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Children and Families Overview and Scrutiny Committee  
 

Date of Meeting:  25 January 2021 

Report Title:   Children’s Services’ Response to COVID-19 

Portfolio Holder:  Cllr Kathryn Flavell, Portfolio Holder for Children and Families 

Senior Officer:   Mark Palethorpe, Executive Director of People 

 

1. Report summary 

 

1.1. This report provides a summary of the work of Children’s Services in 

response to the current national and international public health 

emergency on Covid-19. 

 

1.2. These are unprecedented times for the Council, and for our children, 

young people and families. We have many challenges ahead. Covid-

19 is, and will continue to have, a significant impact on our children, 

young people and families.    

  

2. Recommendation/s 

 

2.1 Children and Families Overview and Scrutiny Committee is asked to 

note: 

• The progress to date,  

• The issues outlined in this report 

• The impact of the pandemic on children and young people.  

 

3. Reasons for Recommendation/s 

 

3.1. To enable members to scrutinise arrangements for children and young 

people to ensure we have the right support in place to help children 
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achieve the best outcomes. To put on public record a summary of our 

response to date and to explain the ongoing pressures due to Covid-

19. 

 

4. Other Options Considered 

 

4.1. Not applicable. 

 

5. Children’s Services’ Response to COVID-19 

 

Children’s Social Care 

 

5.1 We have reviewed our service offer in light of the new national 

lockdown which came into effect on 6 January 2021. We will be 

maintaining statutory service provision in line with our usual processes 

where it is safe to do so, including face to face visits, in order to 

continue to effectively safeguard children and young people. Visits are 

carefully risk assessed to consider the risk of Covid to the child and 

wider family members. Family time is continuing to take place as we 

recognise the importance of this to children and young people’s 

wellbeing and long-term relationships. 

 

5.2 We are identifying which vulnerable children supported by our 

Children’s Social Care and Early Help services would be safer 

attending their early years setting or school, and workers are 

supporting and encouraging families to continue attendance. 

Safeguarding is a multi-agency responsibility and we will be ensuring 

the Safeguarding Children Partnership has oversight of which children 

we feel are at increased risk due to not attending education, and that 

as a partnership we take action to support them to attend, and review 

our plans, assessment of risk and multi-agency response where the 

child continues to not attend.  

 

5.3 To recognise the dedication and great work from the workforce, 

Children’s Social Care carried out ‘24 days of thank yous’ for advent 

and shared compliments and resources for working with families each 

day during December. One example of the positive feedback shared 

was this compliment which was received by a social worker from a 

parent: 

 

‘From the bottom of our hearts THANK YOU! You gave me back my 

trust for professionals you had never given up on me! Even when 

things wasn’t in our favour you still stuck by us and pushed us you 

have made me so much better! You made me realise the mother I can 
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be you showed me that the world isn’t that dark and that there is light. 

THANK YOU! Thank you for saving me!’ 

 

5.4 Ofsted ILACS inspections were due to recommence from 5 January 

2021. Ofsted have announced that they will not be conducting any 

fieldwork in January so that local authorities can focus on leading their 

local emergency response. Inspections will resume from February and 

we are expecting to receive an inspection shortly.  

 

Early Help and Prevention 

 

5.5 We have reviewed our service offer in light of the new national 

lockdown which came into effect on 6 January. We will be maintaining 

service provision in line with our usual processes where it is safe to do 

so, including face to face visits, in order to continue to effectively 

safeguard children and young people. Visits are carefully risk 

assessed to consider the risk of Covid to the child and wider family 

members. We are also continuing to provide some targeted, direct 

work in line with Government guidance from our Family and Children’s 

Centres. This includes support for families open to our service and to 

new parents who have given birth during the pandemic. A range of 

online and remote support continues to be in place to complement this 

offer. 

 

5.6 Early years providers were advised that they could remain open 

during the new national lockdown, this includes nurseries and 

registered childminders but does not include nursery classes in 

primary schools – we are waiting for further guidance from the DfE on 

this. We will continue to offer our support to all settings and will be 

closely monitoring the number of vulnerable children attending to 

ensure families can continue to access provision and support.   

 

5.7 Over 9,000 vouchers were distributed over the Christmas period to 

families and young adults in need through the Winter Grant Scheme. 

