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 Coping with the physical and mental damage of Covid-19  
 

The summer term of 2020 will be memorable.  Who would have thought that when the new year broke, we 
would be on the cusp of experiencing the most gruelling time on this planet testing the leaders of schools and 
academies to the limit?  This is what precisely happened as we approached the end of the spring term.  Having 
originated in a market in Wuhan, China, at the tail-end of 2019, Covid-19, the virus, leapt from bats to humans.  
Since then, this microscopic predator has wreaked havoc on humankind, laying low many people’s lives, 
devasting the world’s finances and disrupting civilization as we have known it.  The world’s scientists, at the time 
of writing, are frantically trying to find a cure to fight the enemy and a vaccine to stop it from entering humans 
and creating more mayhem.  At the earliest, they will not know if they are successful until the year ends and 
2021 dawns.  
  
Education – among most aspects of life – has been clobbered by Covid-19.   
Schools and academies have been compelled to shut down during the summer term of 2020 and, at the time of 
writing, are directed to reopen in September 2020.  However, the government has a fight on its hands with the 
unions, especially as scientists have now discovered that youngsters from the age of 10 upwards can become 
infected with the virus and worse still, pass it on to adults – teachers, support staff and, of course, their parents.   
School and academy leaders have on the one hand to do everything possible guard their communities – pupils 
and staff – from the virus and, on the other hand, act as “piggy-in-the-middle” between the government that is 
determined that institutions will open in September and the unions who justifiably fear for the lives of their 
members.   Their leadership will be severely tested trying to promote peace between two warring factions. 
   
In the middle of it all are the children, who have suffered greatly, the poor and disadvantaged more than the 
rest.  In my mind’s eye, I see two bulls at war with each other – the government on the one hand and the unions 
on the other.  The ground on which they do battle are the schools and academies, and the lives that they imperil 
the most are the children.  I often wish that if they must fight, they take their feuds elsewhere.  However, they 
don’t, and they can’t.   The curious feature of this conflict is that both sides aver that they take the stance that 
they do in the best interests of the children.   
 
A study by the Data Evaluation and Learning for Viral Epidemics (DELVE) group mentioned that the attainment 
gap between primary pupils in year 3 widened significantly during the closures. The difference in the score of 
the pupils in the 25th percentile and that of those on the 75th rose from 190 to 290 points, i.e. 52.6%.  In year 5, 
the rise was 39%.  The impact for secondary pupils was less stark.  Notwithstanding, the achievement gap of 
similar sets of pupils in both, years 7 and 9, was 13%.   
 
The findings were based on the results of over 38,500 pupils (2,000 in year 3, 3,900 in year 5, over 24,000 in year 
7 and 8,600 in year 9) who took one or two tests both pre- and post-lockdown.  
The report warned of the potential impact on students in year 13.  Researchers estimate that around 25% of the 
entire workforce could have lower skills following the mid-2030s, reducing their earnings for 50 years by 3%, 
lowering the overall economic growth rate.   These findings are worrying.   

https://royalsociety.org/news/2020/04/royal-society-convenes-data-analytics-group-to-tackle-covid-19/
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Professor Simon Burgess at the University of Bristol and lead author on the report, said: “We know 
how damaging it is for children to miss out on school. The amount of school already missed owing to 
the pandemic could impact on their earning potential by around 3% a year throughout their lives and 
impact on productivity in the UK for decades.” 

The report titled Balancing the risks of pupils returning to schools called for the “default policy” of 
government to keep schools and academies open as much as possible.  Where local spikes arise, 
immediate remedial action should be taken, states the report. A robust test-and-trace regimen should 
safeguard all communities.    

Any casual observer will know that instead of working together to find a way forward, the government and 
unions engage in futile battles.  In the red corner, the unions claim that their members – school and academy 
staff – will fall ill, and, if they do so (apart from the danger of dying), they will not be able to teach the children.  
And they are right!  In the blue corner, the government states that the longer children are out of education, the 
more they – particularly the disadvantaged – will suffer. And it is right!     
 
An observer may well ask: “How can both be right?”  And the answer to that is that the observer is right too.  
To ease schools and academies into reopening, the government has now published a blog attempting to answer 
questions that institutions are likely to ask.  Many sincerely hope that war-war over the pandemic be replaced 
with jaw-jaw: fight-and-talk less and deploy brain-cells more.   We have a common enemy: Covid-19.  A plea to 
all to use their energies not to engage in internecine conflict but to do battle with this virus and support our 
children who have suffered much. 
  
On 23 August 2020, the chief medical officers of England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland and all their 
deputies published an open letter to parents spelling out why children should return to the classroom.  
They declared the following. 
 
(1) The chances of children dying from Covid-19 are “exceptionally small” and the  

chances of them needing to stay in hospital are “less than a 10th” of the rate for the general population. 
 
