domestic
Violence, Crime and Victims Act 2004.

The NSPCC Young Witness Service is funded by DE to cover all courts in Northern Ireland. It
supports young prosecution victims and withesses under the age of 18 who are called to give
evidence to court. The service is tailored o the needs of each young witness and helps them

to give their best evidence.

Under the provisions of Articles 4 and 5 of the Criminal Evidence (Northern Ireland) Order

1999, children under 18 years of age who are involved in court proceedings are automatically

eligible for special measures. Special measures are a series of provisions that help relieve
12
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41.

42.

43.

44.

45.

some of the stresses associated with attending court to give evidence. Special measures
include permitting the witness to give evidence from outside the courtroom through a video
link either within the court building or a remote evidence centre. The DoJ can also provide a
registered intermediary who can assist the young witnesses with communication during

police interviews and at the trial.

Justice Delivery Directorate is primarily a corporate services function. However, it also
includes the Enabling Access to Justice Division which has policy responsibility for ensuring
appropriate options and supports are in place to support citizens’ access to justice, including
through the legal aid system. The main primary legislation relating o the operation of the
legal aid system in Northern Ireland are the Legal Aid, Advice and Assistance (Northern
Ireland) Order 1981 and the Access to Justice (Northern lreland) Order 2003. The
administration of legal aid is the responsibility of the Legal Services Agency, an Executive

Agency of the DoJ.

Reducing Offending Directorate (ROD) provides end-to-end support to individuals to
reduce the risk of offending through diversion, intervention, rehabilitation and joined-up
custodial services. ROD is responsible for setting reducing offending policy and for
sponsorship of the Northern Ireland Prison Service (NIPS) and the Youth Justice Agency
(YJA). ROD includes a small Youth Justice policy team.

Safer Communities Directorate has responsibility for the resourcing, policy and legislative
framework for policing and community safety and for leading on security within the Northern
Ireland Executive. One of its Divisions, Protection and Organised Crime Division, contains a
small team which provides the devolved justice policy input on human trafficking and child

exploitation issues.

The Dod also hosts the Northern Ireland Executive’s Programme on Paramilitarism and
Organised Crime (‘EPPOC’). EPPOC is a cross-Executive initiative with the overall aim of
creating safer communities, more resilient to paramilitarism, criminality and coercive
control. A number of the projects funded through the programme directly benefit children

and young people.

There are five Executive Agencies in the Dod. The sole focus of one of these Agencies —
the Youth Justice Agency ("YJA’) — is children (aged 10-17) who have offended or are at

serious risk of offending. YJA has two operational directorates:

13
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46.

47.

48.

49.

a) Woodlands Juvenile Justice Centre, which is the sole custodial facility for children in

Northern lreland; and
b} Youth Justice Services which deliver community-based services from eight offices

across Northern Ireland. These services include early diversion schemes and the
supervision of diversionary disposals, non-custodial sentences and the community-
based element of custodial orders.

The principal legislation under which the YJA (and the wider criminal justice system for

children who offend) operates is the Criminal Justice (Children) (Northern Ireland) Order

1998. The Juvenile Justice Centre Rules (Northern Ireland) 2008, made under that Order,

set out the basis under which Woodlands Juvenile Justice Centre operates.

The work of two of the DoJ’s other Executive Agencies is also relevant to Module 8 of the

Inquiry.

The Northern Ireland Courts and Tribunals Service ('NICTS’) is responsible, on behalf
of the DodJ, for:

a) The provision of courthouses and tribunal hearing centres.

b) The provision of administrative support for courts, tribunals and the judiciary.

c) The provision of advice to the Justice Minister on matters relating to the operation of

the courts and tribunals.

d) Enforcing civil judgments through the Enforcement of Judgments Office (EJO).

e) The management of funds held in court on behalf of minors and patients.

f)  The registration of judgments under certain international conventions.

The DoJ’s principal responsibilities (discharged by NICTS) in this regard are set out in
Sections 68A and 69 of the Judicature (Northern Ireland) Act 1978.

14
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50.

51.

52.

53.

The Northern Ireland Prison Service (‘NIPS’) is responsible for the operation and delivery
of services within the Northern Ireland prison system. There are three prison establishments

in Northern Ireland:

a) Hydebank Wood Secure College and Women’s Prison is a medium to low security
establishment accommodating adult male young offenders (aged 18-21) and all female

prisoners.

b) Maghaberry is a modern high-security prison housing adult male long-term sentenced

and remand prisoners, in both separated and integrated conditions.

¢) Magilligan is a medium-security prison housing shorter-term adult male prisoners
which also has low-security accommodation for selected prisoners nearing the end of

their sentences.

The main statutory duties of NIPS are set out in the Prison Act (Northern Ireland) 1953 and
the Prison and Young Offenders Centre Rules (Northern lreland) 1995.

Rule 65 of the 19385 Rules covers the maintenance of relationships between a prisoner and
their family. The Prison Service recognises that it is important for both prisoners and their
families that close links are maintained between them when a custodial sentence is being
served. NIPS supports this in a number of ways, by providing visiting facilities in excess of
statutory requirements and through various home and resettlement leave schemes, the
prisoners’ telephone system and the Prison Visit Scheme. This enables remand prisoners

to have 2 visits per week and convicted prisoners 1 visit per week.

In terms of children in contact with the criminal justice system, education provision for young
people of school age in Woodlands Juvenile Justice Centre is provided by the Education
Authority through Education Other Than At School (EOTAS) arrangements under the
provisions of The Education (Northern Ireland) Order 1998 (the 1998 Order). A
Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) and a Service Level Agreement are in place between
EA and Youth Justice Agency to cover the arrangements made by the EA for young people
up to school leaving age. The Department of Justice funds the education provided by the EA
and engages a private provider to meet the educational needs of young people over school

leaving age.
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54.

55.

56.

57.

Department for Communities Role in relation to Children and Young People

Housing

The Department for Communities (DfC) has policy responsibility for housing and
homelessness, as well as for funding the Supporting People Programme. It discharges many
of these functions through its Arm’s Length Body (ALB) the NI Housing Executive (NIHE).

In relation to Housing, the DfC does not have a discrete children or young person statutory
function. The duties discharged by NIHE are by reference to the housing and homelessness
legislation which is of general application to all those living in NI, with children and young
persons generally included as members of a household. However, a young person (over 16
years and under 21 years) who satisfies NIHE that they are at risk of sexual or financial

exploitation, falls within a specific Priority Need category.

The Supporting People programme is delivered on behalf of DfC by NIHE. It offers vulnerable
people the opportunity to improve their quality of life through the receipt of appropriate
housing related support services. The programme has developed three thematic support
areas in relation to children and young people: Young People, Homelessness and Disability
and Mental Health. The Young People thematic group includes young people leaving care,
those who are homeless, and those who are at risk and/or are vulnerable. Accommodation
based support is available for 16—21-year-olds and floating support is available for 16—25-

year-olds.

Child Poverty

The statutory responsibilities under the Child Poverty Act 2010 transferred from The Office
of the First Minister and the Deputy First Minister (OFMdFM) to DfC pursuant to Article 3(1)(b)
of The Department’s (Transfer of Functions) (NI) Order 2016. An Executive Child Poverty
Strategy ran from 2016-2020 (extended to 2022) and from 2016 DfC has led that Strategy,
on behalf of the Executive. DE provided several initiatives that contributed to the Executive's
Child Poverty Strategy that ran from 2016-2022. These included the provision of free school
meals and uniform grants for low-income families. The qualifying criteria for these are mostly
based on family income and assistance is targeted in the direction of those families most in
need. DE also supported the Child Poverty Strategy between July 2020 - March 2023 through
the provision of School Holiday Food Grant payments to children and young people (including
Further Education students} entitled to free school meals to ensure that they continued to

have access to regular meals during school holiday periods.
16
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58.

59.

60.

61.

62.

DE also continues to provide additional funding to support schools serving areas of social
disadvantage through the Extended Schools programmes. These programmes provide
additional learning opportunities and a wide range of interventions and support
activities/services outside of the normal school day which focus on improved educational
outcomes. Further funding is also provided to schools through schools' core budgets in
recognition of the additional challenges and costs involved with supporting children and
young people from disadvantaged backgrounds as well as those at risk of educational

underachievement.

Since 2022 it has been the intention the issue of child poverty should be a part of the wider
Executive Anti-Poverty Strategy, the development of which is led by DE for Communities.

This strategy is currently being developed with input from all government departments.

Benefits

Depending on individual circumstances, certain support in the social security system may be
available in respect of a child or young person. Benefits/payments have been available to
qualifying claimants in both the pre and post Covid-19 period and were not specific measures

targeted towards children/young people because of the pandemic.

Sport and Leisure Activities

While the DfC does not have specific responsibility for enabling children and young people
to access sport and other leisure activities, the DfC does work with other NI Government
departments, local councils, Sport NI and community organisations to support access to sport

and other leisure activities for the population of Northern Ireland (including children and

young people).