The grant is to offer practical support in the form of food and utilities 

payments. The scheme will continue until the end of March. A referral 

process is in place for professionals to refer families who need this 

support which is working well. Emergency vouchers were distributed 

to Social Care and Early Help teams to cover any enquiries during the 

holiday period when families may self-refer.  
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Education and Skills  

 

5.8  On 6 January the DfE announced the following: 

• Schools and colleges remain open but with attendance limited to 

vulnerable children and children of critical workers (also referred 

to as key workers). 

• Extra funding will be provided to support schools to provide food 

parcels or meals to students eligible for free school meals. The 

national voucher scheme will also re-open so that in the event 

schools cannot offer food parcels or provide an alternative local 

solution, every child can access free school meals while they are 

learning at home. 

• The minimum standards of remote learning have been 

strengthened, schools will be expected to offer pupils online 

lessons and a set number of hours of remote education for 

pupils.  

• Schools are expected to have a digital platform, such as G-Suite 

or Microsoft Education, and should provide at least some of their 

remote provision via video lessons – this can be done by school-

led videos or using other providers like Oak National Academy. 

• There will be further distribution of laptops to schools. 

• The UK’s leading mobile network operators will provide access 

to educational sites. Schools can already request free mobile 

data uplifts for disadvantaged families via the Department for 

Education’s website. 

• The level of additional data for families will vary by provider, but 

for example Three customers will receive unlimited data and EE 

customers will receive an extra 20 gigabytes per month. Other 

providers supporting the offer include Tesco Mobile, Smarty, Sky 

Mobile, Virgin Mobile, Vodafone and O2. 

• Students will not be asked to sit GCSE, AS and A level exams 

this summer. Ofqual will consider a teacher assessed system as 

a replacement for GCSEs, AS and A levels. A consultation will 

be launched next week and conclude swiftly to give certainty to 

schools, colleges and students, while also giving them the 

opportunity to have their say. 

• Assessments in some vocational qualifications can still take 

place in January, where schools and colleges judge it right to do 

so. The department is working with Ofqual on arrangements for 

those who do not take their January assessments, as well as for 

vocational and technical assessments scheduled for February 

onwards. 
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• Statutory key stage 1 and key stage 2 tests and teacher 

assessments planned for summer 2021, including the key stage 

2 tests in reading and mathematics, will not take place. 

• As announced in December, Ofsted will carry out monitoring 

inspections in the Spring term of those schools most in need of 

challenge and support. These inspections will have a strong 

focus on remote education. In addition, Ofsted can inspect 

schools – of any grade – where it has significant concerns about 

safeguarding or the quality of education being provided, 

including remote education.  

• The rapid testing programme for secondary schools and colleges 

will continue for those on site, with daily testing of close contacts 

available to students and staff and weekly testing available for 

staff. Primary staff will be included later in January, and more 

detail will be set out in due course about reaching all secondary 

students as they return to face-to-face education. 

 

5.9 Following the announcement from the Prime Minister on 4 January 

on the third national lockdown, we contacted schools and colleges to 

advise them to open on 5 January to vulnerable children and children 

of key workers. Based on the learning from the first school 

closedown in March, we offered advice to schools on how to support 

vulnerable groups such as children and young people with special 

educational needs and/or disabilities (SEND), and children on a child 

in need or child protection plan. The Virtual School for cared for 

children has been ensuring that appropriate support is in place for 

cared for children and young people who are accessing education 

from home so they can continue to make progress.  

 

5.10 We have established internal arrangements to review support for the 

most vulnerable children not attending school based on a risk-based 

approach to ensure coordinated support across partners / 

professionals. 

 

5.11 It is required in law to deliver the provision in Education Health and 

Care (EHC) plans. For all children with EHC plans, we have advised 

schools to complete a risk assessment to assess the impact on the 

child of not attending education and, if it is agreed their needs can be 

met safely at home, to put in place a temporary provision plan which 

is coproduced with the parent/carer. Based on feedback from our 

parent carers, we have also asked schools to consider any children 

with SEN support plans, especially those where a needs assessment 
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was being considered for an EHC plan or where they have complex 

needs.  

 

5.12 We have re-established our email address for practitioners, parents 

and schools to contact with any queries on attendance of vulnerable 

children and the children of critical workers. This was previously very 

effective in enabling us to address any barriers to attendance 

quickly. The learning from the first lockdown has enabled us to put 

plans into place quickly and effectively.  

