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Insights Addendum to Annual Safeguarding Report 

 

21. TRUST SAFEGUARDING INSIGHTS FROM 2019-20 

The arrival of the global pandemic at the mid-point of the 2019-20 academic year 
has been challenging for the Trust and its schools. Government has issued a raft 

of new guidance in an effort to protect vulnerable children and to help schools to 
navigate this new and extremely challenging reality. The overriding message has 

been one of flexibility and pragmatism, encouraging schools to prioritise the most 
vulnerable and assess risk along the way. The guidance has also acknowledged 
the unknowns, and it is clear that the Trust’s approach, in safeguarding vulnerable 

children of collaboration and the sharing of expertise to reduce disruption and 
anticipate and pare for new challenges has helped enormously as the situation 

progresses and looks like it will evolve into 2021. 

21.1 WHO IS VULNERABLE? 

As part of the Trust’s work the issue of vulnerability has been considered again 
alongside the concept of the vulnerable child in order to identify whether the Trust 

needs to widen its net to ensure no child is missed or overlooked. 

21.2 THE GOVERNMENT DEFINITION 

Government guidance on vulnerable children and young people (19 April 2020) 
defines vulnerable children as those: 

• assessed as being in need under section 17 of the Children Act 1989, 

including children who have a child in need plan, a child protection plan or 
who are a looked after child 
 

• who have an education, health and care (EHC) plan whose needs cannot 
be met safely in the home environment 

 
• assessed as otherwise vulnerable by educational providers or local 

authorities (including children’s social care services), and who are therefore 

in need of continued education provision. 

The guidance explains that attending school is an important protective factor for 
many vulnerable children. Where a child needs to self-isolate for whatever reason, 

schools are expected to prioritise support to the most vulnerable.  

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-on-vulnerable-children-and-young-people/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-on-vulnerable-children-and-young-people
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1989/41/section/17
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However, the Trust has become aware that it is often the most vulnerable, for 

reasons that are various and complex that are the poorest attenders. Some of the 
reasons we have identified for weak and inconsistent attendance are: 

• from fears about coronavirus 

• caring responsibilities at home 
• transport issues 
• parent wellbeing issues 

• no-one to bring them to school 
• sickness of other family members 

21.3 FALLING BETWEEN THE GAPS 

Over the pandemic period, the Trust has had growing concerns that there are also 

many children who fall outside the government definition of vulnerable, but who 
nonetheless need significant levels of support from or through their school. Trust 

schools are becoming: 

• their fundamental safe place 
• their key source of security and pastoral support 
• the main meal provider of the day 

• a source of reassurance and support for their parents 
• a major social and emotional connector 

• the only conduit for engagement with external services e.g. social services. 

The Trust ia aware that government has committed a further £1.6 billion to local 
authorities to help during the crisis and is inviting former social workers to re-

register, with children’s social care services reporting an existing shortfall of £3.1 
billion funding by 2025 (just to maintain existing demand), these additional 
resources plainly will not go far enough. The Trust is also aware that the Children’s 

Commissioner for England Anne Longfield estimates that around 1.6 million 
children in England are at significant risk yet on the edge of social services’ 

attention, and so are currently receiving patchy or no support from them. There 
will also be children who are being supported by local charities, some of which 
may struggle going forwards to continue to provide them with the same, or any, 

support. 

In addition, Trust concern is that there are children whose needs may either not 
have been identified prior to the crisis or may not have come to the attention of 

their school to date and which may escalate in terms of severity and complexity 
as winter 2020 approaches. Feedback from parents suggests that the Trust has 

rapidly increasing number of families who are suddenly struggling because parents 
are furloughed or self-employed, and their income has significantly dropped. As a 
result, the Trust has a concern that some of children may be invisible and not 

supported – adequately or at all – as the crisis evolves over winter. 

 
 

 
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/government-pledges-extra-16-billion-for-councils
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/government-pledges-extra-16-billion-for-councils
https://www.communitycare.co.uk/2019/10/04/councils-warnings-childrens-services-overspends/
https://www.communitycare.co.uk/2019/10/04/councils-warnings-childrens-services-overspends/
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/2019/08/02/the-government-should-finally-make-left-behind-children-its-priority/
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/2019/08/02/the-government-should-finally-make-left-behind-children-its-priority/
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21.4 PLIGHT OF VULNERABLE CHILDREN 

Key themes 

In order to respond to this, the Trust has identified some key themes to focus  

attention and action. 