Department of Agriculture Environment and Rural Affairs Role in relation to Children

and Young People

The College of Agriculture, Food and Rural Enterprise (CAFRE) is a college for further and
higher education, which is operated by the Department of Agriculture and Rural Affairs
(DAERA) and which provides education, knowledge transfer and innovation programmes,
training and advisory services to people entering into and to those within the agri-food
industry. lts programmes are focused on agriculture, horticulture, food production, equine,

agri-food business, rural enterprise and environmental sustainability.
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63.

64.

65.

66.

67.

68.

CAFRE has three campuses: Greenmount Campus, Antrim, for Agriculture and Horticulture
programmes; Loughry Campus, Coockstown, for Food and postgraduate programmes in
Business for Agri-food and Rural Enterprise; and Enniskillen Campus, for Equine

programmes.

Applicants leaving school after Year 12 with GCSE or equivalent qualifications, or those
working in the sector may apply for Further Education courses classified as Level 2 and Level

3 programmes.

Applicants leaving school after Year 14 with A-Level or equivalent qualifications may apply

for Higher Education courses which are Foundation and Honours Degree programmes.

A proportion of learners at CAFRE, particularly those attending Further Education

programmes, are under the age of 18.

The Relationship Between DE and DoH During the Pandemic

DE and the DoH worked closely together during the pandemic in respect of a joint response

for vulnerable children and young people.

This included ongoing discussion in relation to:

a) The continued requirement for the Temporary Modification Notices that were brought

forward under the Coronavirus Act 2020.

b) Maintaining access to Special Schools to support those children and young people with

the most complex medical needs.

c) Updating the contingency planning for vulnerable children and young people.

d) The issuing and updating of guidance to support staff working with vulnerable children

and young people.

e) Roll out of asymptomatic testing across Special Schools.
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69.

70.

71.

72.

f)  Funding of a post to support joint working with vulnerable children and young people DB
005 - INQ000617093.

g) Discussions with the Joint Committee on Vaccination and Immunisation in relation to

prioritisation of Special School staff.
h) Liaison with EA and Trusts in relation to Special School pupil Covid-19 testing.

To support the work which was being developed to address the needs of vulnerable children
and young people, DE established the Joint Health/ Education Oversight Group. in April 2020
as a response to emerging concerns about maintaining health and education support to
children and young people with complex needs during the Covid-19 pandemic. This group
initially acted as a mechanism to support risk assessments of vulnerable children and young
people (specifically those with SEN and/or disability attending special schools) to address
their access to school and to consider how best to provide Allied Health Professional support
that was impacted due to the reprofile of AHPs to front line covid19 response. The group
evolved to support discussions in relation to emergent issues facing this cohort of children &
young people as the covid-19 pandemic progressed. This group was jointly chaired by
Richard Irwin of the DE Senior Leadership Team and the DoH Grade 5.

The group consisted of Senior Officials from the Department of Education (DE), the
Department of Health (DoH), Education Authority (EA), Public Health Agency (PHA) and the
Strategic Planning and Performance Group (SPPG). The principal strategies adopted to
safeguard the education and wellbeing of vulnerable children during the pandemic were

operational matters for both the Education Authority and the Health & Social care Trusts.

An example of guidance provided can be evidenced by the link to “GENERIC INDIVIDUAL
RISK ASSESSMENTS GUIDANCE RELATING TO COVID-19” provided to the group on 27
August 2020, DB 005a - INQ000548412 EMinutes were taken at each meeting, e.g. 11 June
2020 draft notes, DB 005b -i INQ000548413 | 23 July 2020 draft notes, DB 005c -

i INQ000548414 | which also included re-opening special schools guidance, DB 005d -

INQ000548415§ and 20 August 2020 draft notes DB 005e - E INQ000548416 :

As part of the joint health/ education weekly meetings DE invited representatives from the
Special Schools Strategic Leadership Group to discuss any emergent issues they were

facing as it was within Special Schools that the major issues of supporting children with
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73.

74.

75.

complex needs were developing. This group was also chaired by Richard Irwin and included
participation from EA, PHA and the DoH.

The group discussed the significant issues facing special schools which included:

a) Resources that were required to maintain the safety of special schools.

b) Bespoke guidance development.

¢) Engage Programme for Special Schools programme development.

d) Vaccination Programme for high-risk children.

e) Vaccination programme for staff working in special schools.

f) Salvia Based Testing Programme.

g) Transport of children requiring Aerosol Generating Procedures.

h) General issues emerging for special schools arising from the Covid -19 pandemic: staff

including resourcing issues; PPE supply; additional training needs for staff.

Initial surveys conducted by DE Statistics and Research Team in relation to attendance did
not provide a breakdown by school type. It was simply sent to all Playgroups, Day Nurseries,
Nursery Schools, Nursery Classes, Reception, Primary, Prep. Departments, Secondary
(Non-grammar), Grammar, Special and EOTAS settings (not Independent Schools or Further
Education establishments) with overall summary information provided. The accuracy of the
information recorded was dependent on correct input of DENI reference numbers and
names. However, it has been confirmed that there were numerous errors with this
information, and, due to capacity issues, there was no process for validation or analysis of

school types.

A number of Special Schools (initially predominantly Belfast and Arvalee — Omagh) were
open for those children and young people with complex needs who had been referred
through their local HSCT and EA assessment process. Schools themselves also did a lot of
work engaging with families where there were identified concerns and a need to have ‘eyes

on’ the child. There was a general sense across the system that because of messaging and
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76.

77.

78.

parental choice many parents were not sending children to school initially. The most common

reason reported via the daily survey for closure was that there were no requests to open.

When schools closed on 23 March 2020, a daily survey was issued to collect information on
pupil attendance. The purpose of the survey was to provide DE’s Top Management Group
and Senior Management Team with information on the number of schools which were open
/ closed and the number of pupils presenting at school each day and the number of education
professionals at school / working from home. Additional questions were added at certain
points in time to seek answers to specific questions. For example, the number of vulnerable
children in attendance, capacity to cluster with other schools. This information was used to
keep the DE Senior Management Team abreast of the situation on a daily basis and to
facilitate the decision-making process. The survey covered Playgroups, Day Nurseries,
Nursery Schools, Nursery Classes, Reception, Primary, Prep. Depariments, Secondary

(Non-grammar), Grammar, Special and EOTAS settings.

Officials are aware of the Northern Ireland Commissioner for Children and Young Peoples
report ‘A New and Better Normal’ which provides a statistic of 17% sourced from research
by the Family Fund stating: ‘Whilst published data gathered over that period does not provide
a breakdown of attendance of children with SEN in either mainstream or special school
settings, research conducted by the Family Fund42 highlighted that, prior to returning for the
new school year in September 2020, less than one in five children and young people with a
disability (17%) had attended their nursery, school or college since the beginning of the
COVID-19 pandemic.” The Department was unable to provide attendance data specifically
for pupils with SEN or a disability during this period so would be unable to comment on the

accuracy of this external research. However, DE have no evidence to contradict the statistic.

It did not cover Independent Schools or Further Education establishments. No breakdown of
the responses by educational setting was undertaken due to data quality issues (i.e.,
educational setting information was entered manually by respondents with validation not
possible due to time pressures). From 4 June 2020, the survey was reduced to issue on only
three days per week. A survey of pupil attendance was issued to all educational settings from

23 March 2020 to 29 June 2020, but a breakdown by school setting type was not possible.

a) Information relating to the period March to June 2020 is available at: DB 005f —

| INQ000548417 !
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79.

b) Information relating to the period August 2020 to June 2021 is available at: DB 005g —

| INQ000548418 iThe first page of each report includes pupil attendance data by school
type.

¢) Information relating to the period August 2021 to June 2022 is available at: DB 005h —

i INQ000548419 iThe first page of each report includes pupil attendance data by school
type.

Temporary Modification Notices were issued under the Coronavirus Act 2020 and focused
on the duties of the Education Authority, Health & Social Care Trusts and schools. This
included the statutory assessment process, and the provisions as set out in the statement of
SEN. DE retained the ‘Best Endeavours’ test to the duties rather than ‘reasonable
endeavours like the other UK jurisdictions. DE did not monitor the impact or consistency of
application of the modification notices. More detail in relation to these notices is set out in
paragraphs 442 - 443 and 502.
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PART B - PRE-PANDEMIC PLANNING

80. DE holds a Major Emergency Response Plan (MERP) DB 006 — INQ000617094 which
provides a framework for the central management and coordination of a high-level response,
by DE, to a range of possible emergencies which may involve DE. This document, which is
an inward facing document relating primarily to DE and its staff, was created in 2008,
reviewed and updated regularly, and, along with business continuity plans, was invoked at
the onset of Covid-19, including the implementation of a Departmental Operating Centre
(DOC), the role of the DOC is explained at paragraph 116. All ALBs and schools have
responsibilities for contingency planning in their respective roles. The MERP was invoked on
19 March 2020 and de-escalated on 25 May 2020. All ALBs and schools have responsibilities
for contingency planning in their respective roles, with the Department having an oversight

role and having sought assurance from its ALBs on the contingency planning.