(2) The fatality rate for those aged between 5 and 14 is estimated at 14 per million,  

“lower than for most seasonal influenza infections”. 
 
(3) School attendance is “very important” for children and they face the “certainty of  

long-term harm” to “physical and mental health” if they stay away. 
 
(4) There is “clear evidence” that the great majority of children and teenagers who 

catch Covid-19 “have mild symptoms or no symptoms at all”. 
 
(5) Primary school children have a “significantly lower rate of infection than adults” and  

transmission from children to adults is “relatively rare” compared with transmission from adults. 
 
(6) Teachers are “not at increased risk of dying” compared with workers in other jobs. 

In the meantime, those who are on the cusp of moving out of their schools and academies have had 
testing times without having to go through tests and examinations.  I am, of course, talking about 
youngsters who were due to sit their A levels, but could not because of the pandemic.  Rather, they 

https://rs-delve.github.io/reports/2020/07/24/balancing-the-risk-of-pupils-returning-to-schools.html
https://dfemedia.blog.gov.uk/2020/08/04/returning-to-school-in-september-your-questions-answered/
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were graded by Ofqual, the examinations body, based on a computer algorithm. This was devised as 
follows.  
 

Schools and academies were asked to provide predicted grades while also ranking their students according to 
how they had performed in each examination. This was moderated by Ofqual using a statistical model which 
took account of the school’s/academy’s examination history and the pupils’ examination results.  
The upshot was that 40% of the subject assessments in England, Wales and Northern Ireland carried out by the 
teachers in the schools and academies were downgraded by Ofqual’s computer algorithm.  Altogether, 330,000 
students received grades lower than those predicted by their teachers.   Private schools did better than state 
institutions because of the differential weightings given to their sixth forms, most of whom are much smaller 
than state schools and academies.   
It is surprising that the results overall (despite this model) were better than those of last year.  However, many 
students felt a real sense of injustice.  Inevitably, several thousands planned to appeal and the parents of some 
threatened to go to court.  
 
The government introduced the triple lock which was as follows.  
 
(1) Parents and their children could accept the results. 
 
(2) In England, pupils could ask their school, academy or college to check whether it made an administrative 

error when submitting their grades on the basis of which they could ask them to submit appeals to the 
exam board if they did so.   However, the pupils alone, per se, would not have been able to challenge 
their grades to the exam boards, relying on the institutions at which they were to do it.   
Ofqual signalled that it would be sympathetic if an appeal from the institution could show that the 
grades were lower than expected because of previous cohorts that were not representative of the 
current year’s students. However, the process would not have been straightforward.  The mock results 
had to be “validated” (whatever that meant).  
 
Secretary of State Gavin Williamson said that the appeals would be free of charge, with the government 
underwriting the costs likely to be between £8m and £15m to avoid “shocking injustices”.    The exam 
boards would have charged from £9.50 to £25 for each appeal.  However, this could have risen to £150 
per grade in a more contentious case.  A school or academy could have passed on the cost to the 
parents.  The fee, however, would have been refunded if an appeal were to have been successful.  
Williamson was critical about what Nicola Sturgeon, the first minister of Scotland, had done, opting for 
teachers’ predictions, where there would have been “rampant grade inflation”.   He added: “There were 
no checks and balances in that system; it degrades as a result….” 
 

(3) Finally, if pupils chose, they could have retaken the paper/s in October.    
The complexities of the process spoke of a muddle for which Secretary of State Gavin Williamson was 
savaged by schools, academies, colleges and commentators.  And well he might. Sir Jon Coles, the Chief 
Education Officer of the United Learning Trust, raised his concerns with Williamson in early July 2020 
about the unfairness of the algorithm that Ofqual was using. However, despite exchanges with Sir Jon in 
mid-July, Mr Williamson decided to press ahead with his plans, making this a very Laurel-and-Hardy 
mess.  Except that it was not funny as, in the middle of it all were young people who could well have had 
their futures ruined.    
 

The attacks on Williamson, many of which came from his own Conservatives colleagues in parliament, had not 
been pretty.  Sarah Vine, the journalist and wife of Michael Gove, Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster, told LBC 
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on 14 August 2020: “I think we should cut the kids some slack. They’ve had a terrible year. If I had been 
education secretary, I would probably have placed more trust in the judgment of teachers.” 
 
Former Cabinet Minister David Davis said that government had placed considerable store on social mobility. Yet, 
it was taking a stance on A level assessments that would militate against this.  “You keep hearing about Red Wall 
seats – the industrial seats, the seats in the north: they are going to be the ones who, because of the disparity of 
the system, are going to be most penalised,” he said.  Surprisingly, though there has been a “hoo-haa” about the 
A level results, Ofqual allowed them to rise by 2% compared to those of 2019.    

Some Conservative MPs were reported to have been quoted as saying (in anonymous briefings) that 
Mr Williamson should face the “guillotine”. His response was “Politicians complaining about these 
sorts of things is a little bit like fishermen complaining about the sea, isn’t it?” 