Child poverty 

Commentators warn that the inevitable economic downturn and rising 
unemployment will increase the number of children living in poverty in the UK, 

possibly to more than 5 million children by 2022. For families already struggling 
to meet household costs, and who are reliant on schools to provide at least one 

hot meal for their children, economic instability and potential further school 
closures are serious concerns. The Trust’s worry is that some families will not have 
enough resource to cover basic food essentials or other key essentials e.g. 

appropriate winter coats, footwear and larger housing related costs and that there 
are no robust mechanisms in place to provide immediate/emergency support. The 

safeguarding risk to children who are living in such poverty will increase as families 
struggle with the financial impact on the economy and the onset of winter. 

Abuse in the home 

Although the Trust has no strong evidence base as yet, it is aware of anecdotal 

information that suggests there is growing adult tension, stress and anxiety in 
some homes. For these children, the Trust is concerned that home may not be a 
place of stability and security. There has already been a national reported rise in 

domestic abuse incidents since the Coronavirus outbreak, and children risk 
becoming victims of or witnesses to violence in the home. The charity, Barnardo’s 

has warned that the risk to children living with domestic violence will increase as 
children and families face extended periods of confinement at home, without 
external oversight and monitoring. Particularly highlighted are those suffering 

familial child sexual abuse who will face increased risk due to lockdown and the 
lack of contact with professionals at school or in the community. Reporting by 

agencies is likely to reduce and there will be an increased reliance on reporting by 
the general public. 

Mental and physical health 

For vulnerable children already experiencing poor mental health, any number of 

risk factors – including, for example, fear and anxiety associated with coronavirus 
itself, and the pressures of isolation in homes that may be over-crowded and lack 
outdoor space – could have a severe further impact. As highlighted above, there 

will also be children who struggle with anxiety or who have poor mental health 
who may deteriorate during the ongoing crisis, and who may develop unidentified 

and unmet needs. Experts predict that cases of self-harm, eating disorders and 
suicide risk may increase. Barnardo’s charity warns that the physical health of 
vulnerable children may also suffer, as fewer seek medical support for other 

ailments.  

https://www.theguardian.com/society/2020/apr/15/coronavirus-child-poverty-politicians-parents
https://cpag.org.uk/child-poverty/child-poverty-facts-and-figures
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2020/mar/26/warning-over-rise-in-uk-domestic-abuse-cases-linked-to-coronavirus
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2020/mar/26/warning-over-rise-in-uk-domestic-abuse-cases-linked-to-coronavirus
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Losing contact 

All staff must remain vigilant to ensure that vulnerable children who are not 

attending school, and/or continuing to engage with social care or support from 
other organisations, are not at risk of dropping off the radar as staff struggle to 

maintain regular contact with them. Worse still, some may be at increased risk of 
disappearing. Many vulnerable children attend groups and activities outside of 
school, including participating in sports and games. As these types of activities 

cannot move online, some children face losing support, structure, and a safe space 
to socialise. The consequences for vulnerable children of losing their support 

network could be severe. Lack of relational contact and care - critical for these 
children – as well as structure and supervision, could see more losing regular 
contact or going missing altogether, and potentially suffering intra-familial abuse 

in silence. Older children may also fall prey to criminal and/or sexual exploitation 
for example, through involvement in local gangs and county lines. 

Online dangers 

Staying at home means that for those children who do have access to it, many 

will be spending more time in the digital world, as learning, socialising and 
entertainment moves, even further, online. While internet access will be a lifeline 

for many, the Trust has fears that excessive and/or unsupervised screen time 
could have a negative impact on mental health and expose children, who may not 
have the guidance or experience to safely navigate the web, to increased risks of 

child sexual exploitation, peer-on-peer abuse and inappropriate sexual imagery 
(or “sexting”). The National Crime Agency has warned that instances of child 

sexual abuse online could increase during the pandemic and has reported that 
offenders are already discussing opportunities over online chat forums to abuse 
children during the crisis.  

21.5 IMMEDIATE STEPS FOR THE TRUST 

We understand that many vulnerable families will now be impacted by difficult 
home situations, mental health and serious illness so we need to ensure we are a 
consistent educational and supportive presence in their lives. 