81. DE contributes to regional level civil contingency arrangements, including through
representation on the NI Civil Contingencies Group (CCGNI — typically Permanent Secretary
level and chaired by the Head of the Civil Service); and Command, Control and Coordination

(C3) Leads (Director Level). These are coordinated regionally by The Executive Office (TEO).

82. Within this context, DE has specific responsibility for oversight of preparedness, response
and recovery arrangements for the Education Sector. This includes liaison with DE’s Arm’s
Length Bodies including but not limited to the Education Authority (EA), Council for Catholic
Maintained Schools (CCMS) and Council for the Curriculum, Examinations and Assessment
(CCEA).

83. Under the regional arrangements, DE was involved in planning for emergencies such as
those associated with EU Exit risks and a flu-type pandemic. The DoH led on pandemic
preparedness with policy input from the DE on matters such as the criteria for exceptional

school closures.

84. Arrangements for any major civil contingency issue, if stood up, included DOCs reporting to
a regional NI Hub (TEO-led).

85. DE held Board meetings from January 2020 onwards as part of the response to the
pandemic. DE is managed by a Departmental Board, made up of senior staff and two
independent Board members under the leadership of the Permanent Secretary, which met

o discuss strategic issues and to plan, prioritise and report on progress. Covid-19 / Restart
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86.

87.

was added as a standing agenda item with regular meetings held during 2020 / 2021 / 2022
when 19 Board meetings took place, minutes in DB 007 — INQ000617114

A draft Pandemic Influenza Plan DB 008 — INQO000617116  and associated Planning for a
Human Influenza Pandemic documents DB 009 - INQ000617118, DB 010 - INQ000617119,
and DB 011 —- INQO000617144 were held within DE pre-January 2020. This draft plan outlined
wider educational sector issues primarily relating to Contingency Planning and centred on
school closures which would be invoked to ensure the welfare and safety of children in the

event of a Pandemic or Civil Emergency.

The maintenance of children’s services is primarily the responsibility of the Education
Authority. EA have a Safety Team who manage their Emergency Planning Services. This
business area provides advice and guidance on all aspects of Resilience including Integrated
Emergency Management, Emergency Planning and Business Continuity Planning across all
areas of the EA including more than 1,000 schools to ensure that the EA can effectively
prepare, respond and recover from incidents. The service develops Corporate Resilience
within the EA, embedding a culture of Prevention, Preparedness, Response and Recovery
regarding major internal and external emergencies. DE’s role in supporting the maintenance
of children’s services would be primarily through the Business Continuity Plan DB 012 -
INQO000617165 and MERP exhibited above.
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PART C - EDUCATION

88.

89.

90.

91.

The initial response to the pandemic by the government in Northern Ireland - closure

of Schools

Prior to the 18 March 2020, the Department maintained its normal response to schools
requesting closure, i.e. that the circumstances had to be exceptional and fully justified. Since
there was no agreed Executive position prior to the 18 March 2020 on whether or not schools
should close, officials maintained the basic position that all schools should remain open until

advised to do otherwise.

DE was not involved in the discussions and is not aware of what discussions took place at a
higher level prior to the announcement to shut all schools to most pupils made by the First
and Deputy First Ministers. These may have been covered in Module 2C. No preparatory
work was undertaken by DE other than those set out in paragraphs 80 - 87 above and what
is set out in the next paragraphs. Prior to the announcement and in the following months both
Minister Weir and Minister Mcllveen held regular weekly meetings throughout their tenures
as Ministers with Top Management Group (Permanent Secretary and deputy Secretaries) to
discuss issues facing DE. The principal source for professional advice on opening and
closing of schools was the Chief Medical Officer (CMO) and Public Health Agency (PHA)
who advised on issues of public safety. The Practitioner Group (i.e. a representative group
of school leaders from across the educational sector selected from a pool of nominees put
forward by the Trades Unions and all education partners) and TUS also provided advice on
how guidance could address concerns within schools and adopting different types of Non -

Pharmaceutical Interventions (NPIs) to be best used within schools.

Covid-19 was first mentioned in the Issues meeting of 24/02/20 DB 013 - INQ000617178 at
which point officials were directed to ensure the Business Continuity Plan was up to date and
to produce a submission to the Minister on the Coronavirus: Pandemic Flu Bill. DE did not

provide advice to the Executive on the impact of transmission if schools closed.

In the meeting note of the 02/03/20 DB 014 - INQ000617215, the Minister agreed that DE
should carry out a desktop review of its contingency planning and a submission on
Coronavirus was to be raised to the Minister. Officials were not considering at this stage the
possibility of school closures as the pandemic was still evolving and whilst officials monitored

what was happening globally as schools closure were not a consideration.
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92.

93.

94.

95.

96.

97.

At the following meeting on the 09/03/2020 DB 015 - INQ000617242 the Minister requested
that all ALB’s were to assure DE that they had appropriate contingency plans in place. DE

was also to liaise directly with the EA on the provision of soap and hand gels etc. to schools.

The expected Issues meeting the following week was cancelled DB 016 - INQ000617264,
although Issues meetings did continue to take place at regular intervals throughout the Covid-
19 pandemic. Examples of Notes can be found in DB 017 - INQ000617278, DB 018 -
INQO000617307 and DB 019 — INQ000617320, further examples can be provided on request.

Clauses within the Pandemic Influenza (Emergency) Bill were drafted and submitted on 13
February 2020 and approved by the Education Minister on 12 February 2020. This
submission was included within the Covid Inquiry Module 2C DB 020 — INQ000176129 with
Ministerial correspondence to the Health Minister issuing thereafter on 19 February 2020 DB
021 - INQO00176136.

Officials also engaged with Middletown Centre for Autism in relation to the use of its site for
Northern ireland Blood Transfusion Service DB 022 - INQ000617384 and again in relation
to the potential use as a Covid-19 isolation facility DB 023 - INQ000617402.

During February 2020, as part of the NI wide contingency planning, DE was engaged in
preparing draft legislation to provide legal authority for it to order schools and educational
establishments to close. DB 024: seeDB 020-|Noooo176129:k=1nd DB 025 - INQ000254430 — Draft
submission to the Minister Pandemic Influenza (Emergency) Bill; and. DB 026 -
INQO000176132 — Coronavirus — Key Public Health advice and action to be taken by public
authorities. DB 027 - INQ000176130 — Power to Direct closure of schools etc in Northern
Ireland. DB 028 - INQ000176141 — Restriction of access to childcare providers in Northern

Ireland.

On 13 March 2020 DE met with Education Sector Stakeholders to discuss the emerging

.......................

INQO00176141. DE had noted an increase in the number of schools requesting exceptional
closure days due fo either staff having to self-isolate reducing teaching capacity or schools
having to carry out deep cleans due to confirmed cases of staff/pupils being identified as
being positive or preparation of work should schools have to close for a longer period DB
028a — INQO000651641. There is no limit on the number of exceptional closures that can be
granted to a school although requests in “normal” circumstances are generally for no more

than a few days at a time. The legislation that provides for this is paragraph 14(5) of the
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Primary Schools (General) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 1973 and paragraph 11(5) of the
Secondary Schools (Grant Conditions) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 1973.

98. Thereafter, on 16 March 2020, DE issued a letter and Covid-19 advice to all School Principals
for Educational Settings on behalf of the Minister DB 029 - INQ000617535. This letter
advised that it was likely that a decision to close schools would have to be taken by the
Minister “at some point in the future”. This was then followed by a letter on 18 March 2020
with instructions that schools, pre-schools and statutory nurseries will close at the end of the
day on 20 March for all pupils and children DB 030 - INQ000617557. Following this, DB 031
- INQ0OO00617121 the Letter to Education Sector dated 19 March 2020 was issued to confirm
closure. At this stage in the pandemic there had not been any significant focus on preparing
schools to provide education for children at home as the expectation was always that schools

would reopen.

99. Regular engagement with all the Trade Unions took place throughout this period including a
meeting on 16 March 2020 to discuss the guidance issued to schools and the contingency
plan arrangements. A further meeting was held on 19 March 2020, immediately following the
closure decision, attended by the Minister alongside DE and Management Side officials to
discuss the arrangements for continuity of education for all children and specific support for
the children of key workers. Conference calis (initially daily), led by DE and involving all
relevant Management and Trade Union representatives were established from Monday 23
March 2020 onwards.

100. CCEA advised officials that it had substantial, established and tested contingency plans for
examination disruption which were shared across the UK and entitled “JCQ Joint
Contingency Plan”. This plan was designed to be implemented in the event of major
disruption to the system. However, the size and scale of the disruption caused by Covid-19

caused CCEA to reconsider mitigations on an unprecedented scale.

