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I, JULIA KINNIBURGH, OF THE DEPARTMENT FOR EDUCATION,

SANCTUARY BUILDINGS, GREAT SMITH STREET, LONDON, SW1P 3BT, WILL

SAY AS FOLLOWS:

1.

1.1

1.2

1.3

1.4

1.5

Chapter 1: Introduction

I, Julia Kinniburgh, am employed by the Department for Education (“DfE”) as the
Director General for Skills Group. | have held this position since December 2022. Prior
to this role, | was the Director General for the COVID-19 Response and Recovery
Group in DfE between December 2020 and April 2022 and then Director General for
Strategy Group in DfE between April and December 2022.

| make this statement in response to the UK Covid-19 Inquiry's (“the Inquiry”) 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 11 to 28, 36 to 40,
57 to 64, 69 to 76 and 78 to 86 in that request. As DfE’s responsibilities cover England,

this statement can only address what happened in England during the pandemic.

The first Corporate Statement provided by Susan Acland-Hood dated 29 March
2023 (Exhibit JK1/001 — INQO00146054) provides a full account of DfE’s
responsibilities; its links across government, the devolved administrations (“DA”) and
its sectors; as well as the key decision-makers, stakeholders and meetings (DfE

reference). These details are not repeated in my statement.

| have been asked to provide a statement relating to the opening and closing of
education and care settings along with the monitoring of such measures and
mitigations between 1 January 2020 and 28 June 2022. Although | did not join DfE
until December 2020, | have been assisted in preparing this statement by officials in
DfE who worked in the relevant areas throughout this period. DfE officials have also

searched for all relevant documents from the period.

DfE officials have searched thoroughly for any available evidence in order 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 DfE has not been able to find

evidence to fill those gaps.
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1.6

1.7

1.8

1.9

| am satisfied that from the documents found and exhibited to this statement,
assurance from current and former DfE officials who worked on this area through the
pandemic, and my own recollection, this statement sets out the key events that

occurred during that period as accurately as possible.

The pandemic was a fast-moving situation that required DfE to work rapidly to support
education and care settings. DfE’s approach was to focus on rapid-cycle improvement,
testing and learning throughout each stage of the pandemic. DfE adapted its response
to cater to the ongoing needs of settings: regularly reviewing policy and its processes
rather than pausing to do formal reviews. During the first set of closures, DfE focused
on getting delivery right under challenging circumstances. This included reflecting on
what was working and what was not and making changes as a result of this reflection.

Key areas of monitoring and/or assessment have been set out below.

As there was a wide range of formal and informal monitoring activity taking place, it is
not always possible to link a piece of monitoring to a specific action taken by DfE.
Instead, throughout the statement we have set out, in chronological order, the actions

taken by DfE which would have been informed by the overall monitoring activity.

It is important to note that during COVID-19, the Secretary of State for Education
(“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).

Finally, | would like to reiterate that settings were always open, at the very least, to
children of critical workers (“CCW?”) and vulnerable children. | would like to record my
gratitude to all the teaching and other staff who attended in person throughout the

pandemic period to enable this to happen.

The statement is in seven chapters, as follows:

1.11.1 Chapter 1 — Introduction to the statement.

1.11.2 Chapter 2 — This covers pre-pandemic planning from January 2020 to
mid-March 2020.
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1.11.3

1.11.4

1.11.5

1.11.6

1.11.7

Chapter 3 — This covers the decision to close settings to the majority of
pupils in March 2020.

Chapter 4 — This covers late March 2020 to December 2020 -
monitoring the impact of closing settings to the majority of pupils and
the decision to reopen settings for transition year groups from 1 June

2020 and full reopening from autumn 2020.

Chapter 5 — This covers mid-December 2020 to March 2021 — the
decision to close settings in January 2021 and monitoring the impact
of closing settings to the maijority of pupils as well as the decision to

fully reopen settings in March 2021.

Chapter 6 — This covers March 2021 to June 2022 - monitoring the
impact of fully reopening settings from March 2021.

Chapter 7 - Conclusion and lessons learned.

This statement is supported by documentary evidence, which will be referred to in the
format (Exhibit JK1/XXX - INQOOOXXXXXX). The Inquiry should note that where

exhibits refer to ‘schools’, this often covers all education settings, including schools,

colleges as well as specialist schools and alternative provision.
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2. Chapter 2: COVID-19 planning and response - January 2020 to mid-March 2020

2.1 This section details the actions taken by DfE from January 2020 to March 2020 in
response to the COVID-19 pandemic. It highlights the initial scenario planning efforts

up to the closure of settings to the majority of pupils in mid-March 2020.

2.2 In January 2020, DfE had an Emergency Response Group (“ERG”), whose primary
function was to co-ordinate a response to any emergencies related to DfE. The group
covered both co-ordination across DfE as well as working with Cabinet Office (“CQO”")

and other parts of government.

2.3 The first Cabinet Office Briefing Room (“COBR”) meeting regarding COVID-19 was on
24 January 2020. In preparation for this, DfE’'s ERG formally began work on COVID-19
and held its first meeting (Exhibit JK1/002 - INQ000542403) in the morning prior to the
COBR meeting taking place.

2.4 The Minister of State for School Standards (“MoSSS”) was invited and attended the
first COBR meeting relating to COVID-19 on 24 January 2020 (Exhibit JK1/003 -
INQOO00540768). These meetings became regular from February 2020 and were
mainly attended by DfE representatives in the form of SSE or MoSSS. COBR was the

key decision-making committee in the early stages of the pandemic response.

2.5 The COBR meeting on 24 January 2020 was held to share an update on the outbreak
of COVID-19 and to discuss UK preparedness. It was discussed that the steer from a
cross-government communications group was to not issue formal guidance to

education settings at this stage and to re-evaluate if the situation escalated.

2.6 Work within the department on the COVID-19 pandemic quickly accelerated following
the first COBR meeting, with another ERG meeting taking place in the afternoon of 24
January 2020 (Exhibit JK1/004 -INQ000542406) to feedback on what was discussed.
The ERG then met daily to inform situation reports ("sitreps") which were sent to senior
civil servants (“SCS”) and ministers. The ERG also provided regular briefings every

Wednesday to MoSSS, as emergency planning was added to his ministerial portfolio.

2.7 It became clear from the outset that obtaining information from the sector was integral

to ensuring the necessary support was provided, and that local authorities and
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2.8

29

210

education and care settings would need much closer and more regular engagement
with DfE officials.

To ensure there was a strong link between the DfE and providers, Regional Schools
Commissioners (“RSC") and their regional teams spent a significant portion of their
time supporting local authorities, multi-academy trusts (“MATs"), colleges and schools
with their pandemic response. They acted as the ‘eyes and ears’ of DfE. This work
was designed to provide a route for all education settings, with the exception of Higher
Education (*HE"), to have contact with DfE to provide feedback on live concerns, ask
questions about guidance and discuss any potential issues with compliance as they
arose. Later on, these teams were also able to support DfE policy teams to compile
qualitative data about the effects of closing settings to the majority of pupils; the impact
of COVID-19 response measures (e.g. face coverings); and provide a detailed picture

of what was happening in education settings at different stages of the pandemic.

By early February 2020, the ERG started to deliver external communications and
guidance to early years (“EY”) providers, schools and further education (“FE”) settings
including a regular sector bulletin, first sent on 4 February 2020 (Exhibit JK1/005 -
INQO00542408). This included advice for parents and guardians on COVID-19. On the
same day, Department for Health and Social Care (*“DHSC”) guidance was released
on self-isolation. Public Health England (“PHE”) posters were placed in public places

and sent to all education and childcare settings.

On 5 February 2020, the first working draft of DfE's reasonable worst-case scenario,
Emergency Response Plan Coronavirus (Exhibit JK1/006 - INQ000542408), was
circulated (Exhibit JK1/007 - INQ000542410) to DfE officials. The plan set out DfE’s

emergency response to the Coronavirus outbreak, including planning assumptions and
actions for DfE-led education and childcare sectors which may be impacted. The
document outlined various scenarios depending on the infection stage. For example,
escalation stage 1 (infection spread to isolated cities or counties within China) included
activity plans for communications to the public and horizon scanning, whereas
escalation stage 7 (pandemic) included activity around implementing an emergency
pandemic influenza bill on top of various other measures, such as temporarily closing
educational settings. Temporary closures were only mentioned in scenario 7 of the
document, which was the ‘worst-case scenario’. Further scenarios and DfE responses

were detailed in the emergency response plan.
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2.1 DfE’s Central Analysis Unit (“CAU”) further developed work on COVID-19 worst-case
scenario planning (Exhibit JK1/008 - INQ000542412). This was a one-off exercise that

was completed on 7 February 2020. It included:

2111 A compilation of potential risks (and assessment of those risks) across
all sectors of the education system and around social care, for a
reasonable worst-case scenario (Exhibit JK1/009 - INQ000542908);

2.11.2 Questions to help provide the detail that may be required around each
of the risks and issues identified (Exhibit JK1/010 - INQ000542414);

2.11.3 A review of the existing literature on the impacts and possible
responses to a likely pandemic (Exhibit JK1/011 - INQ000542415).

