
Vulnerable children in the Coronavirus pandemic – are there 
practical issues you have encountered that should be 
considered at a national level? 

The Education and Skills Committee has prioritised the wellbeing of 
vulnerable children and young people during the Coronavirus outbreak as one 
immediate focus for its work. 

The Committee knows that different children will have different support needs. 
For some attending a school or childcare setting would be best, for others 
targeted support in a home setting is best, for others it will be a combination of 
the two. Pressures on local authorities and all other organisations with a role 
to play will impact on what support can be provided. 

The Committee also knows there has been a need to quickly adapt 
approaches to reflect social distancing and an increased need for support, 
and that the challenge of co-ordinating all of this support has been massive. 

The Committee is contacting key organisations to invite you to share your 
insight based on your experiences. We want to know if there are there 
particular challenges that could benefit from being highlighted at a national 
level in order to improve support for vulnerable children and young people? If 
so, please let the Committee know by responding to this email 
(es.committee@parliament.scot). We would normally publish all such 
information so keep this in mind when deciding whether to respond and what 
information to include. 

We know teams are busy working to support children and young people and 
their wider communities at this time and don’t want to divert resources from 
this task. Responses are optional and do not need to reach us within a set 
timescale, or to be a certain length. A short summary of the issues or links to 
information that is already available is perfectly fine.  

There is a background document on vulnerable children and young people 
attached below. If you have time to read, it provides some specific bullet 
points in bold that you may wish to consider in deciding whether you have any 
issue you wish to raise. 

Lastly, please feel free to pass this on to any organisations that you feel may 
also have something to say. 

Many thanks and stay safe, 

Clare Adamson MSP 

Convener 
  



Background 

The Committee is looking at child protection/family support provision.  
Vulnerable children in this context could include— 

• Those on the child protection register, those who are looked after, and, 
those on the edge of care. 

• Children in receipt of Free School Meals 

• Children and young people affected by poverty and deprivation 

• Children and young people who have complex additional support 
needs 

The Scottish Government’s response to the Coronavirus pandemic identifies 
vulnerable children as a group that local authorities should make special 
provision for. 

In closing the schools and ELC settings the Scottish Government’s guidance 
stated that access to these settings would still be available for children of key 
workers and vulnerable children. The purpose of making provision for 
vulnerable children in educational settings/hubs was set out in Government 
guidance— 

The aim of providing continued care to vulnerable children is to 
prioritise their continued safety and welfare which may rely on the 
support delivered within the educational setting. 

The Cabinet Secretary’s letter of 3 April provided more detail, saying settings 
could be open for “vulnerable children who often rely on childcare settings and 
school life for meals or for a safe, nurturing and supportive environment” and 
that “where a child does attend a school or other childcare setting then this 
should be for the minimum amount of time required”.  

The Cabinet Secretary told Parliament on 19 March— 

“I am not going to set a definitive definition of what a vulnerable child is; 
our schools and local authorities know our children and families well 
and are best placed to identify which children need care, protection and 
support the most during the period that lies ahead.” (Col 36.) 

[NB while mental health, online safety and digital exclusion are not specific 
categories detailed below, the Committee would welcome any insight you 
wish to share on these issues. For example, guidance from COSLA on 
supporting families and children’s mental health states that any child who is 
currently receiving help from a mental health service should continue do so, 
perhaps remotely. The Committee would be interested to learn of the extent to 
which this is happening in practice.] 

 

 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-social-distancing-in-education-and-childcare-settings/pages/education-provision/
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/20200403DFMtoCtteeCovid19.pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12591&mode=pdf
https://www.cosla.gov.uk/covid19-advice-supporting-children-and-young-people
https://www.cosla.gov.uk/covid19-advice-supporting-children-and-young-people


Free School Meals / food provision 

The guidance on the food fund on the provision of replacement school meals 
reflects that those that receive qualifying benefits should get some sort of 
replacement for school meals. 

The guidance on the food fund states: 

One way of reaching at risk households will be through families whose 
children are eligible for Free School Meals. This should include children 
eligible for free school meals in P1-3 based on financial measures, it is 
not intended to include the universal P1-P3 cohort. To identify eligible 
families local authorities can consider using school clothing grant data. 
A number of options for adapting Free School Meal provision have 
been suggested in Guidance on Supporting Vulnerable Children. This 
includes but is not limited to providing food vouchers or cash 
payments, continuing to use school catering facilities, and delivery of 
food items. A whole household approach to support should be 
considered.  