 

5.13 Schools have moved to remote learning until at least February half 

term. Schools were well prepared in terms of planning for remote 

learning and have been able to have this in place with short notice. 

 

5.14 We have encouraged schools with secondary age children to 

continue to set up testing arrangements. We will look at how we can 

enable access to testing for primary school staff. Pilots took place 

before Christmas and training sessions for schools are taking place 

in January.  

 

5.15 We are awaiting the publication of new guidance for schools and will 

continue to provide intensive support to schools around how to 

implement this to ensure we have a consistent and safe approach 

across all schools. The Education Recovery Group continues to be 

effective in planning our joint response.  

 

6.0   Implications of the Recommendations 

 

6.1  Legal Implications 

 

6.1.1 New legislation has been enacted and guidance has been released 

in relation to coronavirus.  

 

6.1.2  We have liaised with our Legal Services colleagues throughout the 

pandemic, to assist with and support our understanding and 

implementation of all legislation and guidance that affects our 

services to children and families, and will continue to do so as we 

progress.  

 

6.2   Financial Implications 

 

6.2.1 We are seeing the expected rise in demand to Children’s Services as 

a result of Covid-19 which will increase costs to the Council.   
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6.3   Equality Implications 

 

6.3.1 Care leavers are especially vulnerable and may be disproportionately 

disadvantaged in terms of housing and employment options as a 

result of Covid-19. They are also more likely to be living alone so have 

been at risk of being socially isolated during increased restrictions.   

 

6.3.2 We have seen an increase in mental health issues, both for children 

and young people and parents and carers.   

 

6.3.3 Some people we work with are at higher risk from Covid-19, for 

example pregnant women, people from black, Asian and minority 

ethnic backgrounds, and those with underlying health conditions such 

as some of our children with special educational needs and 

disabilities. 

 

6.3.4 Some children with additional needs, for example those with autism, 

could find the change in routine at school and at home particularly 

challenging and may need additional support to help them through the 

changes.  

 

6.4  Human Resources Implications 

 

6.4.1 There have been HR implications to staff working in different ways. HR 

and Public Health have been supportive of officers in ensuring that 

robust risk assessments are in place and available to staff in 

undertaking their duties, for example in carrying out face to face visits 

to families. 

 

6.4.2 Staff have shown enormous flexibility and resilience. Families have 

been very positive about our new offer and virtual contact with them, 

and there will some ways of working we will continue with in the long 

term.  

 

6.4.3   We are conscious of the sustained emergency response that has 

been required by our staff, and the impact this has, and we are 

continuing to remind staff that they need to prioritise their wellbeing in 

order to maintain their resilience. 

 

6.5 Risk Management Implications 

 

6.5.1 We have developed a Children and Families Covid-19 risk register. 

The Children and Families Leadership team are continuing to meet 
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on a regular basis to share information and ensure there is a joint 

approach to our response and risks are anticipated and mitigated.  

 

6.6 Rural Communities Implications 

 

6.6.1 There are no direct rural communities’ implications of this report. 

 

6.7 Implications for Children & Young People/Cared for Children  

 

6.7.1 The contents of this report have outlined the implications for our 

children and young people.  

 

6.8 Public Health Implications 

 

6.8.1 Covid-19 is a global pandemic and public health emergency. Public 

Health advice has been sought to ensure Children’s Services are 

complying with Public Health guidelines and are providing safe 

services for families and our staff.  

 

6.9 Climate Change Implications 

 

6.9.1 The increase in people working from home, and reduced travel, has 

had a positive impact on climate change.  

 

7 Ward Members Affected 

7.1  All members. 

 

8  Consultation & Engagement 

8.1 Our Youth Council has continued to meet (virtually), and we continue 

to consult with the Parent Carer Forum and other groups. Feedback 

from families and partners on our support during Covid-19 has 

overall been very positive.  

 

9   Access to Information 

9.1 None. 

 

10   Contact Information 

10.1  Any questions relating to this report should be directed to the 

following officer: 

 

Name: Mark Palethorpe 
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Job Title: Executive Director of People 

Email: Mark.Palethorpe@cheshireeast.gov.uk 

mailto:Mark.Palethorpe@cheshireeast.gov.uk