                                                Kelly Wainhouse – Safeguarding Lead Into University 

Monitoring attendance  

Over the pandemic period the Trust will continue to improve attendance 

monitoring procedures to safeguard children, flag up concerns promptly and 
provide better quality data around vulnerable children. All schools have worked 

tirelessly to maintain contact with the vulnerable children and families they 
support by email or phone and will continue to do so. However, where children do 
not have (reliable) access to the internet or a phone, this may become a real 

challenge and the Trust must work to find effective solutions. 

 

https://www.theguardian.com/society/2020/apr/03/nca-predicts-rise-in-online-child-sexual-abuse-during-coronavirus-pandemic
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2020/apr/03/nca-predicts-rise-in-online-child-sexual-abuse-during-coronavirus-pandemic


                                              Safeguarding Insights   Trust Board    November 2020  
 

 5 

Additional external resources 

To date in the pandemic, the Trust has not been overly reliant on charitable giving 

although some schools have worked effectively with local voluntary service 
providers. Evidence suggests that such provision may dry up as many charities 

face a range of serious short and longer-term funding difficulties as a result of 
coronavirus. The avenues of income for many charities are becoming depleted and 
many are particularly affected by the loss of income from the closure of the retail 

sector and cancellation of other key fundraising events. Furlough opportunities 
have been maximised to manage cash flow in many organisations which in turn 

means reduced capacity is available to develop new initiatives and make direct 
contact with children.  

With uncertain economic futures, charities serving vulnerable children may not be 

able to maintain, recruit or train relevant staff. The government’s Job Retention 
Schemes are designed to help organisations manage cash flow and retain staff in 
the long-term (by paying wages while workers are furloughed). However, for 

many charities providing vital services to vulnerable children, furloughing is not 
an attractive option as staff on furlough are unable to maintain vital contact with 

the children they work with. For vulnerable children, relationships (where there is 
mutual trust and respect) are highly important and disruption to their relationships 
with mentors can be very distressing. During this frightening and unpredictable 

period, the need for consistency and stability for vulnerable children has never 
been more important.   

Trustees and senior leaders will work together to consider the implications of this 

situation across local contexts and consider how the Trust may implement 
remedial strategies and manage associated costs. 

Maintaining and adapting policies and procedures 

The Department for Education guidance on safeguarding in schools during the 

pandemic clarifies that the principles of Keeping Children Safe in Education 
(2020) must continue to apply. It remains essential that Trust schools stay safe 
for children and retain a culture of safeguarding that: 

• recognises the best interests of children should continue to come first 
• ensures that anyone who has a safeguarding concern acts on it immediately 
• recognises the fundamental responsibility of the DSL and deputy DSL role  

• ensures unsuitable people are not permitted to enter the children’s 
workforce or gain access to children in school 

• continues to strengthen its protection for children when they are online. 

The Trust will maintain vigilance and continue to identify, assess and mitigate 
safeguarding risks. This means being nimble and adaptive to respond as necessary 
throughout the ongoing crisis and anticipating potential practical problems before 

they arise.  Prior thought should be given, for example, to the necessary action 
required in response to a safeguarding concern or allegation being raised about a 

staff member working online and how this will be investigated and responded to.  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-safeguarding-in-schools-colleges-and-other-providers/coronavirus-covid-19-safeguarding-in-schools-colleges-and-other-providers
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/835733/Keeping_children_safe_in_education_2019.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/835733/Keeping_children_safe_in_education_2019.pdf
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Maintaining good safeguarding practice and ensuring that any safeguarding 

concerns or allegations continue to be responded to promptly and appropriately 
during the crisis will be vital. There has already been a reported 50 – 75 per cent 

drop in referrals to local authorities since the pandemic began, while self-referrals 
have risen sharply and calls to helplines including the NSPCC and Childline have 
also increased. 

Staff wellbeing 

A further safeguarding responsibility that the Trust cannot afford to overlook is 
that owed to their staff and volunteers. Many are working extended hours with 
increased workloads and additional responsibilities. There is also a loss of 

professional interaction and direct face to face support from colleagues as staff 
are confined to specific bubbles. The wellbeing issues related to Trust staff are 

paramount and of huge significance in terms of high-quality learning opportunities 
for children. 