Eventually, Williamson capitulated deciding to follow the model adopted by Scotland, Northern Ireland 
and Wales.  Many were saddened, if not angry, that he engaged in the blame culture and dumped 
responsibility for the damage done on Ofqual.  The quango is not as independent as he makes it out to 
be given that he appoints the chair and the chief executive and has the power to dismiss them. He may 
also recall that in March 2020, he had asked Ofqual to devise an algorithm to determine the A level 
grades. It advised him of the response it had received from various interested groups in June 2020.   

Whoever was responsible, it is now crucial that he arranges for universities – especially those in the 
Russell Group club – to be appropriately funded for the extra students that they will have to accept 
because of the larger numbers who have received good A level results than those who would have 
passed muster with Ofsted’s algorithm.   

Two prominent casualties of the imbroglio has been Jonathan Slater, the most senior civil servant in 
the Department for Education, whom Boris Johnson sacked and Sally Collier, the Chief Executive of 
Ofqual, who had maintain a professional silence throughout the continuing, regrettable saga, but 
resigned on the cusp of the new academic year.    

It appears that civil servants are becoming the fall guys and gals for the incompetence of the current 
government ministers.   Mr Slater used to be deputy chief executive and director of education in 
Islington.  He is the fifth permanent secretary to leave in a short space of time. Sir Philip Rutman 
resigned as permanent secretary at the Home Office in January this year after he accused the Home 
Secretary, Priti Patel, of bullying.   Sir Simon McDonald, permanent secretary at the Foreign Office said 
he was stepping down in June and Sir Richard Heaton, permanent secretary in the Ministry of Justice 
was reported to be standing down in July.  The fifth, Sir Mark Sedwill, cabinet secretary and national 
security adviser was given a £250,000 payout by Boris Johnson (to spend more time with his family) 
and will be leaving in the next 

Despite the above, one may be tempted to feel a measure of sympathy for Williamson.  First, it does not appear 
that Johnson appointed him Secretary of State for Education because of his ability but rather loyalty.  He was cut 
out to be a fireplace salesman, not an educationist.   In explaining his U turn, he said: “Where there is injoostices 
we have to act.”   
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Besides, the problem was that there was no right option in deciding on A level results, given that there were no 
end-of-year examinations. Going for the Scottish option means that there is real grade inflation.  About 38% of 
results are now A* or A compared with a previous record of 27% in 2011.  Were he to have plumbed for that 
from the outset he would have be pilloried for dumbing down standards.  
  
Williamson was damned for what he had done and would have been damned if he did not do.   However, he 
dumped responsibility on Sally Collier, the Chief Regulator of Ofqual, who has been thoroughly professional by 
not responding.   Pupils’ grades this year are now those predicted by their schools and academies, unless, of 
course, the algorithms had given them a higher grade.   
 
And as for the youngsters who would have not secured the grades they had worked for and which had been 
predicted by their schools and academies?  Was it, in fact, the end of the world?   It should not have been if (like 
mathematicians) they were able to invert the denominators of failures into the numerators of future successes.  
In Worstward, Samuel Beckett put it more sharply: “Ever tried. Ever failed. No matter. Try again. Fail again. Fail 
better.” 

Covid-19: The Continuing Saga 

Covid-19 has dominated our lives during the Spring Term 2020 and is likely to continue doing so for the 
foreseeable future.     The world-wide pandemic has had a devastating and mainly negative impact.  
Post-Covid-19 is likely to see an altogether different landscape from the one we viewed pre-pandemic.  
No area of life will be left unaffected, including education.   

Most businesses have suffered as also people - vis-à-vis their economic condition.  However, the 
negative impact was mitigated by Chancellor Rishi Sunak, who pumped billions into the British 
economy.  Who would have thought that this would have happened in December 2019 when Boris 
Johnson triumphantly trumpeted that we would – come hail or shine – be leaving the European Union 
by the end of 2020?  The government recognised that it made some serious mistakes.  Boris Johnson – 
at last – accepted responsibility when Laura Kuenssberg of the BBC interviewed him on 24 July 2020.  
He said that in the “first few weeks and months” of the outbreak, his ministers and he “could have 
done differently” in its handling of the virus.   

He was also on record as stating that there would be an inquiry into the handling of the pandemic.  The 
big issue is – when?  Clare Foges, a journalist, argues in The Times that this inquiry should have been 
done and dusted in the summer of 2020 so that lessons could be learnt swiftly, given that the scientists 
warned that there could be another serious spike when Covid-19 is likely to run berserk in the winter.   
She was robustly supported by Liam Smeeth, Professor of Clinical Epidemiology at the London School 
of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine, who said that we must have an inquiry into the pandemic to find the 
answer to three questions, i.e. “What happened?  Who was responsible? What can we learn?” 

