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I, SUSAN ACLAND-HOOD, OF THE DEPARTMENT FOR EDUCATION,
SANCTUARY BUILDINGS, GREAT SMITH STREET, LONDON, SW1P 3BT,
WILL SAY AS FOLLOWS:

INTRODUCTION

I, Susan Acland-Hood, am employed by the Department for Education (“DfE”) as
the Permanent Secretary. | have held this position substantively since December
2020 and under temporary promotion from September 2020. Prior to this role, |
was the Chief Executive at HM Courts and Tribunals Service (2016 to 2020).

| make this statement in response to the Inquiry's Request for Evidence under Rule
9 of the Inquiry Rules 2006 sent in draft on 12 September 2024 (“the Rule 9
request”). This statement responds to questions 1 to 10, 41 and 56 in that request.

DfE officials have searched thoroughly for any available evidence to set out what
happened, when and why as fully as possible. Where there are any gaps in
evidence about decision making, this is because we have not been able to find
evidence to fill those gaps.

While | was not employed by DfE during the whole of the pre-pandemic period
covered by this statement, | am satisfied from the documents found and exhibited
in this statement, and assurance from current and former DfE officials who worked
on this area, that this statement sets out how DfE was involved in pre-pandemic
planning, exercises and associated activity.

The statement is split into 2 parts.

Part 1 covers DfE’s general responsibilities and role in relation to children and young
people. It explains how DfE generally works with other parts of central government,
local government and the education and care sectors. Part 1 also details how DfE
evolved its COVID-19 response function during the pandemic as well as how it
conducted external engagement with the education and care sector including a list
of all DfE COVID-19 guidance that was published during the pandemic. Part 1 also
covers DfE ministers, advisors and key senior officials that were involved in
responding to the pandemic between January 2020 and June 2022. It also includes
a list of DfE’s main stakeholders and a list of the key COVID-19 meetings that DfE
was involved in during the pandemic.
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Part 2 covers DfE’s involvement in pre-pandemic planning, exercises and activities.
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This statement is supported by documentary evidence, which will be referred to in
the format (Exhibit SAH2/xx - INQOO0OQO0).

Part 1: Responsibilities of the Department for Education
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1. Overview of responsibilities

1.1 This section contains an overview of DfE’s involvement with children
and young people, including its role, function and responsibilities.

1.2 DfE has overall responsibility for setting the policy, accountability and
regulatory framework for children’s services, including children’s
social care (“CSC”) and safeguarding in relation to children, and
education and training including early years (“EY”), primary and
secondary education (including in schools), further education (“FE”),
higher education (“HE”) and apprenticeships and training.

1.3 DfE is a ministerial department. DfE’s powers rest with the Secretary of
State for Education (“SSE”). DfE does not have its own legal
personality. Therefore, the structure of the department can change
to reflect the allocation of functions to ministers.

1.4 DfE is headed by SSE who carries out the functions which the Prime
Minister has allocated to them, or which are conferred specifically
on them by legislation.

1.5 The current SSE, the Rt Hon Bridget Phillipson MP, was appointed
SSE on 5 July 2024. For the purposes of this statement, SSE at
the relevant time was:

1.5.1 The Rt Hon Sir Gavin Williamson CBE MP - July 2019 to
September 2021; and

1.5.2 The Rt Hon Nadhim Zahawi MP - September 2021 to July
2022.

1.6 DfE also has junior ministers who are allocated specific areas of
responsibility within which they carry out functions in the name of SSE.
These roles may be set by the Prime Minister when they are

appointed, or functions may be allocated by SSE.
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1.7 As set out in the Cabinet Manual (Exhibit SAH2/001 - INQ000182315),
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cabinet is the ultimate decision-making body of government, and the
PM decides upon its membership. Generally, proposals will require
consideration by cabinet, cabinet committees or by ministerial
correspondence if:

1.7.1 the issue is likely to lead to significant public comment or
criticism

1.7.2 the subject matter affects more than one department; and/or

1.7.3 there is an unresolved conflict between departments.

1.8 The cabinet system of government is based on the principle of collective
responsibility. All government ministers are bound by the collective
decisions of cabinet, save where it is explicitly set aside, and carry
joint responsibility for all the Government’s policies and decisions.
Before a decision is made, ministers are given the opportunity to
debate the issue, with a view to reaching an agreed position. It is for
the Prime Minister, as chair of cabinet, or the relevant cabinet
committee chair to summarise what the collective decision is.

1.9 It is important to note that during COVID-19, SSE did not have
complete autonomy to make core decisions. The central structures of
decision making changed during the course of the pandemic (and the

parameters and timeframes for decisions were often set centrally).

1.10 In the UK, education is a devolved matter under each of the devolution
settlements, with DfE having responsibility for education in England. The
relevant departments for education in the Scottish Government, Welsh
Government and the Northern Ireland Executive have responsibility for
education in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland respectively. DfE had
regular engagement with the devolved administrations (“DAs”) throughout
the pandemic. DfE engages the devolved governments at ministerial and
official level on a range of areas covering schools, skills and family policies.
At ministerial level,
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engagement includes the UK Education Ministers Council (‘UKEMC”),

which meets to discuss issues of shared interest.
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1.11 DfE’s main areas of policy responsibility are:

11.1.1 Early education and childcare, including delivery of early
education entitlements, setting of standards in EY, and
operation of the formal childcare system in England.
Responsibilities also cover support for parents and the

home learning environment.