2.12 From the start of the pandemic in January 2020, DfE officials, including DfE’s Chief
Scientific Adviser ("CSA”) and DfE’s Deputy Chief Scientific Adviser ("DCSA”)
received, reviewed and summarised minutes and documents from the Scientific
Advisory Group for Emergencies (“SAGE") and any subgroup meetings. They
disseminated key findings to ministers and DfE officials to inform decision making and
provided scientific summaries on the impact of allowing settings to remain open to
CCW and vulnerable children (Exhibits JK1/012 - INQ000542446 and JK1/013 -
INQO00541088).

2.13 On 10 February 2020, the Scientific Pandemic Influenza Group on Modelling,
Operational Sub-Group (“SPI-M-0"), a sub-group of SAGE that gave expert advice to
the government on COVID-19 based on infectious disease modelling and
epidemiology, provided SAGE members with a paper (Exhibit JK1/014 -
INQOOO0075447) outlining the potential impact of mass school closures. The paper
noted that there was limited knowledge about the virus, particularly regarding children,
and that most of the modelling was based on pandemic influenza such as in 2009. It
noted that if there is value in school closures, it may be greatest around the peak of a
UK epidemic. The paper went on to say that a more detailed assessment of the likely
impact of school closures would be possible once there had been several weeks of
sustained transmission of COVID-19 within the UK. During these meetings, SAGE
primarily focussed on the impact of school opening on transmission rather than the

impact on children of closures.

INQO000651498_0007



214

2.15

2.16

217

The ERG updated senior officials at the director generals meeting (Exhibit JK1/015 -
INQOO00542419) on 11 February 2020, about the COVID-19 worst case scenario
planning. It was discussed (Exhibit JK1/016 - INQ000542422) that ERG had worked
with the Civil Contingencies Secretariat (“CCS”) to ensure DfE plans were aligned with
the wider government response and that any dependencies could be identified. The
rolling brief (Exhibit JK1/017 - INQ000542417) highlighted that CCS asked DfE officials
to respond to a commission on development of legislation for the pandemic response.
DfE adapted the existing clauses, originally developed for the Pandemic Flu Bill, to
broaden their scope, allowing for the enforcement of a nationwide closure of education

and childcare settings, if necessary.

The sixth SAGE meeting (Exhibit JK1/018 - INQ0OO0075784) regarding the COVID-19
response took place on 11 February 2020, where key data around COVID-19 was
discussed. During the meeting it was confirmed that at the time, there was no clear
evidence regarding the role of children in fransmission with COVID-19, but reports
suggested that the severity of the virus might be less than with adults. It was agreed
that measures to limit spread of the virus (including a review of school options) should

be discussed at a future meeting.

DfE took part in a ministerial COBR desktop exercise (Exhibits JK1/019 -
INQOO00542427 and JK1/020 - INQ000542429) on 12 February 2020. The exercise
consisted of a simulated COBR meeting in which participants from different
departments worked through a fictional scenario (Exhibits JK1/021 - INQ000542423,
JK1/022 -INQO000113252 and JK1/023 -INQO00052014). The scenario planning for
this exercise detailed options and challenges around sharing resources, additional
funding and prioritisation of services across the education sector. DfE’s aim at this time
was to keep education settings open. The rolling briefing (Exhibit JK1/024 -
INQO00542428) indicated that the exercise helped DfE clarify some assumptions and
identify areas that needed closer collaboration with other government departments
(*OGDs"). An example of this was the necessity of a structured and evidence-based
communications campaign. To increase collaboration with OGDs, DfE planned to
make stronger links with DHSC and PHE to ensure rapid access to healthcare

professionals.

The rolling brief went on to explain that the scenario plan, which was produced on 12

February 2020, was shared with ministerial offices and all DfE Directors General. DfE

INQ000651498_0008



also shared the plans with CCS to ensure DfE’s plan aligned with the wider

government response and that any dependencies were identified.

2.18 On 13 February 2020, DfE’s Director of Children’s Social Care attended a SAGE
meeting where a discussion took place around the potential impact of restricting
attendance at education and childcare providers (Exhibit JK1/025 -INQ000106109).
SAGE considered that nationwide school closures could potentially delay the first wave
or peak of an epidemic, but it would require closures lasting weeks and evidence
suggested that it would not alter the total number of people who would coniract the
virus. It was reiterated that the impact of COVID-19 on school-age children was poorly
understood. Further modelling was needed to explore scenarios under which school

closures would be useful.

2.19 Following the SAGE meeting on 13 February 2020, the Scientific Pandemic Infections
group on Modelling (“SPI-M”) was assigned the task of using DfE data to model
scenarios and parameters to assess the effectiveness of school closures in delaying
and reducing the peak of the UK epidemic, assuming COVID-19 was transmissible by
children. This was in preparation for the SAGE meeting on 20 February 2020. The task
was expanded to include exploring selective closures and their impacts; providing
quantitative and sensitivity analysis to identify the most impactful parameters; and
considering behavioural consequences that might alter the effectiveness of these

measures.

2.20 Further guidance produced jointly between DfE and PHE was issued to support
education settings on 17 February 2020, and updated to include a poster about advice
on the coronavirus for places of education (Exhibit JK1/026 - INQ000520114) on 19
February 2020 (Exhibit JK1/027 — INQ000520167). The guidance provided advice on

preventing the spread of infections and what actions to take if there was a suspected

or confirmed COVID-19 case in a setting.

2.21 At a SAGE meeting on 20 February 2020 (Exhibit JK1/028 - INQO00087502), SAGE
discussed the paper by SPI-M-O: Consensus view on the impact of mass school
closures (Exhibit JK1/029 - INQ0O00075404). The paper said that there were many
uncertainties about the COVID-18 virus, including the role of children in transmission
and the severity of infections in children. It was assumed that for the purposes of the
paper, that children would have a role in tfransmission similar to that of influenza. It was

concluded that it was possible for school closures to have a modest impact on
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delaying the peak of an epidemic, but that timing would be key. After reviewing the
literature on school closures, SPI-M-O found that there was likely to be greater
compliance from parents for shorter durations of closures, such as a two-week period.
There was no evidence on the epidemiological impact of school closures lasting longer

than four weeks.

2.22 As the pandemic progressed, DfE’s response was scaled up. On 24 February 2020,
the COVID-19 response function moved to DfE’s existing Departmental Operations
Centre ("DOC”). The DOC had been focused on managing EU Exit preparations, but
now staff in ERG and DOC were brought together, so that the DOC could become the
central point for COVID-19 intelligence gathering, information sharing and
commissioning. In March 2020, the DOC was renamed the COVID-19 DOC and took
on additional responsibilities including regular sector communications, guidance and

testing business continuity in DfE.

2.23 During a SAGE meeting on 25 February 2020 (Exhibit JK1/030 - INQO00087503), it
was concluded that interventions relating to COVID-19 should seek to contain, delay
and reduce the peak incidence of cases. A paper titled Potential effect of non-
pharmaceutical interventions on a COVID-19 epidemic written by the World Health
Organisation Collaborating Centre for Infectious Disease Modelling, MRC Centre for
Global Infectious Disease Analysis and Jameel Institute for Disease and Emergency
Analytics (Exhibit JK1/031 - INQO00075787) was discussed. The paper modelled four
non-pharmaceutical interventions based on a model previously developed for

pandemic influenza planning:

2.23.1 University and school closures — schools were assumed to completely

close, with 25% of universities to remain open.

2.23.2 Home isolation for symptomatic cases — 65% of symptomatic cases

were to withdraw to the home for 7 days.

2.23.3 Voluntary household quarantine — on occurrence of a symptomatic
case in a household, all household members were to withdraw to the

home for 14 days.

2.23.4 Social distancing — all households were required to reduce contacts

outside the household or school/workplace by 75%.

10
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2.24 It was discussed that all measures would require implementation for a significant
duration in order to be effective. Evidence from Hong Kong, Wuhan and Singapore
indicated that social distancing measures and school closures could reduce the
COVID-19 reproduction number to 1 (a 50% to 60% reduction). It was agreed that a
combination of these measures would be most realistic, but this would only slow, not

halt, an epidemic. It was also noted that the NHS must be considered in any decisions.

2.25 Another SAGE meeting took place on 27 February 2020 (Exhibit JK1/032 -
INQOO0106129) where a paper was discussed titled Potential effect of non-
pharmaceutical interventions (NPIs) on a COVID-19 epidemic in the UK (Exhibit
JK1/033 - INQOO00087326). The paper, prepared for SAGE, proposed various
measures by which transmission of the virus could be reduced and considered the
potential effectiveness of key behavioural and social interventions. On a proposed
closure of schools, the paper made the assumption that if this measure proceeded, it
was unlikely to contain an outbreak on its own and it would only delay the peak by
three weeks, possibly less. It went on to suggest that with regards to reducing the peak
of an outbreak:

“If children have a similar role in transmission as to flu, around 10%-
30% reduction in peak incidence could be achievable for a closure
duration of over 8 weeks, when enacted early. Would be greater
(~30% reduction) if universities were closed too” (page two).

2.26 It further mentioned that deciding whether to initially implement stricter measures then
gradually relax them, or to start with fewer measures then increase them as needed,

would be a political decision.

