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

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

• Are there 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? 

 
Background 
Enquire is the Scottish advice service for additional support for learning. We provide 
advice and information about additional support for learning in Scotland, helping 
schools and families work together to ensure children get the right support. Enquire is 
also partners in the My Rights, My Say service which is the national children’s service 
that supports children aged 12-15 with additional support needs to exercise their rights 
to be involved in decisions about their support in school. 
Last year Enquire’s helpline team responded to over 1,500 parents, carers and 
professionals supporting children and young people about additional support for 
learning via our phone and email helpline service. As well as our helpline we are 
connected in many ways to families and professionals supporting children with 
additional support for learning needs through our social media pages, outreach work 
and contact with organisations across the children’s sector. We also offer advice and 
information to young people through the Reach website www.reach.scot and through 
our direct children’s rights work in schools raising awareness of My Rights, My Say. 
Despite a short pause in our service (while we moved to remote working following 
national health guidance) we have had over 110 enquires to our service from parents, 
carers and professionals since the schools closed(1). During this time we have also 
been creating and sharing accessible information on the legislation and guidance 
changes which affect children with additional support for learning needs via our 
webpage, our young people’s website and social media channels. 
 
Drawing on what we are currently hearing from the families we advise, and our 
knowledge of the issues families of children with additional support needs were facing 
before the pandemic, we feel the following practical issues should be considered at a 
national level: 

• How the provision of out of school education is meeting the individual needs of 
children with additional support needs and their families. 

• The impact of school closures on children, young people and their families’ 
social, emotional and physical wellbeing and ability to cope (including the safety 
of children where education is the only service with regular contact). 

 

1 We closed on the 17th of March, reopened to written enquires on the 25th of March and reopened to 
telephone enquiries on the 4th of May. 

http://www.reach.scot/
https://enquire.org.uk/coronavirus/
https://enquire.org.uk/coronavirus/


 

• How the provision of out of school education is meeting the individual needs of 
children with additional support needs and their families. 

• The impact of school closures on children, young people and their families’ 
social, emotional and physical wellbeing and ability to cope (including the safety 
of children where education is the only service with regular contact). 

• The impact that the school closures and revised timescales for placing request 
decisions are having on transition planning. We are particularly concerned 
about the effect this will have on children who need enhanced transitions to 
successfully leave school or move between schools or year groups. 

• The availability of appropriate placements for children with additional support 
needs who are eligible for critical childcare whilst schools and nurseries are 
closed. 

• Communication with families around shielding and expectations on parents who 
are trying to educate and support their child at home. 

• Lack of guidance on what education and support local authorities should be 
providing causing variation of provision between areas and geographical 
inequalities. 

 
What we are hearing from families and professionals 
Before the pandemic level of support, communication from professionals and 
relationship difficulties with school or local authority professionals were the most 
frequently raised issues to our helpline. 
In the 110 enquiries received the most often raised issues related to the coronavirus 
pandemic have been communication from professionals, the level of support received 
and access to out of school education provision. 
Communication and relationship difficulties with professionals are an issue for 
40% of the families we speak to (2). Since the school closures we have had enquiries 
from families of children with additional support needs who: 

• have not heard from their schools since the closures. 
• are struggling to contact school, local authorities, social work or CAMHS. 
• are unclear about the level of education that should be provided. 
• are seeking clarification because they do not feel aspects of the law or guidance 

have been clearly explained to them by the school or local authority. 
• are having difficulties accessing support services (an issue further compounded 

by digital exclusion for some of our enquirers). 
• are struggling without seeing their usual support services such as advocates 

and support workers in person, who usually help them to understand 
information that is sent out to them (like placing request decisions). 

We are also hearing of great practice happening across Scotland through our social 
media platforms, and we suggest this is shared more widely and further support to 
schools provided. 

Families highlight the impact of: 
• Knowing they can contact an individual if necessary 
• A commitment to a regular call from a professional – the regularity and certainty 

that there will be a contact appears to matter more than frequency 
 

2 40% [557] of our callers last year [6/5/19-6/5/20] raised communication with professionals as an issue in their 
call and 28% [411] raised relationship difficulties with the school or education authority. 



 

• The communication is with an individual who knows and understands the child 
and what best motivates their learning 

• For some children online learning is very positive and it is important that this 
offer remains in place for children who have not been able to access school 
education prior to school closures. 

