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Dear Principal
Asymptomatic Testing in Schools

You will be aware that | have been working closely with Minister Swann throughout
this pandemic to ensure that my Department can provide the most up to date guidance
to schools, taking account of all available public health advice. In the coming days |
hope that the Executive will confirm the phasing of school re-opening, and it is very
much my intention that all pupils return to the classroom as soon as possible.

With all of the measures schools have taken to comply with Departmental guidance
on operation during Covid, | reiterate that schools are safe environments. The reason
that we moved to remote learning after Christmas was because of the high level of
community transmission, and the urgent need to reduce all social contact.

On 8 March pre-school and Primaries 1 to 3 returned to the classroom. This is the
start of a measured return, based on Health advice. You will know, following the
Executive meeting on 11 March that these cohorts will now stay in the classroom until
the Easter break, and that Years 12 and 14 in post-primary will return from 22 March.
| have also asked the Executive to consider allowing the remainder of primary years
in P4-P7 to return from 22 March, and a decision will be made on 16 March.

Rapid Testing with Lateral Flow Devices

A further mitigation available as part of schools return is regular testing of people who
do not have symptoms of COVID-19. The purpose is to find individuals who are
infected but do not realise it so they can be advised to isolate so reducing the risk of
them unwittingly spreading infection in the school and elsewhere. This approach
makes use of a type of self-test Lateral Flow Device (LFD) which provides a result
within 30 minutes.

In recent days my officials, along with colleagues in the Education Authority, Health
and the Public Health Agency have developed a phased plan for rolling out LFD testing
to schools. This plan has three phases.

In Phase 1, from 22 March, all staff in post-primary schools and all pupils in Years 12-
14 will be invited to commence familiarisation to enable twice weekly self-testing using
LFDs. We currently have sufficient numbers of kits ready for delivery to post-primary
schools for 2 2 weeks of testing of all staff and students in this group. This will cover
the period up to the Easter break and will allow staff and students who participate to
test before attending school after Easter. This will provide important reassurance to
staff and students returning to school after the holiday. Identifying infectious individuals
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early could ultimately reduce the risk of large groups of exam year classes having to
isolate during this important period.

My officials are working closely with EA and PHA to develop a range of information
and resources for schools, students and parents. This will include a suitable
programme of guidance, videos and information to show staff and pupils how to
correctly conduct a self-test.

PHA advises that the test efficacy depends on how well it is conducted, and we
propose that for the first two tests pupils are supervised and supported to conduct
them in school. Thereafter the tests can be conducted at home with parental
supervision. All testing will be voluntary, for both staff and pupils, and appropriate
consent will be required. The tests will be conducted twice a week, 3-4 days apart,
with results to be logged by the person who took the test on the UK Department of
Health and Social Care (DHSC) IT platform. Guidance on this will be provided as part
of the process of engagement ahead of commencement.

After the initial delivery of test kits through EA, subsequent deliveries will be scheduled
by schools via an established central process currently in use by the other devolved
authorities. Details of this process will be included in guidance materials.

In phase 2, commencing after the Easter break, the programme will expand to include
all staff in primary schools. Very shortly after that, phase 3 will add nursery, pre-school
and childcare staff. Precise details of this later phasing are being estblished and will
be clarified further prior to launch.

Effectiveness of the Testing Process

You may have read some reports concerning the effectiveness of the LFD test, and
the possibility of “false positives”. No test is completely accurate, but studies indicate
a very high degree of effectiveness at detecting those who are infectious. When
infection levels are low in the community, a positive LFD test indicates that the
individual may have Covid. However this should be confirmed by a Polymerase Chain
Reaction (PCR) test. These are the tests which are widely available in the testing
centres. Further information on how confirmatory PCR tests can be arranged by the
staff member of student will be provided.

If a pupil or member of staff has a positive result from the LFD test, they and their
household must isolate immediately. In-school contacts are not required to isolate at
this stage. The individual must then take a PCR test. If the PCR test is negative they,
and their household, can stop isolating and return to school. If it is positive, the COVID
infection is confirmed. The case will continue to isolate and community contact tracing
including in the school will be carried out, as with any confirmed positive PCR test.

This confirmatory PCR test is an important part of the pathway and reduces the risk of
people isolating unnecessarily because of false positive results, and will ensure that
we do not unnecessarily ask Year 12-14 pupils to isolate during the key phase in their
return to school and their preparation for assessments.

While | recognise that there will be challenges in delivering this programme, it adds a
further level of Covid security to the school setting. The initial batch of LFD test kits
will be shipped to post primary schools in the coming days, to allow the familiarisation
period to begin from 22 March. This means that all post primary pupils will have
enough tests available to conduct at least one supervised test in school, and to be
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able to conduct a test before they return after the Easter break. This will be an
important opportunity to prevent asymptomatic cases entering schools and will allow
us to break transmission chains early.

Further Engagement

Training materials and webinar resources will be made available to post primary
schools in advance of 22 March, and my officials will also engage with the Education
Practitioners Group and Trade Unions in the coming days. | understand also that EA
will be holding an online event for all post-primary principals this week. Our colleagues
in PHA have also agreed to participate to ensure that any of your clinical or testing
efficacy questions can be fully addressed.

Phase 2 and 3 will commence after Easter, and should roll out in quick succession.
My officials and EA will be in contact with further details in advance of that process
commencing.

| hope that you will continue to engage with my officials over the coming days, and
encourage your staff and pupils to participate as we roll out this important additional
tool to help keep our pupils and school staff safe. Further information will be provided
over the course of this week, which will give you the detail you need to move forward.

| am sure you will agree that this is another important mitigation tool, which will provide
a further level of assurance to staff, pupils and parents, as we begin to ease out of
restrictions, and into a period of increased normality.

Personal Data

Peter Weir MLA
Minister of Education
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