11.2.1 CSC, including systems for children in need, child
protection, and children in care. This includes
fostering,
adoption, alternatives to care, residential care, and
system enablers such as strategy, funding, legislation,
workforce,

data and digital.

11.3.1 The standards, operation and funding of the system for
children and young people in the primary and
secondary
school sectors as well as related teaching, learning and
qualifications. This includes local authority maintained
schools and academies, and provision for children with
special educational needs and disabilities (‘SEND”). DfE
also regulates the independent school sector and home
education. More details on the different types of school
and how DfE works with them can be found in section 2.5

below.

11.4.1 Teaching, learning and training for young people and adults
in apprenticeships, traineeships, the FE sector and
wider adult learning provision. FE refers to any study after
secondary education that is not part of an undergraduate
or graduate degree. This includes training that takes place
in FE colleges, but also that delivered through
independent training providers (“ITPs”), employers, and
adult and
community learning. DfE funds many FE providers through
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the Education and Skills Funding Agency (“ESFA”) as well

as providing funding to Mayoral Combined Authorities
(“MCAs”) for adults’ skills. Some FE qualifications are also

delivered by school sixth forms.

11.5.1 Teaching and learning for young people and adults in the
HE sector. HE refers to education to achieve certain

higher-level qualifications, which are generally undertaken
after the age of 18, usually the study of an undergraduate
or postgraduate degree, but also including study at
qualification levels 4 and 5 (for example, Higher Technical
Qualifications (“HTQ”)). HE providers (‘HEPs”) operate
with a significant degree of autonomy, which is protected
in legislation, including the Higher Education and
Research Act 2017.

11.6.1 Supporting professionals who work with children, young
people and adult learners across sectors.

1.12 SSE also leads the Government’s Opportunity Mission. The
Opportunity Mission aims to break the link between children and
young people's family background and success. DfE has a vital role
to play in protecting children and ensuring high standards of
education, training and care at all stages of their lives.

1.13 DfE does not have responsibility for all policies that impact upon children
and young people. Many such policies are the responsibility of other
parts of government. Most examples are set out in Annex 1 (Exhibit
SAH2/002 - INQ000514481) with some examples set out below:

1.13.1 Children’s health policy and delivery is the responsibility of
multiple departments and organisations, including the
Department of Health and Social Care ("DHSC"), the NHS
and local authorities. Where health issues relate to
infectious diseases and environmental hazards, this is the
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responsibility of the UK Health Security Agency ("UKHSA")
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previously known as Public Health England (“PHE”). DfE
works with these institutions where there are important
health and wellbeing issues that need the involvement of

education and care settings.

1.13.2 The Department for Work and Pensions ("DWP") is primarily
responsible for the reduction of child poverty, but
DfE is responsible for important policies which impact
children living in poverty. The most notable policies are
the provision of free school meals (“FSM”) as well as
pupil
premium funding. DfE works with other government
departments ("OGDs") who share responsibility for the
reduction and alleviation of child poverty, including
through the Child Poverty Taskforce whose role is to
oversee the
development and publication of an ambitious cross
government child poverty strategy. SSE is co-chair of this

taskforce which was established in July 2024.

1.13.3 Since taking on the relevant responsibilities from the
Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport when
it
closed in 2023, the Department for Science, Innovation
and Technology ("DSIT") is responsible for ensuring that
new and existing technologies are safely developed and
deployed across the UK. This includes managing the
Online Safety Act 2023. DfE publishes guidance to
support schools to effectively manage technology in
education
settings but is not responsible for managing children’s use

of technology in the home.

1.14 While local authorities are responsible for the delivery of support and
services to vulnerable children in their area, DfE has national responsibility
for providing the overall legislative framework and statutory guidance for
child protection and safeguarding. Most notably, providing the Working
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Together to Safeguard Children guidance. As DfE holds this responsibility
along with its responsibilities on CSC, it

8
often works with OGDs on a range of issues affecting children where

responsibilities overlap, including during an emergency response
such as infectious diseases or public disorder. This includes work to

support:

14.1.1 Child victims of modern slavery and trafficking: the Home
Office (“HQO”) leads on support for child victims of
modern
slavery/ trafficking. However, these groups of children
often overlap in significant ways with DfE’s work on CSC,
safeguarding and child protection. Therefore, DfE works
closely with a range of OGDs, local authorities and other

agencies to support these groups.

14.2.1 Unaccompanied asylum-seeking children: HO is responsible
for asylum policies affecting children, but DfE
works with HO and local authorities to ensure these
children have the support and services they require (as
set out in legislation).

14.3.1 Children in contact with the criminal justice system: the
Youth Custody Service ("YCS") is responsible for most
youth custodial institutions. The YCS forms part of His
Majesty’s Prison and Probation Service and is under the
responsibility of the Ministry of Justice (“MoJ”). Some
children serve their sentences or are remanded in Secure
Children’s Homes (“SCH”), which also look after some
children who are in the care system. DfE is responsible
for the overall policy framework for SCHs.

1.15 DfE also works with the Ministry for Housing, Communities and Local
Government (“MHCLG”) who are responsible for administering the
funding for children’s services as part of the local government finance
settlement. MHCLG are also responsible for housing policy and
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