2.27 SAGE concluded that mitigations could be expected to change the shape of the
epidemic curve or the timing of a first or second peak, but they were not likely to
reduce the overall number of total infections. The modelling suggested that earlier and
combined interventions would have more substantial impact if they were also

maintained for a significant period.

2.28 DfE launched the Coronavirus national helpline (Exhibit JK1/034 - INQ000542914) on
2 March 2020. It was described by DfE as a helpline that offered guidance for anyone
with education related questions, including parents, from early years o universities,

and adult learning. The helpline was open Monday to Friday, 8:00am to 6:00pm. 1,600
11
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calls were received in the first four days of operation (Exhibit JK1/035 -
INQO00542431).

2.29 DfE received a commission from CO on 5 March 2020 (Exhibits JK1/036 —
INQO00542430 and JK1/037 -INQO00182335) which required departments to move
into the next phase of planning. For DfE, this included more thorough contingency
planning in preparation for the event of education settings closing. CO confirmed that
COBR meetings would now take place daily to discuss COVID-19. The commission
asked for an assessment of the department’s preparedness against the reasonable
worst-case scenario plans. DfE submitted its response (Exhibits JK1/036 -
INQO00542430 and JK1/035 - INQ000542431) on 8 March 2020 outlining that it had
initiated DfE's emergency response procedures and detailing what those were. The

response outlined that:

“The work on Business Continuity and Reasonable Worst Case
Scenario planning has been running for a number of weeks and good
progress has been made. However, there is more to do as the impact
on the education sector is extremely complex (e.qg. disruption to
exam season) and has the potential for medium/long term

ramifications (e.g. University admissions).”

2.30 It went on to say that:

“Our plans for the education and childcare sectors are based on the
Government’s broad aims: (a) to prevent, protect against and control
the spread of a pandemic; (b) to keep the sectors operating as fully
as possible during the pandemic, both for the sake of the care and
education of children and students and also to minimise disruption

to parents and the wider economy.”

2.31 Calls to the DfE Coronavirus national helpline steadily increased. The DfE Coronavirus
national helpline received 1,576 calls on 9 March 2020 and 1,692 calls on 11 March
2020 (Exhibit JK1/038 - INQ000542968).

2.32 Work also continued to support vulnerable children. On 11 March 2020, DfE’s
Permanent Secretary received a free school meals (“FSM”) briefing from DfE officials

to prepare for an upcoming meeting between DfE and the Ministry of Housing,

12
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Communities and Local Government (“MHCLG") on support for the economically
vulnerable (Exhibit JK1/039 - INQ0005128489). The document highlighted the
pressures of providing support for children who might miss out on food due to school
closures or self-isolation during the COVID-19 outbreak. It stated that DfE had worked
closely with OGDs to consider possible mitigations and mechanisms to address the

pressures.

2.33 Later on 11 March 2020, DfE officials prepared a briefing (Exhibit JK1/40 -
INQO00512852) for SSE and a slide on FSM (Exhibit JK1/041 - INQO00512851) for a
COBR meeting later on that day. The materials set out that 1.3 million children were
eligible for FSM, costing circa £515 million per year. The slide outlined concerns DfE
had about the impact on FSM provision if children were required to stay at home. The
slide set out possible options to mitigate this impact for ministers to consider,
emphasising that further work would be required to develop a robust, fully costed lead
option. These options for mitigation were further outlined in the FSM briefing which
discussed the challenge of supporting children who would miss out on food due to
school closures. DfE officials continued to develop proposals for supporting children
who were eligible for FSM if their education setting was forced fo close, or they needed

to self-isolate.

2.34 At this stage, there was work being done to consider options for delivering education
remotely in the event of school closures. There were concerns that if educational
settings were to close, many children would not have access to the technology
necessary to participate in remote education. The concept of remote education was
not well established before 2020. However, some educational settings did offer remote
education to support pupils during absences, and homework was occasionally set
digitally through virtual learning environments or websites. FE providers delivered
some remote learning, primarily to accommodate learners needing more flexibility,
such as those with caring responsibilities. Prior to 2020, DfE did not collect data for
remote education, nor were there any established accountabilities or standards for
education settings (such as schools, sixth form colleges and FE colleges) who were

providing remote education to children.

2.35 Following the 5 March 2020 CO commission, (see paragraph 2.32) on 13 March 2020,
DfE officials sent SSE advice on the draft guidance titled Coronavirus (COVID-19)
guidance for schools and school leaders (Exhibits JK1/042 - INQ000542433 and
JK1/043 - INQOO0542434) to aid education settings’ contingency planning if a provider

13
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needed to close due to a COVID-19 outbreak. The guidance was intended to help aid
strategic discussions within schools about next steps regarding COVID-19, to help
support decision making that enabled effective remote working arrangements and that
minimised disruption to education. Officials recognised that some education settings
and children would have internet access and access {o appropriate devices, but many
children, especially those from more disadvantaged backgrounds, would nof.
Therefore, a completely technology-centred solution would not work for all children and
their families. In light of this, the guidance aimed to assist education settings in
capitalising on the resources available by bringing together case studies on what
worked well in remote learning, using technology and more traditional approaches.
Although the original draft guidance was not published in its original form, it was
subsequently updated and incorporated into COVID-12 guidance for schools, such as
the section on remote education in the Guidance for full opening of schools, which was
published on 2 July 2020 (Exhibit JK1/319 — INQO00575765).

2.36 Contingency planning continued and from 13 March 2020, DfE helped to prepare
educational settings for remote education in the event their setting had to close to the
majority of students in relation to COVID-19. This included developing initial guidance,
working with the BBC tfo deliver a national education offering and with schools to
provide case studies on how to deliver remote education effectively, and ensuring that
education settings were equipped to transition to remote learning (Exhibits JK1/042 -
INQO00542433, JK1/044 - INQ000542452 and JK1/045 - INQO00226744).

2.37 On 15 March 2020, following a commission from CO, DfE provided a note to CO that
specifically set out detailed consideration on mass closures for education settings. This
note intended to inform CO about the implications of universal school closures and to

outline the types of mitigations that might be necessary to lessen some of the impacts.

2.38 DfE included the potential impacts on children if education settings were to close
(Exhibits JK1/046 - INQ000286012 and JK1/047 - INQ0O00540794). The note
highlighted that, in the event of partial closures or situations where education settings
remained open but large numbers of students or staff were absent due fo isolation,

several impacts could occur, including:

2.38.1 Almost 9 million pupils could not be guaranteed to receive an
education for the time their education setting was closed to the

majority of pupils and any education they received would be limited.

14
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2.38.2 Remote learning, it was assumed, might not work for all children either
because education settings would have a varying ability to provide
and/or some children would not have access to the internet or an

appropriate device.

2.38.3 The 1.3 million children eligible for FSM would not receive the

lunchtime meal they would have been given at school.

2.38.4 The most vulnerable children would be much safer in school than not
attending.
2.38.5 Parents and siblings of children with Special Educational Needs and

Disabilities ("SEND”) could face a higher burden of care, with schools

and colleges offering care and respite in normal circumstances.

2.38.6 Parents would be much less likely to be able to go to work. The
estimate at that time was that it would impact upon about 20% of the

workforce.

2.38.7 Delivery of teacher training would be interrupted.

2.39 The note acknowledged that if schools took localised decisions to restrict attendance
this would lead to significant inequities, especially regarding exams. There would also
be a risk that closures could become chaotic and unmanaged, leaving parents and
schools unable to plan and increasing public sentiment against the government. The
actions that the DfE would need fo take if the school system deteriorated due to the
pandemic were identified in the paper, along with the state of preparedness for each.
This included considerations for FSM, remote learning, exams, teacher training, and

vulnerable children.

2.40 DfE officials were clear that it was important that vulnerable children could attend
schools. On 17 March 2020, DfE created the Vulnerable Children’s Unit (*VCU”) to act
as the central coordination function for all DfE support work associated with vulnerable
children and young people during the pandemic. The first Corporate Statement
provided by Fran Oram provides further detail on the VCU (Exhibit JK1/559 —
INQO00587996).

15
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2.41 Following this, daily sitrep report meetings took place as an update on the work
happening to support vulnerable children during the response to the pandemic.
Attendees were from across DfE policy areas and OGDs where relevant. Sitrep report
meetings also served as a platform to consider how wider developments in the
government’s pandemic response could impact on vuinerable children and share key

risks to the department and for children and young people, including any mitigations.
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3. Chapter 3: Decision to close education settings to the majority of pupils in March

3.1

3.2

3.3

3.4

3.5

2020

This section provides a comprehensive account of the days leading up to the
announcement on 18 March 2020, that settings would close to the majority of children
from 23 March 2020.

DfE focus on keeping settings open for all students

Guidance on self-isolation changed on 12 March 2020 to advise that if someone had
symptoms of COVID-19, they should stay at home for 7 days, and if one person in a
household showed symptoms, then the entire household must isolate for 14 days

(Exhibit JK1/048 - INQO0D0542915). After this change in guidance, DfE started to see

an increase in school closures in relation to COVID-19.

CO circulated daily dashboards from mid-March 2020. These dashboards included
epidemiological information and provided insights into the state of public services,
covering areas such as education, broader societal impacts, the economy, and

international comparisons.