In a number of local authorities, the eligibility criteria for school clothing 
grants matches or exceeds free school meals , grants are issued to 
bank accounts and could provide a ready-made system to distribute 
cash payments effectively. 

The Cabinet Secretary’s letter to the Committee of14 April stated: 

“We had received returns from local authorities on 18 March which 
showed a breadth of potential solutions were being considered by local 
authorities to ensure continued provision of free school meals including 
food vouchers or cash payments, continuing to use school catering 
facilities, and delivery of food items. We are continuing to liaise with 
local authority partners on their delivery of free school meals through 
daily calls with directors of local authority services, and the Chief 
Inspector has asked local authorities to provide a further update on 
delivery services this week. The intelligence from the daily calls is 
showing us that local authorities are carefully assessing local need and 
circumstances against latest health protection advice, and doing all that 
they can to ensure continued provision to those eligible children and 
young people. … Returns are highlighting an increasing number of 
children are attending schools in order to receive a free school meal.” 

Monitoring 

The Scottish Government’s letter stated that “as part of our daily reporting by 
local authorities on attendance, we are receiving data returns from local 
authorities on the number of vulnerable children who have been attending 
schools across the country in order to receive a free school meal. Returns are 
highlighting an increasing number of children are attending schools in order to 
receive a free school meal.”  

https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-food-fund-guidance-to-local-authorities/pages/annex-a-further-detail-by-risk-group/


The Cabinet Secretary has also requested monthly responses from local 
authorities in a set form that highlights uptake and particular challenges in 
relation to ensuring children receive meals. 

Questions 

• Do you have any information to share on the extent to which food 
is reaching the children who need it most? 
 

• Are there any issues with certain ways of providing food, any 
particular barriers that need to be addressed? 

Additional Support Needs 

The Scottish Government guidance states: 

“Children and young people with complex additional support needs 
may benefit from continuing to attend education or childcare settings to 
secure continuity in their care and support.” 

The EIS’ current guidance (as of 15 April) states: 

“In the absence of national guidelines, local authorities across the 
country have been putting in place arrangements for the operation of 
Hub support for children of key workers and for vulnerable children.”  

People with complex additional support needs may be identified as a child 
who can attend a school or a hub. Education Authorities at the moment still 
have all of the duties under the Education (Scotland) Act 1980 and the 
Education (Additional Support for Learning) (Scotland) Act 2004(e.g. to 
provide education and identify and support ASN) – there has been no 
direction under the Coronavirus Act 2020 disapplying these duties.  Therefore, 
any online work and support at home ought to take account of and support 
pupils’ additional support needs.   

The Cabinet Secretary said in his statement on 19 March: 

“Some of the additional support needs provision should be able to 
operate in a manner that is fairly consistent with the existing model, as 
long as that is consistent with the health advice that is being issued. … 
the situation is disruptive for everybody, but it is very disruptive for 
young people with additional support needs. We therefore have to 
ensure that we do everything we can to minimise the disruption. The 
opportunities exist. As I have done in my statement today, we will 
encourage local authorities to maintain as much continuity as possible.” 
(Col 53) 

 

 

 

https://www.eis.org.uk/Coronavirus/ASNAdvice


Questions 

 

• What level of provision exists for children and young people with 
complex ASN in school/childcare hubs?  
 

• Are their appropriate places at school/childcare hubs or in private 
nurseries available? 
 

• What contact and support is being received by children and 
young people with additional support needs and their 
parents/carers where they are not attending school/childcare 
hubs? 

[The Committee absolutely appreciates that the term additional support need 
is a very broad one so support required will vary dependant on the additional 
support need, please feel free to comment in relation to one specific ASN] 

Child protection and looked after children 

An area of focus of the Scottish Government has been how the child 
protection process will continue.  Local authority social work services are 
responsible for maintaining a register of all children in their area who are 
subject to a Child Protection Plan, though the decision to put a child on the 
register will be based on a multi-agency assessment. 