There are other urgent and important questions that need to be answered if the nation is to be 
protected pending the invention of a vaccine and/or a cure.    They include the following.  

(1) Why was the NHS not ready for the first wave of cases that led to the lockdown?  
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(2) What lessons can be learnt from this delay that will help it prepare better for a second wave 
when (not if) it comes? 

(3) Can we ensure that patients suffering from serious conditions such as cancer and have other 
diseases will not be neglected should a second wave hit the country – as they happened in the 
first wave?  

(4) How can we improve the test-and-trace system that did not (for months) work well to control 
more outbreaks of Coronavirus?   

(5) What can the government do to improve its announcements which have sown confusion-
worse-confounded?  The reader will remember that there was mayhem when we went into 
lockdown and more chaos as we came out of it in mid-to-late July. Consequently, many more 
people died than was necessary.  

 Some announcements arrived too late.   The reader will recall that the announcing lockdowns in 
Manchester and Bradford, two areas where there are substantial numbers of Asian Muslims, 
came on the eve of Eid al-Adha as extended families were on the cusp of celebrations.  

In the meantime, the Texas Medical Association made up of 53,000 physicians and medical students, 
produced a pecking order of risk to humans of catching the virus. (See Appendix.) 

The prime minister has said there will not be another blanket national lockdown. But are local public 
health officials prepared to deal with coronavirus spikes and are they being provided with the data in 
what has been a centralised approach? More successful countries, notably Germany, have dealt with 
the virus on a decentralised basis. Can local lockdowns be successfully implemented without 
prompting public outrage? 

Meanwhile, governors and headteachers – especially the latter – have been tearing their heads and 
hair (where they have some) out trying to keep up with the deluge of guidance emanating from the 
Department for Education. According to Schools Week, by 5 June 2020, “school leaders have had to 
read almost 100 updates of government guidance during the coronavirus crisis – a quarter of them 
published during antisocial hours”.  

Unsurprisingly, headteachers have had difficulty keeping up with the piecemeal changes.   Given the 
requirement for all of us to maintain social/physical distancing, governors have been unable to be as 
helpful to their schools/academies as they were pre-Covid-19.   Many headteachers, consequently, feel 
isolated and beleaguered.     Something comes in on a Friday, 70 pages long.  It’s updated on a Monday 
with another paper of 70 pages, often without clear indication of what’s changed. There must be a 
better for the Department for Education to deal with documentation. 

Since February 2020, there have been over 40 new publications of pandemic guidance for schools and 
academies and over 100 updates.   In July 2020, Schools Week discovered that 25 of these updates 
were published during anti-social hours, i.e. after 5.00 p.m. or over weekends.   
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So much of the general advice to members of the public has been muddled.  People must move in 
“safe bubbles”.  What exactly are these? Two families?  Six people?  And where can the safe bubbles 
be?  Is it okay to have them on the beaches?  Can children sleep over with their friends?   

We were advised to “follow the science”. But what science?  We have the Scientific Advisory Group for 
Emergencies.  Within this august body, we have experts contradicting themselves.  And then there is 
the Independent Scientific Advisory Group for Emergencies, also made up of experts, who are at odds 
with the national SAGE.  They too are made up of experts who sometimes proffer disparate advice to 
the national body. 

We were told to isolate – especially if suspected of having Covid-19.  But Dominic Cummings, chief 
adviser to the PM (who had picked up this deadly virus), made a round trip to Barnard Castle (up 
North) and failed to express any remorse leave alone resign.      

The pandemic that the world is experiencing is unique.  The government has had to deal with an 
evolving situation.   Also, there is a tension between keeping people alive and well and saving the 
economy that has taken a hammering.  However, Johnson and his ministers have been less than honest 
about what happened and is happening together with the measures they are taking. They have also 
been muddled about the guidance that they published.    

The DfE informed Schools Week that its advice reflected the “most up-to-date information to make 
sure that teachers, parents and young people are as well-informed as possible in what is a rapidly 
changing situation”.   

The DfE appears to be improving its advice, which now includes more detailed information on the 
changes to some pieces of guidance.  And, to be fair, some recently updated guidance contains 
alterations to the previous publications in sections at the top with bullet-proof lists of the changes.    

In the meantime, Public Health England (PHE) believes that tougher rules will be needed for older 
children – i.e. those older than 10 years of age - after initial results suggested that they can transmit 
the virus like adults. Researchers have been unhappy with the way in which ministers have 
downplayed their findings. Preliminary results suggest that while primary pupils pose little danger, the 
same is not the case with older children, when their bodies start to act like small adults in attracting 
and passing on the virus.   