The update issued by COBR on 14 March 2020 stated that according to the World
Health Organisation (“WHO”) Director General, Europe was now the world centre for
the COVID-19 outbreak. This meant that Europe had reported more cases and deaths
as a result of the pandemic than the rest of the world combined, apart from China
(Exhibit JK1/049 - INQO00542435). It also provided an update that Germany was

shutting schools and kindergartens in most states until after Easter.

On 15 March 2020, an email was circulated within DfE (Exhibit JK1/050 -
INQO005407396) summarising SSE’s conversation with the Prime Minister and the
Secretary of State for Health and Social Care (“SSHSC”) earlier that day. It was made
clear that the position of SSE, given the negative impacts of closures on children (set
out in the paper outlined in paragraph 2.38) was that education settings should remain
fully open for as long as possible, at least until Easter. The readout included a steer
from the Prime Minister that he wanted to keep education setting closures under close
review but asked DfE to develop a proposal that considered a scenario in which they

close.
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3.6 Later that day an email was sent to SSE from DfE officials outlining the latest iterations
of COVID-19 related commissions from CCS and CO. This included:

3.6.1 A return to CCS regarding the impact and mitigations for three non-
pharmaceutical interventions (home isolation, whole household

isolation and social distancing for the elderly) (Exhibit JK1/051 —

INQ0O00542440};

3.6.2 A note provided to CO on school closures (Exhibit JK1/046 -
INQO00286012) which was created on 15 March 2020 (see para 2.38);
and,

3.6.3 A note to CO on how a stay-at-home policy would be applied to non-

typical household settings such as boarding schools and university
halls (Exhibit JK1/053 - INQ000542442).

3.7 DfE published further guidance for education settings on 16 March 2020. The
continuing priority at this point was o keep educational settings open but also to
ensure the safety of both staff and students by ensuring the appropriate measures
were taken if any symptoms were identified. The guidance (Exhibit JK1/054 -
INQO00519733) outlined that in most cases where students or staff had been identified
as having symptoms of COVID-19, closures of settings would not be necessary.
However, the decision would be unique to each establishment and a local decision
would need to be made based on various factors such as size and risk of further
spread. It went on to say that if there was any urgent public health action that the

provider had to take, they would be contacted by PHE. It outlined that:

“PHE will rarely advise a school to close but this may be necessary if
there are so many staff being isolated that the school has operational
issues. Your local authority will support you to make this

assessment.”

3.8 By 16 March 2020, the dashboard issued by CO confirmed that there were 30 school
closures in England. Up until this point, closures were mainly reported to be due fo
extensive cleaning practices from education settings, however, an increase was seen
in closures due to limited staff numbers because of the guidance around self-isolation
(Exhibit JK1/055 - INQ000183892).
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3.9 The DfE Coronavirus helpline saw a sharp increase in calls and on 16 March 2020
there were 5,327 calls made in comparison to 345 calls made the previous day. The
number of DfE officials on the helpline increased from 20 to 50 to aid with the increase
in demand from the questions that were being asked of DfE, from both parents and
educational settings. A variety of issues were raised during these calls, primarily about
what should be done to manage the virus within education settings, and at this time
about the closure of settings. Other queries included questions around examinations,

finances and travel.

Epidemiological advice to change focus to mass school closures as an option

3.10 By 16 March 2020, SAGE’s view on the use of partial school closures to manage the
pandemic had evolved. During the SAGE meeting on 16 March 2020 (Exhibit JK1/056
- INQOO0075664), SAGE reviewed the Impact of NPIs to reduce COVID-19 mortality
and healthcare demand (Exhibit JK1/057 -INQ000087315). SAGE concluded that:

“While SAGE’s view remains that school closures constitutes one of
the less effective single measure to reduce the epidemic peak, it may
nevertheless become necessary to introduce school closures in order
to push demand for critical care below NHS capacity. However
school closures could increase the risks of transmission at smaller
gatherings and for more vulnerable groups as well as impacting on
key workers including NHS staff. As such it was agreed that further
analysis and modelling of potential school closures was required

(demand or supply, and effects on spread).”

3.1 During the SAGE meeting, there was an action raised for SAGE to review the position
on education setting closures later that week (Exhibit JK1/058 - INQ000542444). As
part of this, DIfE was invited to comment on a draft set of questions from SAGE
regarding school closure. These would be sent to relevant advisory groups. The main
questions focused on how school closures would affect NHS Intensive Therapy Units,
including their ventilator capacity, and the benefits in closing education settings before

or after the Easter holidays.

3.12 During a COBR meeting on the same day, SSE was asked to commission DfE officials

to produce a paper on what measures DfE could put into place to keep education
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3.13

3.14

3.15

settings open (Exhibit JK1/059 - INQO00075397). The paper outlined a number of
measures to support this, such as pausing inspections and assessments. It also
suggested offering financial support to providers and the need to understand what
other countries were doing to keep education settings open. A supporting document
(Exhibit JK1/060 - INQO00075398) said that if any of the measures needed to be put in
place, consideration needed to be given to what measures should apply to other parts

of the education system, such as childcare settings and FE colleges.

Following the 16 March 2020 COBR meeting, further guidance was released on 16
and 19 March 2020 with an aim to delay and flatten the peak of COVID-19. In a press
release, the Prime Minister announced that, according to SAGE, the country was now
approaching the “fast growth part of the upward curve” and it was expected that
infection rates would soar, doubling every five to six days. It was announced that in
addition to staying at home if there were any symptoms in the household, all non-
essential contact with others and travel should stop. Individuals were also advised to
work from home where possible (Exhibit JK1/061 - INQO0O0086753).

On 17 March 2020, the questions raised regarding education setting closures referred
to in paragraph 3.11 of this statement were discussed at a SAGE meeting. A paper
titted The impact of adding school closure to other social distance measures (Exhibit
JK1/062 - INQ000229333) was also discussed. This paper estimated that education
setting closures could reduce deaths by 9% and offered comparisons between closing
them immediately or after the Easter holidays. The paper suggested that closing
schools at this moment, or after Easter, made little difference to the total size of the

epidemic.

SAGE also circulated a note on 17 March 2020 titled School Closures: Note from SPI-
B (Scientific Pandemic Insights Group on Behaviours (“SPI-B") provided independent,
expert, social and behavioural science advice to SAGE) (Exhibit JK1/063 -
INQOO0075405). The note outlined the potential option of keeping education settings
open only to CCW. It became clear that if closure was the approach to be taken, a
decision would need to be made on closing education settings within a very short
timeframe. The meeting readout (Exhibit JK1/064 - INQO00075778) said that SAGE
had considered the modelling, which supported education setting closures on a
national level, and that the effect in terms of slowing down the rate of transmission
would be greatest if instituted early. At this stage, SAGE was not specifically asked to

model options based on including vulnerable groups as well as CCW as the priority
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3.16

3.17

3.18

was understanding what the closure of education settings would look like and whether

CCW attending would be a viable option.

Education setting closures had increased overnight to over double the number closed
on 16 March 2020. By 17 March 2020, there were 75 schools either fully or partially
closed in England (49 fully closed and 26 partly closed). The reason for the majority of
closures was self-isolation of staff. There were no particular hot spots in the country at
this time (Exhibit JK1/065 - INQ000055918).

CO continued to issue its daily update to DfE and OGDs (Exhibit JK1/066 -
INQOO00542445) and by 17 March 2020 the international landscape for COVID-19
measures had tightened worldwide, but particularly in Europe. Various countries were
in lockdown and Russia was confirmed to have shut state schools. Finland was also in
the process of passing emergency legislation to close all schools and universities from

the following day.

DfE officials attended a cross-government Permanent Secretary meeting chaired by
the Cabinet Secretary on the evening of 17 March 2020. In advance of the meeting
DfE provided a paper, requested by COBR on 16 March 2020, titled Supporting
schools to keep open (Exhibits JK1/067 - INQO0O0075396, JK1/059 - INQOO0075397
and JK1/060 - INQO00075398, also referenced in paragraph 3.12). The paper set out

the following measures to keep education settings open:

3.18.1 Deregulation: a package of measures to suspend regulatory
requirements around school food standards, staff ratios and class
sizes. These measures could help make it easier for settings to remain

open.

3.18.2 Costs: exploring a commitment to underwrite additional costs that
would result from COVID-19, such as additional supply teachers being

brought in to cover COVID-19 absence.

3.18.3 Parents: working with DHSC and No.10 to ensure that DfE delivered
effective messages to parents on why schools remained open
(including the childcare and learning benefits) and what this would

mean for the health risk to their children and remote working.
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3.18.4 Working with local government to ensure that settings could remain

open.

3.19 The SPI-B 17 March 2020 paper (Exhibit JK1/063 - INQ0O00075405) proposed closing
education settings to most children, but allowing those who were children of certain

key workers (such as NHS workers) to attend as a form of childcare.

3.20 During the initial phase of the COVID-19 pandemic, the government’s primary focus
was on reducing transmission and protecting NHS capacity. As a result, SSE and DfE
officials were not specifically tasked with assessing the socio-economic impacts of
education setting closures, nor did they have the time to conduct formal assessments
of this kind. However, DfE officials and SSE did consider the effects of school closures
on children in receipt of FSM, CCW and vulnerable groups, as outlined in paragraph
3.22. It was also proposed that special schools remain fully open as outlined in the
Reducing School Provision paper on 18 March 2020, due to the high number of

vulnerable children they serve.