The children’s social work statistics for 2018-19 (released on 31 March 2020) 
state that there were 14,015 looked after children on 31 July 2019 and 2,599 
on the child protection register.  546 were both looked after and on the 
register.  Around half of the children on the register were aged under 5. 
Looked after children can be in a care home, with foster carers, with kinship 
carers, or looked after at home.  10% of looked after children were in a care 
home (or similar).  Around a third were in foster care, 29% in kinship care and 
25% at home with parents.  Looked after at home means that a child is 
subject to a Compulsory Supervision Order and continues to live in their usual 
place of residence. 

A local authority could choose to, on a child protection/welfare basis, bring a 
child into a school or alternatively provide additional support in the care-home 
or foster parents. 

In terms of looked after children the Cabinet Secretary’s letter of 14 April 
stated that the Scottish Government would be producing guidance “for local 
authorities and agencies on caring for Looked After children, young people, 
and care leavers in different care settings, including residential care”. 

Additional child protection guidance, issued on 31 March, highlights the 
potential additional stresses on families and therefore support services. 

“We are likely to see a rise in child protection concerns and child 
protection caseloads due to the impacts of the pandemic on families 

https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/statistics/2020/03/childrens-social-work-statistics-scotland-2018-2019/documents/childrens-social-work-statistics-scotland-2018-19/childrens-social-work-statistics-scotland-2018-19/govscot%3Adocument/childrens-social-work-statistics-scotland-2018-19.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/advice-and-guidance/2020/03/coronavirus-covid-19-supplementary-national-child-protection-guidance/documents/coronavirus-covid-19-supplementary-national-child-protection-guidance/coronavirus-covid-19-supplementary-national-child-protection-guidance/govscot%3Adocument/CORONAVIRUS%2B%2528COVID-19%2529%2BSUPPLEMENTARY%2BNATIONAL%2BCHILD%2BPROTECTION%2BGUIDANCE.pdf


and wider society. New stresses arising from Early Learning and 
Childcare, school and business closures, family confinement and 
isolation alongside physical and psychological health impacts, could be 
a trigger for abuse and neglect. High stress home environments will 
increase the likelihood of domestic abuse. We must also be alert to 
signs that individuals or groups are using the pandemic as an 
opportunity for criminal or sexual exploitation of children. This is 
occurring at a time when children will be less visible to a range of 
professionals who are normally engaged with them and when services 
and practitioners working with children are under acute pressure.”  

That additional guidance outlined how regular processes of child protection 
should continue for example through video calls and the use of PPE by 
practitioners. 

Referring to the new guidance, the Cabinet Secretary’s letter of 3 April stated: 

“It has been developed in response to the issues identified by local 
partnerships and is provided for Chief Officers, professional leaders in 
children’s services and Child Protection Committees, who should 
ensure it is taken account of within their partnerships.” 

Monitoring 

The Scottish Government has provided an update to SPICe on 16 April in 
relation to the monitoring underway. 

“SG has been in regular dialogue with Child Protection Committees 
Scotland, CSWOs, 3rd sector partners and Police Scotland, in order to 
understand the impact of COVID-19, both in terms of how services are 
being delivered, and regarding how it is affecting risk of harm for 
children and young people.  This is to both assure Ministers and enable 
a full understanding of the current needs of vulnerable children, and to 
share and inform best practice at this challenging time. We have been 
able to confirm trends, for example in patterns of child protection 
referral and contacts with helplines, and compare these with emerging 
trends in the other nations of the UK. Government is also in dialogue 
with local partners, about establishing a new data set to reflect the 
current crisis, and this will include regarding how we are protecting 
children. This has been part of an approach to all vulnerable children, 
including children who have become vulnerable as a consequence of 
the outbreak.” 

Questions 

• Do you have any insight into how the children and young people 
are being identified who would best suit attending an 
education/childcare hub and are places available? 
 

• How is their attendance being ensured and what steps take place 
if they are not in attendance? 



 

• How is contact in the home, including monitoring wellbeing, 
continuing in light of social distancing? 
 

• Are you aware in your work of an increased demand for support, 
such as an increase in child protection referrals? 
 

• What kind of help from local authorities, schools or other service 
providers would kinship carers, foster carers and parents of 
vulnerable or looked after children require to support their 
children and families in this period.   