101. The DE MERP and DOC were formally invoked / established on 19 March 2020 by the then

Permanent Secretary at a meeting of the DE Covid-19 Contingency Planning Group see

.................

The MERP was then superseded by Covid-19 specific arrangements with the reactivation of
C3 Structures in DE (i.e. the DOC) thereafter, with the formal de-escalation of the DE MERP
taking place on 25 May 2020.
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102. Minister Weir and Minister Mcllveen both attended Executive meetings. In the Executive
meeting of the 16 March 2020 DB 032 - INQ000425597 a proposal by the First Minister that
the closure of schools should be handled in accordance with the Chief Medical Officer’s
advice was voted on and agreed by the Executive. Minutes of the Executive meetings
provided would highlight any input from the DE Minister. DE are not aware of who all attended
the Executive meeting on this date or what senior civil servants were in attendance when the
decision was made to close the schools. Officials understand that all Ministers attended these
meetings, along with Head of the Civil Service and senior civil servants and the minutes of

these meetings which are on record with the Inquiry would identify the attendees.

103. At this point DE officials were not involved in any decision making as it was envisaged that
schools would remain open, with this only changing when the First Minister and deputy First
Minister (FMdFM) made the announcement. DE officials were not included in nor had sight
of any approach which was being taken by the Westminster Government. The Executive
Office would be in a better position to provide clarity on any contact with the UK governments.
The civil contingency emergency plans previously mentioned were in place prior to the
announcement. The Education Minister attended the Executive meeting where it was agreed
that schools should close. The Education system within NI is different to the system in
England, therefore DE did not communicate any information to local authorities as DE has
responsibility for Education in NI and local authorities are only involved in decision making
as consultees or when invited to be part of a group. DE’s position was that schools would be

open until the announcement by FMdFM.

104. There were 38 Executive papers generated from DE between 01 Jan 2020 and 28 Jun 2022.
Twenty of these papers were directly connected with the Covid-12 pandemic any discussions
which took place within the Executive Committee were minuted and would have been
received as part of Module 2C. Such papers are generated at the Ministers request (example

DB 033 - INQ000400737, DB 34 — INQO00617619, cleared by the Minister; _ NR

NR Eand issued for comment to Executive Ministers. If the paper is agreed, it will

be included in the Executive business schedule for debate. Officials are not aware of what
was discussed within the Executive or if they discussed the ability of schools to close or if

there was adequate planning in place.
105. Minister Weir and Minister Mcllveen made a number of statements to the NI Assembly over
the Covid-19 period, initially in written form as the Assembly was on lockdown, but later, as

restrictions eased, it was possible to make oral statements.
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106. Decisions taken at the Executive level are based on Executive papers. These are produced
by Departments and circulated to all Departments for comment. The First Minister and
Deputy First Minister (FMdFM) determine when the paper becomes a Final Executive paper
and is included on the Executive agenda of the next available meeting. If the paper is relevant
to DE, or the Education Minister, then the policy team will raise a submission to the Minister
for their consideration to note or reply. It has been formally acknowledged that Covid was
primarily a health issue, therefore DE took advice from the PHA, CMO and Chief Scientific
Advisor on health matters. Officials liaised with the DoH during the Covid period to prepare
submissions for the Education Minister, whilst availing of the expertise of the Practitioner
Group for advice around issues of workable NPI solutions within the school environment and

TUS on issues around employment/staffing issues.

107. The submission would then be passed to the Special Adviser (SpAd) for consideration and
comment before going to the Minister for their consideration and comment or agreement.
The Ministers approval and/or comments, along with those of the SpAd, would then be

relayed to the relevant team for action.

108. DE had not been informed schools would be closing prior to the decision by the Executive
and the announcement made by the First and Deputy First Minister on 18 March 2020, whilst
an indication had been given that schools may have to close in the future. The public
announcement of closures came within days to schools being made aware of the potential.
Whilst DE/schools were starting to build resilience into plans, the sudden announcement by
the Executive did not allow sufficient time for this work to be fully completed. This is
evidenced in paragraph 88 with schools requesting exceptional closures to plan for the any
potential closure of schools. DE officials did not give specific advice on whether schools
should be closed, nor were plans drawn up in the eventuality that all schools would close.
DE officials were not involved in the decision to close schools or the timing of the

announcement, this was made by the Education Minister and the NI Executive.

109.  Until the announcement on 18 March by the FMdFM it was officials’ understanding that
schools would remain open. Officials were not informed of any thinking of the UK
Governments Secretary of State for Education nor what their intentions were. DE officials are

not aware of this issue being raised at Executive level or if any meetings took place.

110. After the announcement the Minister then wrote to all schools as per DB 031 -
INQO000617121 on 19 March 2020 to inform them that they would be required to close from

20 March 2020. This letter also provided information in relation to how schools were {o
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maintain education for pupils, and on related issues such as examinations, remote learning,

child welfare, and provision for key workers.

| established ithe DE Incident Management Team (IMT), which held its first meeting 16 March

i
!
[ aidboububrtnt st

2020. The IMT comprised DE’s top management. This was chaired by myself with

111.

membership initially including all Deputy Secretaries, the Chief Inspector, the Director of
Corporate Services and Governance, the Head of Press Office and Head of Business
Services Team. This membership was assembled so that the IMT was best placed to address
the major elements of the DE response to education sector impacts and key business
priorities for DE, including support to staff. The final set of minutes for the IMT are dated 13
October 2020.

112. During this period the IMT met daily, to ensure an agile and timely response to the crisis as
DE’s decision makers. The Minister and/or his SpAd were invited to all meetings, and
regularly attended, thereby ensuring regular information flows to the Minister, Civil
Contingencies in The Executive Office, DE staff, and wider sector stakeholders together with
Ministerial input to the day-to-day implementation of the DE Covid-19 Response Plan.
Schools would have had plans to close as per the Flu Pandemic Guidance issued, what level
schools were at to facilitate this would be down to the individual schools. No consultation
took place as DE were only made aware of the decision to close schools when the

announcement was made.

113. DE initially paused some areas of work and reallocated resources to form a Covid-19
Response Team which coordinated the sectoral response, including supporting the
restriction of attendance at schools, the rollout of technology and guidance for the operation
of schools out-with lockdown periods. There was no evaluation of the technology
infrastructure at this stage, however an exercise took place by the Education Authority (see
paragraph 233), following the closure of schools. School resources and technology are down
to individual schools and finance available therefore there would be no centrally held

information to inform this.

114. There was no work undertaken or plans in place for the provision of education should schools
close or for the availability of education for those who continued to attend. Nor were any
assessments made of the impact of school closures on children in the short, medium or long
term as it was officials’ belief that schools would remain open until the announcement to the

contrary.
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115. DE are not able to answer whether schools were prepared to close and start to provide
education at home. The guidance issued in relation to Human Influenza Pandemic
documents, mentioned previously, highlighted the need for schools to have plans in place for
this eventuality. No discussions with stakeholders or within DE took place prior to the

announcement in relation to remote education or any consequences of school closures.

116. The Acting Director of Corporate Services and Governance established DE’s Departmental
Operations Centre (DOC), in response to the Covid-19 outbreak, on Monday 16 March 2020
DB 035- INQ000617676. The DOC consisted of a Policy Cell, an Operations Cell, a Situation
Cell and Liaison Officers, led by a Chief of Staff and DOC Lead who reported to the Senior
Reporting Officer at Grade 3 Level DB 036 - INQ000617709, DB 037 - INQ000617728 and
DB 038 — INQO000617744. The DOC facilitated the flow of information to The Executive
Office NI Hub through daily situation reports, the first of which issued on 20 March 2020 DB
039 - INQ000176143.

117. Officials within DE liaised with other United Kingdom (UK) jurisdictions including England,
Scotland and Wales to inform policy for Ministerial approval on educational issues. DE’s
Covid-19 management met virtually with colleagues from England, Scotland and Wales
informally on a fortnightly or on an as necessary basis to exchange information. Given the
uniqueness of Northern Ireland and the land border with the Republic of Ireland | also had a
number of informal and un-minuted telephone conversations with his counterpart in Dublin,
the Secretary General of the Irish Department of Education, to exchange information about
their respective plans for addressing some of the challenges posed by the pandemic for
education, focusing on remote teaching and learning, addressing the needs of special needs
pupils and arrangements for public examinations. While there was monitoring of what other
European countries were doing, decisions were primarily driven by what the DoH and CMO

were advising the Executive.