Opportunities to innovate 

For many vulnerable children, parents or carers may lack the educational 
background and/or technical know-how to provide the necessary support at home 

or may face other challenges such as the availability of devices and internet 
connectivity. The success of on-line learning depends heavily on connecting more 

families to the internet. The Education Secretary recently announced that certain 
children in England with social workers and without access to a computer will be 

loaned laptops and 4G routers and given access to a new online academy. This is 
intended to help children from disadvantaged backgrounds access educational and 
pastoral support during periods of lockdown. Although undoubtedly a welcome 

initiative, the Trust has been informed that government may encounter logistical 
challenges with rolling this out effectively and in good time. Therefore, the Trust 

will consider alternatives as a matter of urgency. 

Staff training may also need to be adapted. For example, specialised training 
developed and rolled out to staff to ensure they are equipped to safeguard 
remotely, and to be alert and responsive to issues connected to the crisis, such as 

increased suicide and self-harm risks and issues around illness and death. 

Effective collaboration and partnership 

Despite the challenges there are also opportunities. Now there is a vital necessity 
for Trust schools, the statutory sector and local organisations working with 

children to draw together in more effective collaboration and partnership, and to 
share their resources, expertise and experience to ensure that vulnerable children 

are provided with appropriate support in the short, medium and longer-term.  

Going forwards the Trust will consider how to attract additional support from other 
sources. For example, restaurants and shops donating food and stock that would 
otherwise go unused and clothes shops who may donate winter coats and shoes.  

https://www.theguardian.com/society/2020/apr/08/fears-for-child-welfare-as-protection-referrals-plummet-in-england
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2020/apr/08/fears-for-child-welfare-as-protection-referrals-plummet-in-england
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-52341596
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The Charity Commission has included some advice in their recent guidance on 

charities potentially working with a company or business to help with coronavirus, 
including – for example – the need for them to check their charitable objects, and 

to consider any potential conflicts of interests and compatibility of the company 
or business with the charity’s best interests, aims and purposes. 

Refocusing around established and emerging priorities 

As the Trust moves forwards it will retain a focus on established priorities whilst 

also recognising and responding to emerging issues. The Trust will keep under 
consideration the need to shift and refocus activities, funding and training to 
respond to new and pressing needs. For example, to support on-line learning 

outside the classroom.  

21.6 LEARNING FROM THE PANDEMIC EXPERIENCE  

Understanding the longer-term challenge? 

As well as finding alternative solutions to offer support during  
the winter, what does the Trust need to start to plan to support  

delivery that responds to the higher levels of need across 
schools when the crisis is finally over? 

Without any doubt, this has been and continues to be a time of increased risk and 
danger for many vulnerable children. When the crisis has subsided, the process of 
their full reintegration into effective learning and life post crisis will need sensitive 
attention. The Trust can never be fully aware of what individual children and 

families may have been through during the pandemic and the damage they may 
have experienced. Some of the Trust’s most vulnerable children may have difficult 

or potentially highly traumatic experiences to process and may be suffering 
significant deterioration in their mental and physical health. 

In the likely absence of sufficient statutory resources in key areas, the Trust may 

need to consider how it leads and assumes greater responsibility for some 
vulnerable children.  

The resources question looms large for the Trust. It is not clear whether state and 
non-state sectors will have the funding and staff to meet the predicted increase 

in demand. The potential of many years of national austerity to pay for the rescue 
packages that the government has introduced will be a serious financial 

consideration for charities, in addition to an uncertain economy and funding 
issues. 

 

 

 

 

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-for-the-charity-sector#charity-objects-understand-if-you-can-help-with-coronavirus-efforts
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21.7 CONCLUSION 

The levels of family deprivation that are beginning to emerge are alarming. The 

resolve of the Trust to respond whilst also maintaining a quality educational offer 
will be critical for many families and children. Going forwards into the winter of 

2020 and beyond the Trust will need to ensure 

• across schools there are high levels of staff awareness and confidence to 
identify, assess, prioritise and respond to the diverse needs of children. 

• systems are effective and allow for detailed risk assessment, monitoring 
and review of specific needs and a rapid response to those identified.  

• strong collaborative work across the Trust and with external services to 

ensure the smooth referral of the most at need to statutory partners and 
planned support and step-down processes for children in need and those in 

need of early help.  
• staff capacity and capability is maximised and well targeted to manage the 

anticipated increase in levels of demand and range of concerns.   
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