Decision on school closures

3.21 During the cross-government Permanent Secretary meeting chaired by the Cabinet
Secretary on the evening of 17 March 2020, No.10 officials commissioned DfE to
produce a paper on closing education settings and other options for the daily Prime
Minister chaired COVID-19 Strategy Meeting on 18 March 2020, with an email clearly
outlining the request being sent the following morning (Exhibits JK1/068 -
INQOO0075399 and JK1/069 - INQOO0075400). This was a change in approach with
regard to closure that came from No.10 rather than DfE. The email outlined that the
paper should be developed in conjunction with No.10, His Majesty’s Treasury (“HMT"),
and DHSC. The email said the slides should include:

“the proposal for an announcement later today that, from the start of
next week, schools will be closed in their current form. Instead,
schools are asked to put childcare provision in place to look after the
children of 'key workers' and vulnerable students. DfE will work with

schools to set up processes to manage this system;

- definition of key workers and vuinerable students;
- whether we need a consistent policy for all school aged children, or

a focus on those who require childcare (e.g. esp primary);
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- the clinical advice underlying this proposal [Please could SAGE /
DHSC provide this directly to DfE copying the Secretariat and No
10},

- economic and wider impacts and mitigations [please could HMT
provide this material];

- proposed messaging and approach to implementation;

- proposed approach to free school meals;

- proposed messaging on exams.”

3.22 The paper, titled Reducing School Provision (Exhibit JK1/070 - INQ000107248), was
drafted overnight by DfE officials who had to rely on public health and scientific advice
from external sources (such as SAGE), as the department lacked its own
epidemiological expertise on education setting closures and relied on the scientific

advice given at SAGE.

3.23 SSE agreed the Reducing School Provision paper on 18 March 2020. Aithough the
paper was titled ‘Reducing School Provision’, it also addressed both EY and FE
settings. The paper outlined that consideration needed to be given to what further
steps should be taken if the scientific and medical advice showed that closing
education settings was necessary to reduce the transmission of the virus in order to

protect the vulnerable and the NHS.

3.24 The paper also discussed the proposals to keep education and care settings open for
vulnerable children and CCW. The paper explained that, where settings were unable
to provide for these groups of children, for example, due to staff shortages, they would
need to work with other providers in the area to ensure the appropriate provision was
in place. It went on to say that local authorities would be working with DfE regional

teams to facilitate this.

3.25 Whilst the exact definition of ‘key workers’ was not yet finalised on 18 March 2020, the
paper did confirm some groups of key workers who would fall under the definition. The
paper explained that the definition would be updated by CO following consultation with
OGDs. It said that by ensuring key workers could continue to keep their children in
education, it would marginally reduce the negative economic impact of any closures,

although further modelling was required.

3.26 The paper stated the current position from SPI-M and SAGE modelling:
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“The latest modelling suggest that school closures will play an
important role in helping ensure the NHS surge in Intensive Care Unit
(ICU) demand is not exceeded. This intervention will be necessary as
the earlier measures (self/household isolation and social distancing

of the vulnerable) alone will not be sufficient.

Modellers have discussed timing and do not think that the two weeks
before the Easter holidays are critical (i.e. from now). The
intervention is expected to take 3 to 4 weeks before any observed
impact can be detected. Therefore, if the time is not critical to
transmission, the Department for Education could use the time
before Easter break to engage and properly prepare with the sector.”

3.27 SSE agreed that, if the science allowed, if would be useful to have any closures begin
after the Easter break. This would give education settings additional time to move to

providing remote education for most of their pupils.

3.28 Remote learning was also discussed in the paper. It said that:

“We intend to publish guidance on the steps that schools should now
be taking to prepare to teach remotely. There is not (sic) existing
national delivery chain, and we know that schools’ current e-learning
platforms are highly variable; as is children’s ability to access e-
learning whilst at home. We are working with the BBC, online
providers and publishers to develop options, but they will fall short of

the learning that would normally be delivered.”

3.29 The paper addressed the challenges education settings faced, including reduced
support for pupils due to staff illness and self-isolation guidelines. Additionally, whilst
the department did not have a definitive data source, many parents were withdrawing
their children due to the increased expectations around self-isolation. Education staff
and parents were growing more concerned about the health risks for children and staff,
especially when most other parts of society had already been asked to work from

home to help reduce virus transmission.
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3.30 The paper was presented at the daily Prime Minister chaired COVID-19 Strategy
Meeting on 18 March 2020. The Prime Minister decided during this meeting that
schools and EY settings should close to all children except CCW and vulnerable
children. Initially, this change was discussed to take place at the end of the Easter
holiday on 20 April 2020. However, during the meeting, the Prime Minister considered
that it should be brought forward to 23 March 2020 due to rapidly changing scientific
advice that was provided during the meeting, but not beforehand to DfE officials. The
Prime Minister decided that COBR would formally make a decision on the date later
that afternoon (Exhibit JK1/069 - INQO00075400).

3.31 SAGE met later that afternoon (Exhibit JK1/064 - INQOOO075778) and it was advised
that available evidence supported implementing partial school closures on a national

level as soon as practicable to prevent NHS intensive care capacity being exceeded.

3.32 The number of education setting closures experienced a substantial rise from 75
schools that were fully or partially closed on 17 March 2020, to 515 schools on 18
March 2020 (Exhibit JK1/071 - INQOO0056058).

3.33 On 18 March 2020, DfE officials prepared slides for the COBR meeting scheduled to
take place that afternoon. Following agreement on the slides between CO and DfE at
3:36pm (Exhibit JK1/072 - INQO00107250), the slides were circulated by CO to COBR
attendees at 3:45pm (Exhibits JK1/073 - INQ000107251 and JK1/074 -
INQ0O00056188).

3.34 The slides outlined policy proposals for closure for education settings to the majority of

students. They were discussed at the COBR meeting and set out the following

proposals:

“Schools will be closed from Monday, for all pupils except for the
children of key workers and those who are vulnerable.

Where possible, we would encourage schools to stay open for

children of key workers throughout the Easter holidays.

Residential schools should also stay open as normal.
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Where schools are unable to provide this reduced provision, Local
Authorities working with the Department for Education regional teams

will facilitate local support between schools.

We are expecting nurseries and private schools to do the same. We

will provide financial support to these settings as required.

Sixth form colleges and FE colleges to do the same to support

students under 18.

We recognise that for a lot of special schools and residential settings,
many or all of the children have needs which mean those institutions
need to stay fully open. We are discussing with HMT how we ensure

sufficient financial support is available.”

3.35 The proposals asked COBR to agree the principles for defining key workers for the
COVID-19 outbreak. It outlined that key workers should be identified “on the basis of
the NHS, and others necessary to ensure the critical parts of the economy and public

services can keep functioning”.

3.36 The COBR meeting was held at 4:00pm on 18 March 2020. COBR agreed to
implement the policy proposals set out within the DfE slides (Exhibits JK1/075 -
INQOO00107253 and JK1/076 - INQO0O0107254). The formal meeting readout stated
that:

“The committee agreed to bring forward the Easter Holidays for all
schools in England, simultaneously with Northern Ireland and in line
with Scotland and Wales. This will have the effect of closing all
schools from the evening of Friday 20 March 2020. Schools will
remain open over the Easter Holidays and until further notice for

children of key workers.”

3.37 It went on to say that:

“There will be no examinations in schools in May or June. Each of

the Four Nations has a different examination regime, but all will look
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fo other arrangements fo ensure pupils are awarded the

qualifications they would have achieved.”

3.38 Further detail about the cancellation of exams can be found in the first Corporate
Statement provided by Jenny Oldroyd (Exhibit JK1/560 - INQ000651499 X).

3.39 The Prime Minister then announced at approximately 5:00pm on 18 March 2020 that
schools would be closing for the majority of students from 20 March 2020, except for
CCW and vulnerable students. Although not mentioned specifically in the Prime
Minister's statement, colleges would also close on the same date. SSE reiterated this
message in the House of Commons shortly after (Exhibit JK1/077 - INQG00075716).

Guiding and supporting the sector following the announcement

3.40 Following the decision to close settings to the majority of pupils on 18 March 2020, DfE
worked with PHE, and the Education and Skills Funding Agency (“ESFA”) on
developing and publishing guidance for education settings to help maintain hygiene

measures and limit the spread of the virus.

3.41 On 19 March 2020, the definition for vulnerable children was agreed with the DfE
leadership team via the clearance of a note on how to support vulnerable children
(Exhibits JK1/078 - INQ000542867 and JK1/079 - INQ000542450). Due to the pace of
the work, there was no opportunity for external consultation on the definition. The

definition of vulnerable children included those who:

3.41.1 Were assessed as being in need under section 17 of the Children Act
1989 (including those with a child in need plan, a child protection plan

or who were a looked after child).

3.41.2 Had an education, health and care (“EHC”) plan — where a risk
assessment determines that the needs of the child could be better met

in school.