118. No assessment of how schools could deliver remote learning was conducted. Schools have
exceptional closures due to emergencies, weather/heating etc regularly and schools should
have plans in place to deal with these closures and the provision of continued learning in
place. There had never previously been occasion for the long-term closure of all or even a
significant number of schools in Northern Ireland. Officials did not consult with relevant
stakeholders prior to the announcement due to the speed with which the announcement was

made.
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119. During late February and early March 2020, DE officials had been liaising closely with
colleagues in Education Departments in England, Wales and Scotland, as well as with
colleagues in the Council for Curriculum, Examinations and Assessment (CCEA) around
contingency planning for the summer exam series in light of the evolving Covid-19 situation.
Key considerations across all jurisdictions were the need to ensure that all students, but
especially final year A level students, were awarded their qualifications so they could
progress to the next stage of their education or into employment, and to ensure that all

students were treated fairly.

120. A key consideration for DE was the importance of ensuring that the qualifications achieved
by Northern Ireland students continued to be recognised as comparable to those in England
and Wales to ensure that Northern Irish students would continue to be able to access
further/higher education and employment across the UK. To that end, ensuring consistency
of approach across England, Wales and Northern Ireland was essential and DE officials

worked closely with officials from the other jurisdictions to achieve this aim.

121. DE officials also worked closely with CCEA, the Northern Ireland exams body and the
Northern Ireland qualifications regulator to develop the response to the evolving emergency
in early 2020. DE officials relied heavily on CCEA for expert advice on qualifications and
examinations. Prior to the pandemic DE’s engagement with the examination system involved
a couple of meetings a year with CCEA who provided assurances about arrangements for
the next exam series and a read out of any issues from the last series that needed to be

reflected in future series.

122. The discussions between myself and my Irish counterpart did not include the synchronisation
of partial closures or re-opening of schools, as the various UK governments and ROl were

at different stages throughout the pandemic and adjusted the mitigations as required.

Pre-School Education

123.  Pre-School Education was also paused with the Pre-school Education Progamme Team
acting as a communication hub for the pre-school sector by helping to implement and
communicate decisions and guidance that were made elsewhere for the education sector, to
ensure that decisions and guidance were properly applied and understood by all funded pre-
school settings. Examples of this included dissemination of the Safefood ‘Rufus’ hygiene
guidance DB 040 - INQ000617840, guidance provided by Department for Health DB 041 -

INQO000617864 and supplementary guidance to the overarching DE guidance for pre-schools
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that reflected the decisions taken by the Executive. Lists of available open schools and
registered clusters of schools that remained open to cater for the needs of any vulnerable
children and children of essential workers, including children of pre-school age, were made

available on the DE website see paragraph 163.

124. Initial surveys conducted by DE Statistics and Research Team in relation to attendance did
not provide a breakdown by school type. It was simply sent to all Playgroups, Day Nurseries,
Nursery Schools, Nursery Classes, Reception, Primary, Prep. Departments, Secondary
(Non-grammar), Grammar, Special and EOTAS settings (not Independent Schools or Further
Education establishments) with overall summary information provided. The accuracy of the
information recorded was dependent on correct input of DENI reference numbers and
names. However, it has been confirmed that there were numerous errors with this
information, and, due to capacity issues, there was no process for validation or analysis of

school types.

125. The ‘New School Day guidance for statutory and non-statutory pre-school education
providers in the Pre-school Education Programme (PSEP) was published on 17 August 2020
to reflect the updates made to the ‘New School Day’ guidance published on 13 August 2020.
This was co-designed by DE and school and pre-school leaders and informed by the
constructive commenis made by the consultation group comprising Managing Authorities,
sectoral support bodies and trades unions. The paper was agreed by the DE Restart
Programme Board and published on the DE website DB 042 - INQ000617904.

126. DE officials wrote to all non-statutory pre-school settings DB 043 - INQ000617913 following
the Minister's letter of 19 March 2020 to all education settings. The purpose of this
correspondence was to provide additional clarification on what the information in the
Minister’s letter meant for those pre-school settings and to provide reassurance in respect of
their funding arrangements as this issue was not addressed by the Minister's letter.
Subsequently, the team also sought and gained approval DB 044 - INQ000617915 to provide
similar clarity to settings about funding arrangements for the 2020-21- and 2021-22-years
DB 045 - INQ000617916, DB 046 - INQO000617917 and about the return to face-to-face
learning in March 2021 DB 047 - INQ000617918.

127.  Input was also provided to other officials as appropriate to ensure that the pre-school sector
and its funding arrangements and needs were fully considered in DE’s response to the
pandemic. This included providing advice on the correct terminology to be used for the sector

so that this could be reflected in advice and guidance issued by DE and by providing
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information on various operational issues such as funding arrangements DB 048 -
INQO000617919.

128. The pre-school team provided updates to decision makers on the pre-school programme
throughout the period as appropriate, submissions to Minister on the admission process DB
049 - INQO000617920 and DB 050 - INQ000617921, DB 051 - INQ000617922 and DB 052 -
INQO000617923, and the Pre-School Education Admissions Arrangements — Socially
Disadvantaged Circumstances DB 053 - INQ000617924.

Youth Services

129. Officials from DE continued to participate in quarterly virtual meetings of the British-Irish
Council Early Years work sector group which provided a useful platform for discussion on
the impact of the pandemic on early years and childcare services and which enabled DE to
test proposals for the Childcare sector. Meetings during the covid period took place on
23.06.2020, 13.10.2020, 26.01.2021 and 07.05.2021 DB 053a - INQ000651643, DB 053b -
INQO000651647, DB 053c - INQ000651654 and DB 053d - INQO00651665 respectively.
Meetings of the British-Irish Council Early Years work sector group continue to be attended
by DE Officials.

130. Facilitated by DCMS through a 4-Nations group, youth policy leads in each jurisdiction met
on a regular basis to share information on emerging issues, plans and good practice
experience. lIssues covered were topical and wide ranging, including guidance, timetable
and plans related to closing/re-opening youth centres, country specific plans/interventions,
challenges experienced by outdoor education centres and relief efforts, mitigations to reduce
risk of infection and ensuring ongoing support for vulnerable/at risk young people. Regular
contact with the relevant lrish Government youth policy lead was also in place to share

information and practice.

Temporary Modifications Notices for Special Educational Needs Duties

131. Further to the assent of the Coronavirus Act 2020, DE issued the first Temporary Modification
Notice (‘the Notice’) 2 April 2020 DB 054 - INQ000400821 modifying the statutory duties set

out in:
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a) Articles 6 to 21B Article 21B which was inserted by The Special Educational Needs and
Disability (Northern Ireland) Order 2005 into the Education (Northern Ireland) Order 1996

(duties in relation to special educational needs).

b) Regulations 5 to 22 of the Education (Special Educational Needs) Regulations

(Northern Ireland) 2005 (duties in relation to assessments and statements).

132. The temporary closure of schools in Northern Ireland and the reallocation of Education
Authority or health and social care resources to meet other essential services arising from
restrictions imposed as a result of the outbreak of the coronavirus in Northern Ireland
impacted on the EA, Board of Governors of Schools, Principals and the Special Educational
Needs and Disability Tribunal, in their ability to meet the statutory duties as set out in Part Il
of the Education (Northern Ireland) Order 1996 and the Education (SEN) Regulations
(Northern Ireland) 2005.

133. DE understood that in England the duties in respect of children and young people with SEN,
were diluted to ‘reasonable endeavours’ at that time to allow for greater flexibility. In
conjunction with DSO and as part of the considerations, DE acknowledged that there would
be difficulties for statutory bodies in relation to complying with their duty o meet the needs
of children with SEN, due to the Covid-19 pandemic, but it was emphasised that there was
still a requirement to demonstrate their ‘best endeavours to meet the duty’. The outline of the
duties are set out in DB 054a - INQ000651670

135. Seven temporary Modification Notices in relation to the statutory duties for SEN were issued
every 28 days between April — August 2020. The requirement for a Notice was reviewed in
conjunction with key duty bearers during each notice period with the Minister taking a
decision to issue a continued Notice based on advice. DEs decision-making processes in
respect of these Notices were the subject of judicial review proceedings which were
successfully defended: see the decision in the Matter of Applications by JR154, JR155 and
JR156 (All Minors) and Their Next Friends for Leave to Apply for Judicial Review [2022] NIQB
54 DB 054b - | INQ000548420 !

Emergent Issues

136. A submission was sent and approved by the Minister on 20 March 2020 DB 055 -

INQO00617932 for direct paymenis to made families entitled to free school meals in lieu of
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receiving a meal when schools were closed. Further detail is contained at paragraphs 513-
525.

137. On 31 March 2020, former Minister Peter Weir wrote to schools and pre-school settings
emphasising the need to continue to be open to accommodate vulnerable children and
children of key workers who were unable to secure alternative arrangements for their care.
Guidance on Covid-19 DB 058 - INQ000617934 and DB 059 — INQ000617935.