Meanwhile, governors have been precluded from visiting their schools and academies to take a more 
hands-on approach to governance.  This has been exacerbated by meetings having to be on Microsoft 
Teams or Zoom.  The meetings via these platforms have ushered in unique nuances.   Body language at 
governors’ meetings accounted for much prior to Covid-19.  When a chair engaged in pregnant pauses, 
s/he could be stirred into action by discrete yawns or shifting bottoms.   Since the onset of the 
pandemic, these have not been possible.   Time and again, governors have signalled that they wish to 
make contributions by clicking on the appropriate icons, but chairs who are not particularly technic 
savvy, have failed to notice, allowing the bolshie members to take up more voice space than they 
should.    
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Also, governors’ meetings have previously been children-free zones.  Not anymore – especially for 
parent governors, who have had to go into discrete rooms and lock their doors.  However, this has not 
deterred some youngsters from banging on the doors to gain their parents’ attention.   But children are 
why schools and academies exist and children are primus inter parus in the work they do.  They should 
not be viewed as detractors when they butt in, but rather welcomed.    

Writing in The Sunday Times on 5 July 2020, India Knight mentioned that in 2017, Professor Robert 
Kelly was talking about South Korean politics on BBC News when “when his four-year-old daughter, 
Marion, swaggered into the room”.  He failed to hold her back. And then her infant brother, James, 
joined the duo propelling himself in a wheelie rolling chair. The fractured and panicked mother, Jung-a 
Kim, flew in to grab them back. Kelly said later: “We both assumed that was the end of my career as a 
talking head.” When he opened Twitter, however, he found that the incident had gone viral.  Millions 
of people were delighted.  His career was given a lift.  

On 14 June 2020, health policy expert Clare Wenham was discussing lockdown with the BBC news 
presenter, Christian Fraser, when her daughter Scarlett came into view.  She (her daughter) tried to 
find the right spot on a shelf for the unicorn picture she had painted: “Mummy, where do you want 
this picture?” Rather than “tut tut” the children, Fraser, said, “Scarlett, I think it looks better on the 
lower shelf. It’s a lovely unicorn.”  Surprised that the presenter knew her name, Scarlett went right up 
to the screen and asked, “Mummy, what’s his name?” 

“My name is Christian,” said Christian. 

“Christian,” she said, “I’m just deciding where it can go and where Mummy wants 
it to go.” 

These vignettes remind us about what governance is meant to be – i.e. the children.   Many governors 
have found meetings boring and dreary during halcyon times.  The pandemic has reminded us that we 
should “suffer little children” to take centre stage and not banish them to purgatory.  Their actions and 
reactions to how adults are behaving during the pandemic are some of the more positive features 
through which we are living.   

Westminster Primary Academy in Blackpool understands this.  They were engaged in damage-
limitation by keeping open over the summer holidays trying to help pupils catch up.   More than 20 
staff members volunteered to help with classes and other activities.   Roger Farley, the Headteacher, 
said that most of the pupils had missed so much and were struggling because of a lack of education 
during the pandemic months.  Over the holidays, staff members also delivered food parcels and 
supermarket vouchers to pupils’ homes.   

Several schools and academies up and down the country did the same.   They are quietly making a 
difference – for the better.   

Not to be outdone, Oxford University adjusted the entry criteria for state school and academy pupils 
given the unusual circumstances.  It discriminated in favour of those from average or poor 
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comprehensives who failed to meet the usual standard of three A grades at A-level.   Samina Khan, the 
University’s Director of Admissions said: “We want to be flexible with students who have had a rough 
ride this year. We will apply a degree of clemency. If we feel they will flourish at Oxford we will give 
them a place.” 

In the words of the Senior Duke in Shakespeare’s As you like it, “Sweet are the uses of adversity which, 
like a toad, ugly and venomous, wears yet a precious jewel on its head.”  And hasn’t Covid-19 been 
(and continues to be) venomous? 

Appendix 

High Risk Activities 

(1) Going to a pub. 

(2) Attending religious gatherings of more than 500 people. 

 

High to Moderate Risk  

(3) Visiting the cinema 

(4) Visiting the theatre 

(5) Going to an amusement park 

(6) Going to the gym 

(7) Eating at a buffet 

(8) Eating inside a restaurant 

(9) Travelling in a plan 

(10) Attending a wedding or funeral 

(11) Visiting a hair salon or barber 

 

Low-to-Moderate Risk  

(12) Grocery shopping 

(13) Sitting in a doctor’s surgery 

(14) Eating outdoors at a restaurant 

(15) Spending an hour in the playground with your child/children 
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Low Risk 

(12) Opening letters 

(13) Buying takeaway meals 

(4) Filling in your car with petrol 

 Returning to School – Advice from the NSPCC  

 
Returning to school after over five months is going to be tricky if not daunting – for all – headteachers, teachers, 
administrative and support staff, parents and most of all, the children.   Following the lengthy lockdown, pupils 
will be dealing with new school rules, routines, classrooms, classmates, teachers and, in some cases, even new 
schools. 
For many, these changes will inevitably create anxiety, given the ongoing threat of COVID-19 and new 
school social distancing and hygiene measures. More so again if they, or other family members, have been 
shielding until recently. 
The National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC) has produced excellent guidance for 
parents and schools/academies, on the safe resumption of schooling, an edited version of which is set out 
below.    