3.41.3 Had been assessed as otherwise vulnerable by education providers or
local authorities and could benefit from continued attendance, e.g.
young carers, those at risk of becoming not in education, employment
or fraining ("NEET").
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3.42 Whilst children in temporary accommodation, who were considered homeless, and
those supervised by Youth Offending Teams were not explicitly classified as
vulnerable, local authorities and education settings had the discretion to assess these

children as vulnerable.

3.43 DfE officials worked throughout 18 and 19 March 2020 to define ‘key workers’ in
collaboration with OGDs. It was agreed by senior officials and then cleared by No.10
and the Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster (“CDL") (Exhibits JK1/080 -
INQOO00542447 and JK1/081 - INQOO0542448) in preparation for the guidance to be
published. It was agreed that CCW were those whose parents’ work was critical to the
COVID-19 response, such as those who worked in health and social care and in other

key sectors.

3.44 With the decision to close education settings to most children, DfE worked rapidly to
set out their expectations of how education settings should deliver remote education
during this challenging period and what type of support DfE would provide. Initially the
focus was on supporting providers to respond to the immediate pressures of the
pandemic and making available resources and information, rather than creating further
expectations. This was because education settings were under significant strain due to
staff absences and the complexities of implementing remote education as parents
began to withdraw their children from education settings. DfE published guidance on
19 March 2020 (Exhibit JK1/082 - INQ000519746) which broadly set out this position.
The guidance also outlined that, if parents were not able to keep their child safe at
home, then children would be prioritised for education provision. If a school was
closed, then the local authority would be able to support and redirect parents to a local
school in the area that children were able to attend. The definition for vulnerable
children and young people continued to be developed and finalised with officials
internally until it was included in the guidance for the first time. The published definition
was: “vulnerable children include children who are supported by social care, those with
safeguarding and welfare needs, including child in need plans, on child protection
plans, ‘looked after’ children, young carers, disabled children and those with education,
health and care (EHC) plans”.

3.45 By 20 March 2020, the vast majority of schools were closed to the majority of pupils
and open to CCW and vulnerable children and young people. 1,052 schools had

closed completely in England due to issues such as being unable to source supplies to
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stay open, including basic cleaning products and toilet roll (Exhibit JK1/083 -
INQOO0056103).

3.46 DfE received 3,093 calis on the Coronavirus national helpline on 20 March 2020 and
the number of DfE officials who were supporting the helpline increased further to 134,

to help support the demand and {o answer questions from the pubilic.

3.47 Further guidance was published on 22 March 2020. The guidance, COVID-19: school
closures, covered what schools needed to do during the COVID-19 outbreak whilst
they were closed for most pupils (Exhibit JK1/084 - INQ000520194). Guidance was
also released for EY titled Coronavirus (COVID-19): early years and childcare closures
(Exhibit JK1/085 - INQ0O00519563) and FE, titled maintaining education and skills
training provision: further education providers (Exhibit JK1/086 - INQ000542963).

3.48 In addition, following the agreement around the definition of vulnerable children on 19
March 2020, COVID-19 guidance was published jointly between DfE and PHE on 22
March 2020 to cover the process by which decisions were made as to whether
children and young people with EHC plans were able to go to school. The guidance
explained that vulnerable children and young people, including those with EHC plans,
were generally expected to attend their educational setting, but only provided it was
safe to do so (Exhibit JK1/087 - INQ000520192).

3.49 The Prime Minister announced the first national lockdown on 23 March 2020 (Exhibit
JK1/088 - INQ000542940). To slow the spread of COVID-19, and to protect the NHS’s
ability to cope, it was requested that people stay at home and only leave under limited

circumstances.

3.50 On 24 March 2020, to raise awareness about the advice on whether SEND children
and young people should attend their setting (if they were eligible to do so), the
Minister for Children and Families ("MfCF”), sent an open letter to the sector, asking
for it to be circulated as widely as possible to children and young people with SEND
and their parents/carers and families (Exhibit JK1/089 - INQ000542454). The letter
included links to relevant guidance and outlined the guidance on risk assessments for
children and young people with EHC plans. It set out that local authorities, nurseries,
schools, special schools, colleges and other training providers should undertake risk

assessments to establish the individual needs of each child or young person with an
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EHC plan. This would then inform the decision about whether they should continue

attending their education setting or whether their needs could be met at home safely.

3.51 On 26 March 2020, DfE officials recommended to SSE that the department issue
interim guidance on remote delivery of education and signpost educational resources
o support schools for as long as they needed to provide remote education to the
majority of students. As part of this, DFE was developing a GOV.UK platform and an
upgraded offer from the BBC (Exhibits JK1/090 - INQ000542455, JK1/091 -
INQO00542456 and JK1/092 — INQO00542457). This was agreed by SSE the following
day, with a request that the guidance should be available in approximately 10 days

(Exhibit JK1/093 - INQ000542458), prior to the start of the summer term.

3.52 By the end of March 2020, Regional Education and Children’s Teams (“REACT”) were
formed to enhance engagement between DfE, local authorities and academy trusts.
Led by the most relevant RSC, REACT teams brought together DfE, Ofsted officials
from across school improvement, children’s social care (“CSC”), SEND, ESFA, FE and
EY. The teams aimed to provide a coordinated and efficient response to the

challenges posed by the COVID-19 pandemic.
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4. Chapter 4: Late March 2020 to December 2020 - monitoring the impact of closing
settings to the majority of pupils and the decision to reopen settings for transition year

groups from 1 June 2020 and full reopening from autumn 2020

4.1 This chapter provides a chronological overview of the monitoring activity that took
place during the first lockdown and the actions taken by DfE which were informed by
the overall monitoring activity. The monitoring activity included work to understand the
epidemiological impact of children and young people attending educational settings
during the first lockdown. Additionally, it included the monitoring of children and young
people’s attainment, safety, mental health and wellbeing, as well as the attendance of
all children and young people, including vulnerable children. The attendance of
vulnerable children is covered more fully in the first Corporate Statement provided by
Fran Oram (Exhibit JK1/5592 — INQO00587996). The chapter also sets out the decision
to reopen settings for transition year groups from 1 June 2020 and full reopening from
autumn 2020.

4.2 An overview of the actions taken by DfE is provided and, in some instances, actions
that span over time are shown at the end of the month they started in. This maintains
the chronological flow of the day-by-day actions while still showing the broader period

of continuous actions.

4.3 In March 2020, as set out in paragraphs 3.21 to 3.30 above, a paper was presented by
SSE at the Prime Minister chaired COVID-19 Strategy Meeting on 18 March 2020
(Exhibit JK1/070 - INQ0O00107248).

4.4 In putting this paper together, DfE ministers and officials had considered several
factors around how children and young people would be affected by schools and
colleges being closed to the majority of pupils, and what support would need to be put
in place. As set out in the paper, these included consideration of options around how
food could be provided for the 1.3 million children then eligible for FSM if they were
unable to attend school. DfE officials recommended introducing a voucher scheme but
also looked at payments made through the benefits system or cash payments to be
made to families via MHCLG or directly to local authorities. The paper also looked,
amongst other considerations, at how schools and colleges should provide remote
learning to their pupils and the impact on children and young people with SEND, as

well as on their parents and families. During this first period of setting closures, DfE
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4.5

4.6

4.7

prioritised on-site attendance of vulnerable children and CCW recognising the need for
regular and close engagement with local authorities and education and care settings.
DfE also recognised the need to capture new information to understand the impact of
the attendance restrictions and how many CCW and vuinerable children, including
those with SEND were attending settings. REACT teams used their expertise to bring
fogether intelligence, prioritise resources and assess the levels of risk relating to each
local authority area in relation to the COVID-19 response, including a strong focus on
vulnerable children and young people. Paragraph 3.52 provides further information on
REACT. In addition to REACT, the DfE EY Team were in contact with local authorities

to monitor and understand issues specific to EY settings.

DfE also sought to obtain quantitative data which had not been previously available.
DfE asked education settings to provide attendance information for all children and
young people, including the number of vulnerable children, via the Education Settings
data collection ("EdSet”) form which launched the week commencing 23 March 2020.
DfE also collected attendance data on EY children, including the number of vulnerable
EY children attending, via a weekly local authority attendance data collection launched
from the 16 April 2020 (Exhibit JK1/546 - INQ000624548). DfE used this data to
monitor children and young people’s attendance in education and EY settings during
the pandemic, sharing this data via daily sitreps (which later became weekly). These
reports enabled DfE to better understand the attendance picture of children and young
people, including vulnerable children. For the purpose of EY attendance data
collection, the term ‘EY settings’ included: group-based providers (Ofsted-registered
nurseries and pre-schools), school-based providers (any pre-school provision run by
school governing bodies, nursery classes in schools and maintained nursery school

provision) and Ofsted-registered childminders.

The attendance figures used below are taken from sitreps, which used EdSet data to
monitor the attendance of all children, including vulnerable children, during attendance
restriction periods and when settings fully reopened. Sitreps ended in January 2022.
The sitreps used to provide data below were generally the first and last report of each
month, however, when holiday periods fell during the first or last week of the month,
the dates may differ. Data from mid-July to August for both 2020 and 2021 has not

included as this would have been the summer break period for most settings.