138. Given the requirements within Special Schools to provide intimate care and feeding for
pupils, the provision of additional PPE was a priority. Officials met with colleagues from
across the 4 nations to discuss additional supply requirements and best practice guidance.
Information obtained during these discussions was then used to inform DE’s Guidance which
was prepared in conjunction with colleagues in the PHA(PHA), to support safe working in

educational settings in Northern Ireland (published 4 June 2020).

139. The meetings covered the modelling of PPE requirements across schools and shared drafts
of guidance on use of PPE. DB 060 — INQ000617936 — Read out from meeting of four nations
policy leads meeting on PPE 30/4/2020-, DB 061 ~ INQ000540882 — Actions Arising from
four nations policy leads meeting on PP 19/5/2020, DB 062a — INQ000207924 and DB 062b

See DB 062a - INQ000207924 ; Regd QOut cabinet Office Meeting PPE in non-clinical settings 20/5/2020,
DB 063 — INQ000617940 — Submission to Minister Guidance to Support Safe Working in
Educational Settings, DB 064 — INQ000617943 — Email iro PPE Shortages and Contingency
Plans 5/6/2020 and DB 065a — INQ000617945 and DB 065b — INQ000617946 — Submission

decision of Guidance.

Curriculum Support including Remote Learning

140. The Curriculum, Qualifications and Standards Directorate had regular meetings at least
weekly with officials in the other UK jurisdictions, at three levels of seniority from March 2020
onwards: Deputy Secretary/ Director General level; Director-level; and ‘working level’ (Grade
7 and 6). These meetings were an important contributor to informing policy for Ministerial
approval because they facilitated a comparison of approaches for awarding GCSEs, AS
levels and A levels awarding following the cancellation of public examinations in March 2020.
The substance and regularity of the meetings, cross-referenced at three levels of
organisational seniority, helped DE align approaches to qualification awarding with those in
England and Wales. These were informal catch-up meetings arranged and led by the

Department for Education in England. There were no formal agendas or minutes circulated.
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Over time the need for these meetings diminished - they were not formally stood down but
from November 2021 they continued (and still continue) at director level on a regular but less

frequent basis (approximately monthly but this can vary).

141. Furthermore, whilst Scotland offers different general qualifications at the equivalent of KS4
and post 16, the inclusion of counterparts from Scotland in these meetings helped inform
general approaches to the relevant Results Day and examination appeals processes. These
meetings have been retained throughout subsequent examination series to safeguard
GCSE, AS level and A level comparability and portability between jurisdictions as all

jurisdictions chart a return to pre-pandemic awarding standards.

142. The first curricular guidance relating to remote learning was issued to schools on 5 June
2020 after a period of development — see Circular 2020/5 DB 066 — IN(I000617179. This
was advice and guidance to schools on supporting remote learning drawing from both what
schools had reported over the first period of remote learning and a detailed review of the
relevant local and international literature. Following the publication of this guidance, steps
were immediately taken as part of the Continuity of Learning Project, to provide opportunities
for schools to learn from each other's emerging practice by publishing a number of case
studies which schools shared with link officers and to develop more detailed phase specific
guidance. Circular 2020/06 Curriculum Planning 2020/21 was latterly published on 23 June
2020 which provided guidance and support for schools as they designed their curriculum for
2020/21. At that time, it was envisaged schools would have to operate a blended model of

delivery mixing face-to-face and remote learning provision.

143. DE Restart Guidance — September 2020 — DB 066a —INQ000651671 included chapter on
curriculum and sections of remote learning — and provided advice to schools and clear
expectations on what needed to be provided in terms of remote learning and when. For
example, when a group of pupils or class needed to self-isolate or in event of a school
closure, as schools planned for reopening in September. The Restart Guidance was updated

on a significant number of occasions throughout 2020/21.

144. When the Executive decided to close schools in January 2021, Departmental Circular
2021/01 — Updated Guidance on Remote learning (which included the EA Readiness for
Continuity of Learning at Home checklist) — immediately issued to schools on 4 January 2021
DB 067 — INQO000615177. In February 2021, the Department published a one-page, quick

glance document for schools entitled Effective Practice in Remote Learning, which provided
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simplified and easy to access guidance. Latterly, on 6 December 2021, the Department
issued revised guidance on remote learning and the circumstances in which it can be used

(Circular 2021/15). This reflected the most up-to-date public health situation, and the

difficulties schools were having in securing staffing cover both teaching and non-teaching
which may necessitate the use of remote learning. It provided a checklist of considerations

for school leaders to think about prior o reverting to remote learning.

145. Noting the issues encountered, from the start of January 2022, the Department (School
Improvement Team) commenced a rolling weekly survey to gather data from schools to
determine the use of remote learning in order to consider the level of disruption that schools
continued to face due to the need for either staff or pupils to self-isolate. The survey was
completed by pre-school settings, primary, post primary and special schools, as well as
EOTAS. The survey was required at this time as there were not universal school closures
and remote learning as in 2020 and 2021, but rather individual schools were experiencing
differing levels of disruption and it was important for the Department to understand the overall
levels of disruption across the education system. The questions specifically asked whether
schools had utilised remote learning in the previous week and if it was for whole school or
individual pupils. Additional questions regarding remote learning for year 12 and 14 pupils

were regarded as crucial as pupils prepared to take public examinations.

146. Questions regarding the reason for remote learning, including the shortage of
teaching/support staff were also included. Headline findings of weekly comparison data were
published on the Department's website DB 067a INQ000651672 and DB 067b
INQO000651674, and the findings were used to consider the ongoing impact of the pandemic
on learning and to the extent of staffing shortages. This enabled further action to be taken
such as inviting retired teachers to join the supply teacher register, relaxing requirements
around the supervision of final year student placements and to utilise staff employed through
the Engage Il Programme to sustain normal classroom teaching, with the cost being met

from their Engage budget.

147. The Education and Training Inspectorate (ETI) was commissioned by DE as part of the
Continuity of Learning Programme, to provide guidance on effective ways in which the
curriculum could be tailored i.e. planned for, implemented and assessed across the range of
areas of learning and subject areas for a phased return for children to full-time education.
ETI completed a series of pieces of work to reflect the changing circumstances in which

schools were working to provide up-to-date advice and guidance on an ongoing basis. ETI
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subsequently published a number of reports setting out the lessons learned during the Covid-
19 response and recovery phases with a specific focus on remote learning. These are

exhibited later in the report at paragraphs 176 and 177.

Food in Schools

148. A regular informal meeting of colleagues with policy responsibility for school food from across
England, Scotland and Wales was established in the early weeks of the pandemic. These
meetings initially focused on sharing information around plans and approaches being
considered on how pupils entitled to free school meals would be supported by each nation
in terms of school food provision during periods of school closures, which were not minuted.
As the pandemic progressed, the discussions widened to include aspects such as provision
to these pupils during periods of school holidays and other non-pandemic related areas of
school food policy. These meetings continued through and since the pandemic and while at
the start of the pandemic they were usually weekly meetings, the group currently meet

monthly.

149. The impact of school closures on Free School Meal pupils’ access fo food is addressed in

detail later in this statement at paragraphs 513 - 549

Ventilation

150. In September 2021 following increased correspondence and discussions at the Education
Committee regarding ventilation in schools, Investment and Infrastructure Directorate (lID)
within the Department of Education submitted a submission to the Minister, seeking her
approval for:

a) Agree for action plan and roll out of CO2 monitors.
b) Agree of capital allocation of £100k for purchase of initial 1000 CO2 monitors.
c) Agree of capital allocation of £100k for purchase of 100 mobile air filtration units.

d) Agree a COVID bid of £2m is submitted as part of October 2021 monitoring round.

e) Agree of wider allocation of CO2 monitors across the schools’ estate with initial order of

10,000 units.
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151. The Department had discussions and advice from the NI Assembly, EA and Department of
Education in England, Public Health Guidance and advice from the Health and Safety
Executive who recommended the importance of ventilation to mitigate transmission of
COVID-19 including appropriate ventilation rates and providing baseline on carbon dioxide
(CO2) concentrations in indoor air that indicate good or poor ventilation. DB 067¢ -

i INQ000548422 :The Education Minister approved the rollout of CO2 monitors with a capital

allocation of £100k for 1000 monitors and £100k for air filtration monitors and agreed a

Covid-19 capital bid of £2m for wider allocation of CO2 monitors across the school estate.

152. Details can be found at DB 068 — INQ000617951.

153. The Finance Minister wrote to Departments on 11 January 2021 noting availability of capital
and asking Departments if they wished to avail of funding to purchase air filtration or
ventilation devices. lID raised a submission and correspondence on the 12 January 2021 to
the Minister seeking her approval to continue to liaise with the Health Minister on use of air
filters and noting that she would liaise with the EA if there was scope to invest in more
ventilation works or maintenance in the financial year. Details can be found at DB 069a-
INQ000617952 and DB 069b — INQ000617955.