Level/ access to education and support 
Our helpline advisors have heard from families who are receiving home education 
packages from schools. However, for some families the work has not been 
differentiated for their child’s individual needs or the platform is not accessible to their 
child, so they are struggling to access an education. 
We have also heard from families who meet the criteria for critical childcare (both 
school age and ELC), however, have not been offered (or there has been significant 
delays in finding) a placement due to their child’s additional support needs. 
We are also hearing that digital exclusion is significantly affecting some families of 
children with additional support needs – which the Family Fund’s recent report further 
evidences(3). 
Local variation 
As other submissions have already highlighted4 our helpline team is hearing from 
families where there is significant variation and disparity in the offer from different local 
authorities (and in some cases between schools within the same area). 
We are currently working to keep in touch with local authority additional support for 
learning teams and directing parents to local authority information where available. 
However, we would like to echo the Royal Blind School’s call for further reporting on 
different local authority approaches. 
The long-term impact this situation may have on future additional support for 
learning planning and support 
Before the pandemic there were already a number of children with additional support 
needs not attending school, for example for physical or mental health needs, and our 
helpline advisors regularly speak to families in this position5. We know some children 
will find it more challenging to return to school due to their specific support needs, 
some children’s needs will have changed and some families may have found 
strategies that work for their children at home that they wish to be emulated at school.6 
Careful planning with the views of parents, children and young people at the centre will 
be required to make sure children and young people with additional support needs do 
not miss out on even more education than their peers when schools do reopen. 
Planning must also take into account that some children will potentially need to 
continue with remote learning for longer (for example due to shielding or having family 
members who need shielded) and it will be vital they are not left behind when most 
pupils start returning to school. 
 
3 Family Fund – Impact of Covid-19 Scotland Initial Findings April 2020 
4 https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Meeting%20Papers/20200506ESMeetingPapers.pdf 
5For 2019-20 33% of calls were about children out of school 
6 Not included, not engaged, not involved report

https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Meeting%20Papers/20200506ESMeetingPapers.pdf
https://www.notengaged.com/


  

As noted above, i is also important that we do not lose the positive progress that has 
been made in supporting children who are out of school through digital learning. 
Our education system should learn lessons from what has, and has not, worked and 
continue to utilise and build on the technology and systems that have been in place. 
Parents and other organisations have also raised concerns about how children's 
learning and progress will be measured once they are back at school. It is important 
there is understanding of where children are at with their learning when the return and 
what impact it will have on next year. 
Transitions and school placements 
Transitions are often challenging for children and young people but sometimes even 
more so for many young people with additional support needs. Due to the school 
closures our advisors have heard from families: 

• where children who needed enhanced transitions now face attending a school 
they have not seen or set foot in before. 

• where transition planning meetings have been cancelled or rescheduled for 
much later in the year. 

• where a young person is due to leave school this year, but the closure has had 
huge impact on planning and preparing for their post-school destinations. 

• with the pushing back of the placing request response deadline families, finding 
they will have even less time to prepare and plan for transitions with their 
children. 

• due to the extending timescales for appeal to refused placing request some 
children may even have to transition twice if they do not hear back before the 
start of the school year. (7) 

 
We feel it is particularly important to be aware that we have already heard from 
families asking if their child can repeat a year because of how much they are 
struggling to learn at home or because transition plans and support have been so 
significantly impacted. Given that repeating a year is not common in our education 
system we would suggest that guidance or information for parents, schools and local 
authorities on the best practice in these situations is created. 
We are aware that at a national level there is significant planning underway for 
children's return to school, including a focus on children with additional support needs, 
and a longer-term plan to address the impact of this period. The evidence highlighted 
above demonstrates the need for clarity, consistency and deliverability applied to this 
planning. 
We also welcome the recent commitment from the Deputy First Minister to strengthen 
and make the wealth of family support services already in place more sustainable and 
an integral feature of the support landscape for all families. This commitment needs to 
recognise the support already available to children and families with additional support 
needs and be based on what families tell us consistently is what is needed to get 
alongside them effectively to support children with additional support needs. 
 
 
 

 
7 The legislation on placing request timescales already does not work smoothly with the 
transition planning duties under the Additional Support for Learning Act so this deadline 
extension exacerbates this situation. 