On 27 March 2020, DfE published guidance Coronavirus: safeguarding in schools,
colleges and other providers (Exhibit JK1/095 - INQ0O00519928). This guidance was
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designed to support responsible bodies, proprietors, senior leadership teams and
designated safeguarding leads in ensuring that any new policies and processes in
response to COVID-19 were not weakening their approach to safeguarding, or
undermining their child protection policy, and to remind them that they were still
required to have appropriate regard to Keeping children safe in education legislation

during the pandemic.

4.8 Whilst DfE officials were unable to complete an equality impact assessment ("EIA”) in
advance of the 18 March 2020 announcement, the COVID-19 schoof and other
educational setting closures EIA was developed afterwards and through April 2020 in
order to ensure that the impacts on groups with protected characteristics were fully
taken into account in the consideration of when and how to reopen settings to the
majority of pupils (Exhibit JK1/096 - INQOO0075415). Please note this is a final version
of the EIA, showing tracked changes from earlier drafts. DfE officials considered

several other factors, including:

4.8.1 The connection between ethnicity, disadvantage and attainment;
4.8.2 The impact of setting closures on attainment;
4.8.3 Challenging home working environments which were less conducive to

home learning;

484 That pupils from ethnic minority groups could be more impacted by
setting closures as almost 50% of children and young people from
ethnic minority backgrounds grew up in low-income households,
compared to just over 20% of white children and young people. DfE
officials referred to internal findings from the DfE's Longitudinal study
of young people in England research report (November 2014) (Exhibit
JK1/097 - INQ0O00542401); and

4.8.5 The importance of local authorities working with settings, families and
children and young people to carry out risk assessments {o judge
whether the child or young person’s needs could be met safely at

home.

4.9 DfE officials concluded that the decision to close settings would affect all pupils

regardless of their protected characteristics. However, the impact on the educational
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4.10

4.1

412

attainment and safety of children and young people with particular protected

characteristics could be greater than on others.

On 1 April 2020, the daily sitrep estimated that around 1.4% of children were attending
school. This equated to approximately 128,000 children, with 28,000 being considered
vulnerable children. DfE estimated via the 1 April 2020 sitrep that circa 6% of
vulnerable children were attending onsite provision. Initially, attendance rates within
the sitreps were reported as a single percentage of vulnerable children with either an
EHC plan or a social worker. This later changed to be separate percentages for those
with an EHC plan and those with a social worker. The percentages are the proportion
of that cohort of vulnerable children and are not a percentage of all vulnerable children
(children with an EHC plan and with a social worker were the categories recorded via
the online attendance tool, along with the number of CCW) (Exhibit JK1/098 -
INQO00542891).

The 1 April 2020 sitrep incorporated intelligence from REACT on emerging issues
gathered through meetings with local authorities. The REACT update advised that a
key concern was vulnerable children, particularly those in secondary settings, who
should be attending onsite provision but were not. The update advised that local
authorities were planning to look at this emerging issue but that this indicated social

care was likely to become a critical focus.

On 3 April 2020, DfE officials provided a scientific summary to SSE, ministers and
other DfE officials. The summary included information on the impact of allowing
settings to remain open to CCW and vulnerable children (Exhibit JK1/013 -
INQOO0O0541088). The summary set out that:

4.12.1 SAGE advised that the closure of settings to the majority of students,
in combination with other measures, was keeping the transmission

rate below one.

4.12.2 SAGE did not recommend reopening schools fully after the Easter
break as this would immediately increase the transmission rate and

possibly take it above one.

4.12.3 The exact role of children in transmission was still uncertain, and data

in this area was lacking.
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4.14

4.15

4.16

4.12.4 SAGE had observed that small numbers of children continuing to
attend settings would reduce the efficacy of the intervention, but the

impact would be marginal if numbers were small.

Models at this time did not allow for detailed opening scenarios to be run as they were

not set up to do so.

On 7 April 2020, DfE published a resource list on GOV.UK that parents and schools
could consider using to support education at home (Exhibit JK1/099 - INQO00542969).
The publication advised that the initial compilation of online educational resources
aimed to assist children in learning from home and could be useful for parents in
considering how they could support their child’s education. The resources included
subject-specific materials for English, maths, science, PE, wellbeing, and SEND. The
list was designed to cater to various contexts, considering factors such as
technological capacity, staffing, and pupil demographics. This initiative was part of
DfE's early efforts to facilitate remote education during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Following interaction between DfE and the BBC, the BBC announced its education
offer, which was endorsed by DfE (Exhibits JK1/100 - INQ000542870 and JK1/101 -
INQO00542863).

On 9 April 2020, as DfE continued to monitor attendance during the holiday period as
some settings began closing for Easter, the sitrep estimated that around 0.9% of
children attended school, with 4% of vulnerable children attending, down from 1.4%
and circa 6% respectively (Exhibit JK1/102 - INQ0O00542892). Data showed the
breakdown of vulnerable children in attendance into those with an EHC plan and those
with a social worker. Data showed that the lower rate of attendance had not being

driven by a particular group as the proportion of both had fallen.

The 9 April 2020 sitrep sector update on vulnerable children provided a summary of
progress on actions related to vulnerable children. This included the CO vulnerable
children and young people delivery plan and data gathering on vulnerable children.
The sector update on REACT virtual teams continued to raise the emerging issue
regarding the attendance of vulnerable children. It also highlighted how vulnerable
children could be encouraged to attend settings, noting that local authorities would

welcome communications to support attendance. The attendance of vulnerable
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children is covered more fully in the first Corporate Statement provided by Fran Oram
(Exhibit JK1/559 — INQO00587996).

4.17 On 9 April 2020, the Children’s Task and Finish Working Group (“TFC”), a SAGE
subgroup, held their first meeting after being set up to provide consolidated scientific
health advice on the transmission of COVID-19 by children and within education
settings to government. The TFC also informed DfE’s decision making on when and
how to fully reopen education settings following the closure of settings to the majority
of pupils in March 2020. DfE’s CSA was involved in setting up the TFC and attended

meetings as both an observer and participant.

4.18 TFC participants were experts in a range of scientific disciplines but were not experts
in education. As such, the TFC required input from DfE officials (Exhibits JK1/103 -
INQOO00542461 and JK1/104 - INQ0O00542462). DfE officials held the role of secretariat
for the TFC, organising TFC meetings and linking TFC participants to relevant DfE
policy and analytical officials, as well as mediating requests for clarification on DfE
policy or data. DfE officials also provided reopening policy options that the TFC could

base their research on.

4.19 Between 3 April 2020 and 9 February 2021, the TFC held 11 official TFC meetings
(Exhibit JK1/105 - INQ0O00303292). Three meetings were held in April 2020: 20 April
2020 (Exhibit JK1/106 - INQO00542459), 23 April 2020 (Exhibit JK1/107 —
INQO00542465) and 28 April 2020 (Exhibit JK1/108 - INQ000250974). DfE actions
from the April 2020 TFC meetings included: providing data requested by the TFC,
responding to clarification requests on DfE policy or data, and contributing to
developing the TFC paper titled the Interdisciplinary Task and Finish Group on the
Role of Children in Transmission - Modelling and behavioural science responses to
scenarios for relaxing school closures (Exhibits JK1/104 - INQ000542462 and JK1/109
- INQO00542464).

4.20 From 17 April 2020 to 31 March 2022, DfE’s International Directorate provided a
weekly bulletin of international intelligence and evidence reporting how other education
systems were responding to COVID-19 (Exhibit JK1/110 - INQ000542562). These
bulletins provided information to COVID-19 policy teams and analysts and prompted
further follow-up discussions between the Permanent Secretary and ministers with
their counterparts overseas. They were also used and welcomed by No.10, SAGE,
OGDs and DAs.
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4.21 On 19 April 2020, SSE announced a programme to provide devices and internet
connectivity to vulnerable and disadvantaged children and young people to ensure
they would be able to access home learning and stay in touch with the services they
needed (Exhibit JK1/111 - INQ000542868). DfE officials and ministers worked to
establish a programme, later known as the Get Help with Technology (“GHwT")
programme, during March and April 2020. Analysis from this work, estimated that there
were 1.3 million children and young people aged under 19 who lacked access to an
appropriate device that they could use for their continued education and/or social care
support. This analysis was set out in the Get Help With Technology During the
Coronavirus (COVID-19) Pandemic Full Business Case (Exhibit JK1/112 -
INQO00542866). Chapter 5 of my second Corporate Statement (Exhibit JK1/215 -
INQOO0587978) provides detail on the GHwWT programme.

4.22 The GHwT programme provided devices and internet connectivity to an initial 220,000
‘children in need’ (those on a child in need plan, child protection plan or care plan),
care leavers and disadvantaged pupils in year 10 that did not have access to a device
and/or an internet connection. This initial batch of devices were sent to eligible children
and young people from 15 May 2020, with 220,000 devices dispaiched by 26 August
2020. The second Corporate Statement provided by Julia Kinniburgh (Exhibit JK1/215
— INQOO00587978) provides further detail on remote education support.

