An Roinn Oideachais
Department of Education

Dear Principal

The Government paused plans for a partial reopening last week recognising
that there were concerns in relation to reopening on 11January. The pause has
given an opportunity to listen to those concerns, to engage intensively with key
education stakeholders, with Public Health and with disability advocacy groups
on these matters.

A series of meetings of key stakeholders from the primary school and special
school sector took place this week culminating in a very positive engagement
today with primary and special education stakeholders with Ministers Foley and
Madigan. All parties share the objective to work together to ensure that children
with special educational needs, who find it very hard to engage with remote or
online learning receive some face to face education in schools before a fuller
reopening is possible.

In-school Provision for Children with SEN

We are now working together towards a phased return for children in special
schools and a return to school for those in special classes in primary schools
and children with significant additional needs in mainstream primary classes,
beginning on 21 January.

This would be on the basis of all children in special school settings attending at
least on alternate days, so that occupancy of the school buildings and transport
is significantly reduced.

It would also see an interim arrangement in mainstream primary schools so that
schools resume from Thursday 21 January for children in special classes and
for those children who have significant additional needs in mainstream classes.
This would also see significantly reduced numbers in school buildings. Itis
intended that all SNAs who work to support children with special education
needs who are not on approved leave, will attend schools to support these
children.

School Safety

The letter from the Chief Medical Officer, Dr. Tony Holohan on behalf of NPHET
to Government (dated 5 January 2021) in relation to the issue of re-opening
schools was clear that the advice to Government was that schools should re-
open. NPHET made its recommendation in the full knowledge of the
transmission rates of the virus, the existence of variants of the virus and having

Corr na Madadh, Baile Atha Luain, Co. na hlarmhi, N37 X659
Cornamaddy, Athlone, Co. Westmeath, N37 X659
www.education.ie


http://www.education.ie/

regard to the safety measures which are in place in schools to mitigate the risks
associated with the spread of the disease.

The subsequent decision of Government to extend school closures to 11
January was done, not because of any concerns regarding the safety of schools
but to minimise the movement of people in the country associated with school
re-opening — almost 1 million students and over 100,000 staff daily. This is clear
in the letter from the CMO letter which points to the significant levels of mobility
and linked activity that the full reopening of schools would generate as the issue
which constitute the risk and not the school settings themselves.

The letter also points to the need to protect vulnerable children. In that regard
the Government identified two groups for whom in-school education should
continue — namely children with special educational needs in special schools
and classes and those studying for the Leaving Certificate.

It is important to be aware of the key messages that NPHET provided to
Government in that letter of 5 January:

e The known negatives of the impact of schools closures on children
(student mental health, wellbeing, development, education attainment
and overall health outcomes) outweighed any risks to re-opening;

e Children under 13 and to a lesser extent adolescents aged 13 to 18
appear relatively protected from infection, with children having an
incidence slightly less than the population average and adolescents
close to the population average;

e The opening of schools in August 2020 had no detectable effect on the
growth rate in case numbers over subsequent weeks;

e |tis clear from the available data that there is very little evidence of
transmission in schools. Cases in schools were subject to intense public
health investigation.

e Despite this there have been relatively few outbreaks in schools, and
relatively few cases associated with those outbreaks;

e The vast majority of cases in children and adolescents occur outside the
school setting.

We are aware that staff, parents and students across all levels of education are
looking for very clear communication from our colleagues in the health sector to
reaffirm that infection prevention and control measures in our schools are
effective at this time.

We are continuing to engage closely with senior Public Health specialists in this
respect and direct communications in the coming days through webinars,
videos for parent and written FAQs will supplement the significant levels of
information and guidance available already.



School Transport

In relation to the safety of school transport the Department has worked
extensively with Bus Eireann on the logistical arrangements to apply in the
COVID-19 environment with a particular focus on children with SEN. Detailed
guidance has issued to parents and students and a range of supports including
funding for appropriate PPE for drivers and escorts, enhanced cleaning and
hygiene measures on buses and a full supply of hand sanitiser on transport
services. This is in line with the public health advice on school transport
services and it remains that these measures provide a safe and trusted way of
school children and their escorts attending school.

Risk Management

The public health advice is clear, as outlined in the letter of 5 January from
NPHET that schools are safe environment for staff and students. All employers,
including schools, are required to comply with the requirements of Work Safely
— The COVID-19 National Protocol for Employers and Workers which is the
collaborative output of Government Departments, the Health and Safety
Authority (HSA) and Labour Employer Economic Forum. Each school has a
COVID-19 Response Plan in place to outline the risk mitigation measures which
are in place to provide that safe environment. Public Health have re-iterated
that neither the variance of the disease nor the rate of transmission in the
community change in anyway the mitigation measures which need to be in
place.

This extensive suite of measures, which have been in place in schools since
August and remain in situ, have been supported by a funding package of over
€400m by the Department.

Enhanced arrangements for funding of special schools and classes were made
in recognition of the challenges faced in these settings and funding for this term
was provided to schools in December to ensure that they were supported and
ready for school re-opening planned for 6 January.

The public health advice is that compliance with the range of measures outlined
above means that schools remain safe places of employment.

In preparing for interim stages and full reopening, you are asked to ensure that
the risk mitigation measures that were established in September remain in
place and that any additional requirements from the HPSC (for example, the
need to provide medical grade masks to all SNAs) are also implemented.



Childcare

In the engagement with education stakeholders, concerns were raised
regarding the need to support childcare facilitates for staff in the education
sector. The Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth
(DCEDIY) has outlined the childcare arrangements which apply during this
period for essential workers which includes teachers and special needs
assistants. These arrangements should now support your staff to make the
necessary childcare arrangements to facilitate their fullest engagement with a
return to in-school attendance to cater for children with SEN in special schools
and primary schools.

DCEDIY has confirmed that there are no capacity issues for childcare providers
to facilitate children of essential workers (as outlined on gov.ie). As per the
DCEDIY FAQs for providers of ELC/SAC, an essential worker is someone who
works in an essential service and for the purposes of accessing childcare, an
essential worker may be working from home. Childcare providers are asked to
ensure that a place is available for all children of essential workers within their
service. Where public service employees are included in this definition by the
nature of their role (whether this role is carried out in the work premises or from
home), employers should facilitate requests for letters from employees for
childcare purposes if required.

Conclusion

The Department remains committed to working with the education stakeholders
on any issues which arise and will continue to have intensive engagements on
the practical arrangements in place to support schools in this period and in the
planned reopening.

Yours faithfully

Deirdre Shanley
Assistant Secretary
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