I Advice for parents 
To make their transition easier, here are seven things to consider if your child is returning – or preparing to 
return – to the classroom. 
 

1.  Talk to your child about how s/he feels 
It is important to encourage your child to discuss her/his feelings about returning to school. This may require 
a difficult conversation about the pandemic, especially in the light of the school’s/academy’s safety measures. 
If your child feels anxious or worried, help her/him understand this is perfectly normal, and that you and the 
teachers are there to support. Although difficult, try not to share any anxiety you may have with your child. 
Also bear in mind your child may be returning to a pre-existing issue from before lockdown – for example, a 
bullying or relationship matter, or difficulty with school work or staff – or s/he may be preparing for the 
transition to secondary school. 
 
Try to give child a non-judgemental and supportive place to share any anxiety. Younger children, in particular, 
may not always have the words to express their feelings, so try to find a way of bringing up the issues without 
putting pressure on them – for instance when you’re playing with them, or going for walks. This can help them 
to open up naturally and identify what they are anxious about. If you are concerned about your children’s 
mental wellbeing, extra support is available. 
 

2.  Pack right, pack light 
Your school/academy will have been in touch to let you know what your child should and (more likely) shouldn’t 
bring in – such as stationery, bags, PE kits, bottles and lunch. 
Make sure you have checked what your child needs, in order to make her/his day easier. It is important to be 
aware that neither children nor staff are recommended to attend school in PPE (i.e. facemasks) as government 
guidance has outlined that misuse might add to the risk of infection, rather than reducing it. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-implementing-protective-measures-in-education-and-childcare-settings/coronavirus-covid-19-implementing-protective-measures-in-education-and-childcare-settings
https://www.nspcc.org.uk/
https://parentinfo.org/article/three-tips-for-starting-a-difficult-conversation-with-your-child
https://parentinfo.org/article/understanding-and-supporting-anxiety-in-your-child
https://parentinfo.org/article/where-can-your-child-get-mental-health-support-online-during-lockdown
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-implementing-protective-measures-in-education-and-childcare-settings/coronavirus-covid-19-implementing-protective-measures-in-education-and-childcare-settings
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3.  Make sure your child understands the rules 
Your school/academy will have also been in touch to explain the various new procedures in place – such as the 
class ‘bubbles’ and handwashing routines. If you haven’t received this information or are unsure what the rules 
are, you should contact the school/academy office. 
It will be important for your child to understand social distancing and hygiene rules and, importantly, why they 
are in place. 
This potentially includes being distanced from friends or siblings throughout the school day, which may be hard 
to understand but important to accept. 
Make sure you read all school/academy communications with your child and make sure s/he is prepared, so it is 
not a shock when the child enters through the school/academy gates. 
 

4.  And make sure you know the rules too 
You will need to know where and when to drop off and pick up your child, as well as what parts of the 
school/academy you can access. 
Your child will be eagerly expecting you at collection time, so make sure you, or whoever is collecting her/him, 
are there in the right place at the right time. 
 

5.  End of day emotions – don’t push your child 
For younger children in particular, a school/academy day can require a lot of self-regulation or compressed 
behaviour, which can lead to tired and emotional outbursts later on in the day. Given the length of the 
lockdown and the new school/academy safety rules in place, these emotions may be hard to cope with when 
they return. 
It is a good idea to keep this in mind and allow for some ‘letting off steam’. Your instinct may be to ask about the 
day but be aware that your child may prefer to unwind and not talk. 
 

6.  But stay informed 
Given the long absence from school/academy, there may be a difficult period of readjustment. There may be 
fresh challenges for your child, from working with new classmates and teachers, to coping with schoolwork and 
observing the rules. 
Try to stay informed about how your child is getting on – but if you are concerned, contact the school/academy 
office about speaking to the class teacher. 
 

7.  And get some rest... 
Your family may have been getting used to some rather unusual hours during lockdown and that may have 
extended into the summer holidays. 
Make sure your children are getting a good night’s sleep for the return to school/academy. It might mean 
introducing some earlier bedtimes than they had recently, but a good night’s rest will help all to cope with the 
return to school/academy and the new routines to which the child will be adapting. 
 

II Questions-Answers on returning to School/Academy  

1. Travelling to school/academy? 

The government wants children to walk, cycle or be driven to school/academy, rather than use public 
transport, if they can. 

https://www.understood.org/en/friends-feelings/managing-feelings/anger-frustration/why-some-kids-fall-when-they-get-home-from-school
https://parentinfo.org/article/helping-your-child-establish-positive-sleep-patterns
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Parents will be expected to stay beyond the school/academy gates when picking up and dropping off 
and make an appointment if they need to meet staff. 