154. The dashboard from the Education Authority Ventilation Remedial Team highlighted the need
for 122 air filtration units in schools. IID made a submission seeking the purchase of an
additional 100 air filtration units, at an approximate cost of £150k. The EA secured an initial
stock of 100 units in stock and, given the number of units required, the EA believed that an
additional supply was required, requesting approval to purchase an additional 100 units.
Submission was approved by the Minister on 14 February 2022. The EA addressed the
concerns raised by schools in relation to ventilation issues, by seeking funding for air filtration
units. The EA records indicate 200 mobile air filtration units were purchased and supplied
across the school estate. There are no ongoing works from a maintenance perspective and
no active requests/reports from schools. Details can be found at DB 070a — INQ000617958
DB 070b - INQ000617961

Volunteering

155. On 27 March 2020, former Minister Peter Weir launched a Volunteering Scheme to provide

educational supervision in our schools for the children of ‘key workers’ and vulnerable

children DB 071a — INQ000617963 and DB 071b — INQ000617964.
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156. On 6 April 2020 (in addition to all teachers, staff in the DE, EA, CCMS and the ETI, Minister
Weir then widened the call for volunteers to include members of Boards of Governors, retired
Teachers and Classroom Assistants and the wider education sector. This was driven by an
awareness of the need to consider contingency planning for the Easter holidays and the
threat of a surge in the impact of the virus which NI had been told to prepare for DB 072 —
INQ000617966.

157. There was a very positive response to the Volunteering Scheme with over 1000 applications
received. DE collated a database containing the details of the volunteers and a data sharing
agreement was developed and signed between DE and the EA, as it was intended that the

volunteers would be contacted by the EA in relation to need.

158. A process was developed which determined the order in which volunteers would be called to

provide assistance if this was required:

a) Category 1 - Existing staff in the school.

b) Category 2 - Wider teacher workforce.

c) Category 3 — Northern Ireland Supply Teacher Register (NISTR).

d) Category 4 - DE wider education sector volunteers.

159. On 27 April 2020, Minister Peter Weir agreed that the Volunteering Scheme should be
paused due to the high number of volunteers already registered, the much-reduced number
of applications being received at that time and the fact that volunteers were unlikely to be

required imminently - as schools appeared to be coping well with the resources, they had DB
073 - INQO00617967.

160. It was recognised, however, that the Volunteering Scheme could have been restarted and
widened if additional volunteers had been required to support staff in those school settings

where provision was required.

161. All volunteers were then contacted to advise of the pausing of the scheme and to establish
their availability over the May bank holidays and the school summer holiday period, should it

have been necessary to deploy volunteers.
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162. In the event, it was not necessary to call upon the volunteers who registered with DE,
because as it transpired the teaching and non-teaching staff in school settings providing for
vulnerable children and the children of key workers coped well with the challenges they

faced.

163. To assist the placement of key workers’ children, the EA introduced a helpline, school link
officers and caseworkers to deal with key worker requests and to reduce the number of
unplaced children. Lists of available open schools and registered clusters of schools were
made available on the DE website. There were 33 registered clusters, involving 98 schools,
on the last published list on 5 June 2020.

164. On 3 April 2020, the Minister sent a further letter DB 074 — INQ000617968 and DB 075 —
INQO000617969 to schools outlining the situation at that time and asking all schools, where
possible, to work with link officers and other schools in their local area to put in place
arrangements to provide places for vuinerable children and the children of key workers who
needed them. The Minister also agreed that consideration should be given by the EA to
setting up Emergency Hubs to operate over the Easter Period in the event that major gaps
in provision emerged. The Emergency Hubs were only to be implemented when all other

cluster arrangements had been exhausted.
Youth Services

165. The Youth Service in Northern Ireland responded positively to the impact of the pandemic
and was amongst the first to respond to the needs of children and young people DB 076 —
INQO000617970.

166. While all generic and most targeted youth work was suspended from March 2020 DB 077 ~
INQO000617971 and DB 078 — INQO000617973, targeted youth work to support the most
vulnerable and at-risk young people continued to be provided under the direction of the EA.

167. Funding for youth services was continued throughout the pandemic DB 079 -

INQ000617974, DB 080 — INQ000617975 and DB 081 — INQ000617976. An additional
£0.4m for the Youth Service response was provided DB 082 — INQ000617977.
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168. Most youth work providers sought to move services on-line, including the EA statutory Youth
Service which adopted a new Youth Online portal. Through the Stay Connected programme,
the Education Authority Youth Service provided an online service to directly support young
people through digital youth work engagement. This included online group engagement with
interactive activities, online events and a range of programmes designed to meet the needs
of vulnerable groups. This helped widen the geographical reach and allowed young people
to meet up with friends and reduced feelings of isolation and loneliness. Programmes
included Health and Wellbeing, Mental Health, Personal and Social Development and online
events including quizzes. Our Facilitating Life and Resilience Education (FLARE) programme
demonstrated the innovative use of digitally based youth work to engage young people online
providing mental health support. The START programme engaged children and young
people providing innovative and creative programmes through online platforms to support
them during lockdown. However, several local youth work providers did not have the
necessary |IT capacity to do so. Officials put forward a business case to provide additional
laptops for those groups who did not have access to them. DE secured funding of £1m to
make IT equipment available to the voluntary sector which was administered by the
Education Authority. It was agreed that this would be made available to all Voluntary
organisations in receipt of Local Area or Project Funding and 6 groups funded to deliver the
Targeting Paramilitary Programme. Groups could apply for £15,000 to purchase devices to
help support vulnerable children and young people access services. This funding was
allocated through a score criteria application process. The new IT equipment increased
access to online/blended targeted youth work provision, improved service delivery and led to

improved outcomes for marginalised children and young people.

169. The EA Youth Service quickly established Youth Online as a mechanism to keep in contact
with young people and keep them engaged through a range of activities, ideas and
challenges designed to help young people look after themselves, learn a new skill and have
some fun. Guidance for youth workers operating online was issued DB 083a -

. INQ000617978 and DB 083b — INQ000617979.

170. Youth Online also provided advice on keeping safe and on how to ensure access to help if
needed (food, mental health, etc). All requests were followed up via text, WhatsApp or
video/voice call with a youth worker and arrangements were put in place for parental consent.
Codes of conduct were developed for young people accessing the service and youth workers
responding to needs DB 084a — INQ000617978 and DB 084b§ See DB 083b - INQ000617979 | W eekly
update reports were provided to DE on service delivery throug!Lﬁ"VtSUTﬁ"UﬁITﬁ'é"UB 085a -
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INQO000617982 and DB 085b — INQ000617161. Youth Online continued to provide guidance

and resources for safely restarting youth service activities.

171. For vulnerable and at-risk young people arrangements were made to continue o provide
face-to-face support where necessary with mitigations in place to stop the spread of the virus
DB 086 — INQO000617984. This included young people impacted by mental health (180 young
people) and under risk from paramilitaries (272 young people). In addition, over 500 young
people were provided with a bespoke response to their specific needs because of contacting
the EA Youth Service DB 087 — INQ000617985.

172. The EA worked closely with the Police Service of Northern Ireland in relation to young people
at risk DB 088 — INQO000617986. At the request of the Police Service of Northern Ireland the
Youth Service also provided drop in places of sanctuary for young people at risk of domestic
violence or child sexual exploitation. The Education Authority appointed 26 centre-based
staff members across Northern Ireland as part of its Sanctuary programme to support young
people at risk of domestic violence. There were no requests for support from this programme

during the period that it operated.

173. As well as the provision of youth services, the EA Youth Service supported the response to
those experiencing food poverty by providing weekly food boxes to over 3,000 young people
known to youth workers to be at risk through the ‘Eat Well, Live Well’ scheme. In an extension
to the ‘Eat Well, Live Well' scheme, the Youth Service continued to provide weekly food
boxes to around 5,000 young people during July and August 2020 to address holiday food
poverty.

Education and Training Inspectorate

174. On 18 March 2020, in response to the developing Covid-19 pandemic, the then Chief
Inspector Noelle Buick, informed all schools and educational settings that the ETI was taking
the unprecedented action of pausing all inspections with immediate effect and until further
notice DB 089 — INQ000641912. ETI having listened to schools and providers considered
how best it could work with, and be responsible to them and the wider education system -
the Chef Inspector took the decision in consultation with the DE Permanent Secretary in the
context of the wider emergency response arrangements, o enable schools and settings to
focus on the health and wellbeing of staff, pupils and students and to plan for imminent

closures.
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175. All ETI inspectors and staff were redeployed to support the education system. Inspectors
worked collaboratively with CCMS, CSSC and EA officers to support individual schools as
designated Covid-19 link officers providing support for Covid-19 related issues and school
day guidance. Other aspects of support included: publishing evaluations of children and
young people’s experiences of learning remotely during the Covid-19 pandemic; providing
advice and guidance on learning and teaching to support continuity of learning; and providing
policy advice and support to DE in relation to the creation, implementation and evaluation of
alternative approaches to learning and assessment, including alternative assessment for

public examinations.