4.23 On 20 April 2020, Oak National Academy ("Oak”) was launched as a sector-led
response to the pandemic. It provided high quality national online teaching resources
for all children and young people, with additional resources for SEND and alternative
provision ("AP”) students. Ministerial engagement/decisions were crucial in the
establishment and ongoing support of Oak, as well as the decision-making processes
related to funding, content development and the overall strategy for remote education
during the pandemic. DfE played a significant role in supporting the development of
Oak, with representation on the board. Oak received conditional grant funding from
DfE for summer term 2020 and the full academic year 2020 to 2021.

4.24 On 30 April 2020, the MfCF in collaboration with the Minister of State for Care, set out
in a letter to all children and young people with SEND, their parents/carers and
families, and others who supported them, that the risk must be judged to determine
whether the child or young person’s needs could be more safely met at home or at
their educational setting (Exhibit JK1/113 - INQ000542948). The letter recognised that:
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“Some children and young people may be better off with the greater
continuity and structure that education brings and that some of those
with the most complex needs may need access to support that

cannot be provided at home”.

4.25 On 30 April 2020, the sitrep estimated that around 2.1% of children attended school,
with 12% of vulnerable children attending, up from 0.9% and circa 4% respectively as
reported in the 9 April 2020 sitrep (Exhibit JK1/114 - INQ000542481).

4.26 On 30 April 2020, in preparation for SSE’s meeting with the Prime Minister on 1 May
2020, SSE sent advice from DfE officials on social distancing options to the Prime
Minister (Exhibit JK1/115 - INQ0O00263376). The advice set out the proposal o bring
back transition year groups (EY, reception, year 6, year 10 and year 12 pupils) from 1
June 2020, with some contact time for other year groups before the end of summer
term 2020. This proposal would give the sector a minimum of three weeks to prepare,
building in time for schools to plan and communicate with parents and for DfE to work

with the sector to provide practical guidance to schools.

4.27 DfE officials considered the proposal to bring back transition year groups in light of the

following factors:

4.27 .1 Balancing competing priorities including managing the risk of an
increase in transmission; securing children’s educational outcomes
and wider wellbeing; and the economic benefits of supporting parents

to return to work.

4.27.2 Early discussions with the TFC regarding the role of children in the

transmission of the virus.

4.27.3 The feasibility of social distancing measures in settings, both in terms
of how and if they could be achieved, and the challenge of delivering

them within the physical constraints of the setting estate.

4.27.4 Workforce availability - given social distancing in classrooms and the
need to combine in-school and at-home learning, staff/pupil ratios

were likely to be more demanding.
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4.28 The advice recommended that SSE should start implementing a three-stage process
of increased attendance over the coming weeks, dependent on receiving scientific
advice from SAGE on 30 April 2020 informing the department that it was safe to do so
and provided that the implementation of each of the proposed measures did not have
an unacceptably adverse effect on fransmission rates. The three stages proposed

were:

4.28.1 Stage 1: reopening settings for children and young people in key

education transition year groups.

4.28.2 Stage 2: ensure that towards the end of summer term 2020, every
child and young person was seen by a member of staff for a short
period of time before the summer holidays to provide reassurance,
guidance on home learning and preparation for the start of autumn
term 2020.

4.28.3 Stage 3: full reopening of settings in autumn 2020, with two options

available dependent on scientific advice at the time:

4.28.3.1 If the scientific advice indicated that it was safe to fully
reopen settings, transition years would return at the start of

term and other year groups would follow.

4.28.3.2 If the scientific advice indicated that it was not safe to fully
reopen settings, and substantial restrictions were still
required, the numbers of children and young people
attending settings would be restricted. This could be
achieved through a rota system in order to maintain social

distancing where possible.

4.29 Also on 30 April 2020, SSE received a submission from DfE officials on options for
reopening EY settings on 1 June 2020 intended for consideration as part of
discussions with CO, HMT and OGDs (Exhibit JK1/116 - INQ000542486). Alongside
international comparisons, DfE officials set out four options for reopening EY settings
(Exhibit JK1/117 - INQO00542485):

4.29.1 Option 1: full reopening, preferably at the end of July 2020.
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4.29.2 Option 2: phased reopening for some children at the start of June
2020.

4.29.3 Option 3: full reopening, with a cap on the number of children allowed

to attend at any one time.

4.29.4 Option 4: reopen to children of workers in specific sectors alongside
vulnerable children and CCW.

4.30 The advice recommended that SSE consider, subject to SAGE and PHE advice,
option 2: a phased reopening at the start of June 2020 for at least all three to four-
year-old children who would be starting reception in September 2020, and their
siblings, alongside CCW and vulnerable children. DfE officials advised that this model
would return the children who would most benefit from early education, helping with
school readiness and supporting the long-term educational outcomes for this group. It
would minimise transmission risks by ensuring fewer children were physically in
settings and enable some parents to return to work. Under this model, in most cases,
providers would be financially better off opening. Following this, the advice also
recommended that SSE consider planning for option 1; the full reopening for EY

providers at the end of July 2020.

4.31 On 30 April 2020, the TFC presented the Inferdisciplinary Task and Finish Group on
the Role of Children in Transmission - Modelling and behavioural science responses to
scenarios for relaxing school closures paper to SAGE ahead of SAGE 31 on 1 May
2020 (Exhibit JK1/118 - INQ000542495). The TFC also provided a summary paper
titted TFC: Modelling and behavioural science responses to scenarios for relaxing
school closures, 1 May 2020 which SAGE considered during SAGE 31 on 1 May 2020
(Exhibit JK1/119 - INQO00074926). The TFC summary paper provided an assessment
of different scenarios for the full reopening of settings. These scenarios looked at the

following options:

4.31.1 To continue with current closures to the majority of pupils;
4.31.2 To have more vulnerable children and CCW attend;
4.31.3 To prioritise transition year groups;
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4.31.4 To prioritise EY settings;

4.31.5 For all primary pupils to return;
4.31.6 For all secondary pupils to return;
4.31.7 A number of half-time and half-class options; and

4.31.8 To fully reopen.

4.32 The TFC summary paper concluded that the varied effects on the transmission rate

depended on several factors and that further investigation would be needed.

4.33 In April 2020, DfE established the Schools Recovery Advisory Group ("SRAG”) to
support both the immediate pandemic response but also consider the impact of
COVID-19 in the medium to long term (Exhibit JK1/120 - INQ000542900). CEOs of
academy trusts, the Teaching Schools Hub Council, steering group members from the
National Network of Parent Carer Forum, board members from the Young Camden
Foundation and the Head of Education and Practice at Public First were invited to
attend. Members were made up of representatives from the schools sector who were
able to offer practical advice and discuss policy proposals to support schools.

Members were consulted on an ad hoc basis.

4.34 In April 2020, DfE also established the vulnerable children and young people national
board to ensure external voices were systematically part of the conversation when
identifying risks and plans to mitigate the impact of the pandemic on vulnerable
children and young people. Members included education and care system leaders to
support a coherent system-wide response to vulnerable children and young people
through the pandemic (Exhibits JK1/121 - INQ000497845, JK1/122 - INQ000497604
and JK1/123 - INQ000497842).

4.35 In April 2020, DfE increased funding to Childline (a service run by the NSPCC that
supports children and young people under the age of 19 with counselling and advice)
and included wellbeing resources and case studies as a key part of the remote
education support offer on GOV.UK (Exhibit JK1/124 - INQ000542479).
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4.36 From April to July 2020, in addition to meetings held at official level, SSE held weekly
meetings with stakeholders, where the full reopening of settings was discussed.
Attendees included representatives from the Association of Directors of Children’s
Services (“ADCS”), Ofsted, unions, the Office of Qualifications and Examinations
Regulation (“Ofqual”), the Confederation of School Trusts and the Local Government
Association, as well as DfE officials. Meeting agenda items included vuinerable
children and staff, transition year groups, scientific advice including information on
local outbreaks, transport, funding, FSM and testing. DfE officials also tested national
guidance with stakeholders and unions to check what they would expect to be covered

and what they would need clarity on to enable them to plan effectively.

4.37 From April 2020, DfE published several guidance documents to support the sector.
This included information for parents and carers about the closure of settings to the
majority of pupils as well as setting specific guidance and guidance on social
distancing to help settings support safe provision for children and young people
attending onsite provision. DfE published guidance for education settings and local
authorities on how to support vulnerable children as well as guidance for CSC services
and guidance on the national voucher scheme for those eligible to receive FSM under
the FSM scheme. DfE published guidance on SEND to support the sector before
temporary changes to certain aspects of the law on SEND were made (see paragraph
4.40 below). The M08-DFE-001 guidance spreadsheet submitted to the Inquiry on 22
November 2024 provides access to guidance published by DfE during this period
(Exhibit JK1/125 - INQ0O00514482).

4.38 On 1 May 2020, following work by DfE officials, some aspects of the law on SEND
changed temporarily. Various duties on local authorities, health commissioning bodies,
education settings and other bodies in relation to EHC plans, including the provision of
support and the timescales within which various processes in relation to new plans
were to be completed, were amended to give greater flexibility because of the impact
of COVID-19. These changes were:

4.38.1 The Special Educational Needs and Disability (Coronavirus)
(Amendment) Regulations 2020 ("the 2020 Regulations"). This
statutory instrument temporarily amended four sets of regulations that
specified timescales that applied to local authorities, health
commissioning bodies and others: principally for various processes

relating to EHC needs assessments and plans. These changes lasted
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