Ideally, pupils on school/academy buses would be kept in separate groups and socially distanced. But 
this is hard to do. So, pupils should expect to wear face masks (except those under 11) and use hand 
sanitisers. 

2. How does social distancing work in school/academy? 

Moving between classrooms and along corridors in a packed school/academy, where space is often at 
a premium and class sizes might be 30, makes the one-metre rule extremely hard to enforce. Instead, 
the focus is on minimising contact points. 

The suggested way of doing this is by grouping primary pupils by class and secondary pupils by year. 
This means that they will be kept separate from other classes or year groups for lessons, break times 
and any other activities. 

There will be no big group events, such as assemblies, and teachers will need to stay at the front of the 
class to maintain social distancing from the pupils. 

3. How will the school/academy day be different?  

To keep pupils in their group ‘bubbles’, it’s likely there will be a staggered start to the day and varying 
times for breaks and lunches. Lessons and breaks could be longer or shorter; the school/academy day 
could start later or finish earlier.   

4. What else will be different?  

Desks will be spaced out as much as possible and will face forwards. Windows and doors may be left 
open to increase the ventilation. 

Certain sport and music activities such as contact sports, indoor aerobic activities, singing in choirs and 
playing instrument in orchestras will be restricted. This means they may not happen at all, or there 
may be smaller groups, or they may be held outside. 

Water fountains will be off limits. All pupils should have their own water bottles and check to see 
whether they need to bring packed lunches. 

Arrangements for the use of lockers, toilets, cloakrooms, and other communal spaces such as canteens 
are likely to be different from usual. 

Pupils might be asked, for example, to use these facilities at specific times only and within their groups; 
or they might be asked to come into school/academy wearing PE kits on the appropriate days, to avoid 
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using communal cloakrooms. (Schools/Academies have been advised to stick to their usual policy on 
uniform.) 

5. What are the hygiene arrangements? 

Pupils can expect to see a lot more cleaning going on during the day, either by cleaning staff or 
teachers armed with anti-viral sprays. 

They will be expected to wash or sanitise their hands regularly and follow the ‘catch it, bin it, kill it’ 
advice when it comes to coughing and sneezing, to stop the spread of germs and viruses. 

Currently, there are no plans to ask children of any age to wear masks in school, so those who’ve had 
to wear them on the way to school/academy will be reminded how to remove masks and wash their 
hands on arrival.  

All tissues and disposable masks will have to be put in sealed bins, while washable masks should be 
carefully removed and kept in a bag to take home. 

Sharing equipment will be discouraged wherever possible, so older children are likely to need their 
own pencil cases and calculators, for example.  

6. What happens if a pupil develops coronavirus symptoms? 

Anyone with Covid symptoms should stay at home, self-isolate for at least 10 days and arrange to have 
a test. But if symptoms develop at school/academy, pupils will need to be taken home immediately 
and tested. 

Schools/Academies will be provided with testing kits to give to parents. If pupils test positive, 
schools/academies will have to send home other pupils who have been in ‘close contact’, which 
includes those within one to two metres for more than 15 minutes. 

 If there are two confirmed cases within 14 days, or a rise in absences because of Covid-like symptoms, 
this could be counted as an outbreak – meaning all the pupils in that group, or even the whole 
school/academy, may have to be sent home. 

A mobile testing unit could be sent to a school/academy with an outbreak, to carry out tests to see 
whether an infection had spread within a class, a year group or the whole school. 

In the event of a local outbreak, health protection teams or local authorities may advise 
schools/academies to close. The government has said, however, that whole school/academy closures 
“will not generally be necessary”. 

https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/coronavirus-covid-19/symptoms/
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7. How will pupils cope after such a long break? 

Inevitably, it is going to be a difficult period of readjustment – not just to a full school/academy day but 
also to a rather different environment from the one pupils left in March. 

Pupils are likely to have forgotten the various routines and expectations of behaviour and learning. 

Schools/Academies will be teaching the full curriculum for all year groups and GCSE and A level 
students are not expected to drop any of their chosen subjects. 

However, there will undoubtedly be gaps in children’s knowledge, whatever their age, and 
schools/academies will be trying, particularly in the first term, to catch up and revise work missed or 
not fully understood. 

Year 7 pupils, particularly, are expected to have to cover a lot of the work they missed in their final 
year at primary school. 

The government has allocated funding to every school/academies to support the catch-up system and 
there is also a National Tutoring Programme for the most disadvantaged students.  

 

Government attempts to ease funding pain for schools and academies to 
get through the pandemic  

Over the next three years, schools and academies in England will receive an extra £14.4 billion.  In 
2022/23 funding will rise by £7.1 billion as compared to 2019/20.  However, once inflation is factored 
in, this increase will amount to £4.3 billion.  Full Fact, an independent charity, calculated that school 
and academy funding will be £135 million a week higher by 2022/23.  It works out to £82.7 million a 
week, when one adds inflation.   