176. ETI phase reports based on inspection and evaluation activity, and other work carried out
between September 2018 and December 2020 aimed to promote improvement in the
interests of all learners. Each report identified examples of effective provision, in the context
of school leaders and staff adapting and developing professional solutions to a wide range
of educational challenges, as well as highlighting areas for consideration going forward.

These reports were not specifically around Covid-19 but covered the period of the pandemic.

a) DB 090 - INQ000641964 pre-school-phase-report-September-2018-December-2020.

b) DB 091 - INQ000641965 primary-phase-report-September-2018-December-2020.

c) DB 092 - INQ000641963 post-primary-phase-report-September-2018-December-
2020.

d) DB 093 - INQO000641966 special-schools-phase-report-September-2018-December-
2020.
e) DB 094 - INQ000641961 eotas-phase-report-september-2018-december-2020.

f) DB 095 - INQ000641967 youth-phase-report-September-2018-December-2020

177. The latest Phase Insight Reports from 2021 - 2024 reflect ETl's mission to empower
improvement for those working in education and include links to external guidance and
support from a range of sources. Primary, Post Primary, Youth and Further Education phase
insights reports refer to the impact of post-pandemic challenges and the legacy of Covid- 19.

These reports are exhibited and referred fo later in the statement.

a) DB 096 - INQO00617995 early-years-insights-report-Sept 2021-2024.
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b) DB 097 — INQ000617996 primary-insights-report-Sept 2021-2024.
c) DB 098 — INQ000617997 post-primary-insights-report-Sept 2021-2024.
d) DB 099 - INQ000617998 youth-insights-report-Sept 2021- 2024.

e) DB 100 — INQ000617120 further-education-and-training-insights-report-Sept 2021-
2024

The announcement of 18 March 2020 that schools would close

178. The Executive Committee, consisting of the First Minister, the deputy First Minister and the
other Northern Ireland Ministers was the body primarily responsible for the Northern Ireland
response to the pandemic. DE officials had no input into the initial decision taken by the
Executive to close schools, whilst policy areas were being developed the announcement was
not foreseen by officials and they were not privy to the exchange in the Executive. Officials
understand that the reasoning behind the decision was driven by the DoH /CMO, however

Module 2C evidence would highlight what discussion took place.

179. Following the announcement on 18 March 2020 DE established a Practitioner Group made
up of school principals from across the educational sector including EA representatives which
meet on an ad hoc basis to discuss changes or ways to implement them when required, this
group was not minuted to allow free and frank discussion. A separate group of trade union
organisations representatives helped inform mitigation measures which would be considered
reasonable for both schools and employees. Officials understanding was that school closures
or restriction to access of schools would help reduce contact between individuals and
therefore slow the transmission of the virus, this was informed by PHA and CMO information

around how the virus was transmitted. @ s

| See DB 031 -

180. The Minister wrote to schools on 19 March 2020 DB 101 — INQ000817121 i i hjinhting the

need to continue to provide an education to children through the method of remote learning,

through online learning and lesson packs. Schools were also advised of the need to stay
open to provide supervised learning for vulnerable children and those of key workers. DE did
not conduct any work in relation to the keeping of schools open as the decision made by the
Executive provided no alternative other than partial closure. DE did not retain figures of the

number of schools who closed completely.
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181. Officials continued to engage with school principals and EA to try and address issues being
highlighted by telephone conversations and email and seeking clarity around various
proposed mitigations and how schools could prepare for pupils’ attendance. Schools were
directly responsible for the implementation of NPls within their own environments and EA
and DE provided policy advice and funding as required. Both EA and DE issued guidance

notes o schools via email circulation lists.

182. When DE guidance in relation to attendance and the use of Covid-related attendance codes
was introduced or updated, it was communicated to schools via e-mail from the dedicated
attendance mail account and copied to the Education Authority for information purposes also.

Additionally, DE webpages were updated as and when required.

183. In view of the increasing concerns regarding schools remaining open at this time (March
2020), many schools were quickly making arrangements to close to virtually all pupils and
planning how they could support pupils in learning from home and the small number of pupils
that would continue to attend school. Whether schools were ready to close is debatable, but
the vast majority were planning to do so, given the priority to safeguard children’s health and
safety and that of the educational workforce. In March there were groups of school children
out of Northern Ireland on school trips and concerns were beginning to arise as travel
restrictions began to be put in place and with decisions being taken in adjoining jurisdictions
where pupils were travelling across borders. This became a focus of discussion and concerns

were raised by schools’ principals/parent and coverage by local media.

184. At the same time officials were engaging with the EA, DoH and PHA on guidance to issue fo
schools and they began to look at what NPIs DB 102 — INQ000617122 were being
implemented across UK regions as well as in Ireland and other European countries to help

inform the development of the guidance for schools.

185. Advice was issued to schools regarding the coding of pupil attendance on pre-lockdown DB
103 — INQO000617136. From lockdown on 23 March 2020 schools were advised to use
Code ! — attendance not required; this did not adversely impact upon pupil attendance DB
104 - INQO00617137.
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Assessments and epidemiological advice on school closures

186. DE officials had no role in the initial strategies in relation to community testing, surveillance,
the move from “contain to delay” or in providing advice to health or social care providers.
These decisions were taken by the Executive Committee. At the early stage of the pandemic,
when the Executive decision had been taken that schools should restrict access for most

pupils, the restrictions became the most significant NPIs that DE implemented.

187. DE did not have access to its own epidemiological advice on transmission rates, nor did it
participate in any modelling or provide advice on the appropriateness or otherwise of NPlIs,
nor did DE provide any input into modelling scenarios. Instead, DE discussed with the DoH,
PHA, the Practitioner Group and TUS representatives in determining how the transmission
rates could be contained and reduced. Again, these meeting were on an ad hoc and when

needed basis.

188. DE did not provide advice to the Executive on behavioural management or public
communications in relation to the pandemic. During 2020/21, while formal inspection of
individual organisations was paused, a range of ETI District Inspector (D) activity continued
across all phases of education and training, including the advisory role carried out by
Inspectors as Dls for schools and seftings. Inspector activity allowed for the identification and
sharing of good and effective practice via reports published on the ETI website. In the
primary and post-primary sectors, there was a focus on monitoring and evaluating the DE-
funded Engage Programme, which aimed to limit any long-term adverse impact of Covid-19
by supporting pupils’ learning and engagement on their return to school/setting through
provision of high-quality one-to-one, small group or team-teaching support in every
school/setting in Northern Ireland. This programme is discussed in further detail from
paragraphs 445 - 455,

189. In December 2020 DE officials began to commission a Rapid Evidence Review Terms of
Reference DB 105 — INQ000617139 to identify emerging research and evidence related to
the Covid-19 pandemic, and the associated interruption in schooling, and its impact on
educational outcomes for primary and post-primary pupils. In June 2020, officials in
conjunction with QUB published a Rapid Evidence Review research paper DB 106 -
INQO00617140 to identify current research and thinking in relation to the reopening of
schools and what if any differences Northern Ireland was experiencing in comparison to other
jurisdictions, including EU countries. ETl also commissioned a report DB 107 -
INQ0O00617141.
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190. The Rapid Evidence Review was intended to inform policy development and responses

across DE and to review priorities for Restart including —

a) Physical Protection — We must protect the physical health of our workforce and learners

as they return to schools and settings — minimising the risk of Covid-19 transmission.

b) Well-being — We must promote the mental health and emotional well-being of our

workforce and learners as they adjust to a “new normal”.

¢) Vulnerable Children and Special Educational Needs (SEN) Services — We must ensure

the delivery of vital services to vulnerable learners, including SEN services.

d) Standards and Learning — We must maintain (or re-dress) educational standards,
provide continuity of learning and ensure appropriate assessment. Including preparation

for ongoing blended learning.

e) Anew school day —We must make practical arrangements to deliver a new normal which
is consistent with guidelines on social distancing, including issues relating to school

transport, provision of school meals and physical distancing in the education context.

191. QUB conducted a review of the evidence related fo the impact of the Covid-19
pandemic. The project was completed in two stages: the creation of an Evidence and Gap
Map (EGM) and the production of three evidence summaries on pupil attainment, pupil
wellbeing, and teacher practices. Together, the EGM and evidence summaries identify,
collate, and synthesise the evidence available during the first 18 months of the Covid-19
pandemic (until June 2021). The Pupil Attainment, Wellbeing, and Teacher Practices during
the Pandemic: Findings from an Evidence and Gap Map DB 108 - INQ000617142 and DB

192. The key findings are listed below -

a) Pupils’ learning progression was hindered by the Covid-19 pandemic. This is echoed across

studies that examined the perspectives of pupils, parents, and teachers.
b) There were socio-economic differences in the learning progression of pupils, whereby

pupils from more deprived backgrounds were reported to be doing less well than their
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