The UK Statistics Authority is uneasy about the announcement, which it thinks can be misleading.  It 
told the DfE to provide “appropriate context” on statements about the funding. 

It appears that the government is adding layers of sugar-coating to make school and academy finances 
to be sweeter than it really is.  Full Fact has been critical.    Adding several years’ spending makes the 
financial picture rosier than it would otherwise have been.   Rather, the government should make its 
announcements on funding on an annual basis.  Adding several years’ increases and lumping them 
together is disingenuous and misleading, to say the least.   

When Full Fact asked the DfE how it calculated the figure of £135 million a week, the answer it 
received was that this was for 2022/23—not all three years.  It was calculated by dividing £7.1 billion 
by 52 (for each week in the year), which gives approximately £136.5 million. Also,  the Institute for 

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/coronavirus-covid-19-catch-up-premium
https://www.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/news/osr-statement-on-school-funding-announcements/
https://www.ifs.org.uk/uploads/BN254-Spending-Review-2019.pdf#page=9
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Fiscal Studies (IFS) said that the £7 billion increase in spending by 2022/23 was actually £4.3 billion 
once inflation was factored in.  

On 20 July 2020, the Department for Education confirmed that the government was allocating £80 per 
pupil as its Covid-19 “catch-up fund”.   Every school and academy will receive this dollop irrespective of 
the characteristics of the pupil-intake.   The DfE confirmed that schools and academies “can decide 
how best to use the allocation to tackle the impact of lost teaching time on their pupils”. It encouraged 
them “to spend it on evidence-driven approaches including small group or one-to-one tuition, support 
over the summer or additional support for great teaching”. 

The DfE further announced that it was investing in a coalition of charities - including Teach First – the 
organisation that has recruited high-fliers into the teaching profession – to establish a national tutoring 
programme with a view to appointing “academic mentors”.  They will provide one-to-one and small 
group tutoring in schools and academies serving disadvantaged communities. 

While the extra financial support was welcomed generally, research reveals that poorer pupils missed 
out on learning more than the average (and continue to do so) during the pandemic.   

Nick Brook, Deputy General Secretary of the National Association of Headteachers (NAHT), told Schools 
Week that even though the catch-up took account of the size of the school, it was unlikely “to reflect 
the scale of the challenge faced”.   

“Schools serving the most deprived communities may find that additional funding may not go far 
enough to address the true cost of this crisis. It may yet be the case that their children will need 
additional support from government once schools have had the chance to assess the needs of all their 
pupils.” 

David Laws, executive chairman of the Education Policy Institute (EPI) and a former Minister for 
Schools, agreed.  He said that the money was “badly targeted and unlikely to prevent a widening of the 
learning gap between children from poor backgrounds and other pupils”. 

He added: “It is concerning that the government has missed an opportunity to target extra funding to 
where it is most urgently needed. At a time when social mobility was already in danger of stalling, and 
with Covid significantly worsening the learning outlook for poor children, today’s decision could prove 
to be a costly mistake.” 

Children from affluent backgrounds will benefit most from Boris Johnson’s commitment to “level up” 
school funding.  Disadvantaged primary pupils will receive a real-terms funding increase of 0.6% while 
other peers in affluent areas are given 1.1%.  White British pupils will get increases of 1.4% compared 
to 0.5% for non-White British pupils according to the EPI analysis.  Those primary pupils who have 
English as their mother tongue will see real term increases of 1.2% compared to 0.3% for pupils who 
have English as an additional language.  

https://www.ifs.org.uk/uploads/BN254-Spending-Review-2019.pdf#page=9
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In the secondary phase the extra funding, while being more evenly spread, still has in-built unfairness.   
White British pupils will receive an increase of 0.7% compared to the 0.3% that non-white British pupils 
will receive.   

In the financial year 2021/22, a secondary pupil will attract a minimum of £5,150 – up from 5,000 this 
year, and a primary pupil at least £4,000 – a rise of £250.  

Julia Harnden, of the Association of School and College Leaders, said: “The problem is that many 
schools in deprived areas, where funding rates are higher to support disadvantaged pupils, are getting 
lower uplifts, because the government isn’t putting enough money into the system to increase their 
funding to the same extent. In fact, we are concerned that some of these schools may be worse off in 
real terms because school costs are rising above inflation.” 

The other small matter is financial support for the new tutoring scheme, which will now not start until 
later in the autumn of 2020.  Headteachers are disappointed, especially as Prime Minister Boris 
Johnson promised “a massive catch-up operation” for pupils over the summer recess.   

 

Ofsted’s plans for 2020/21 academic year 

I Looking forwards 

On 6 July 2020, Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector (HMCI), Amanda Spielman, published the plans for 
Ofsted from September 2020, when all schools and academies are due to reopen for normal work.  She 
rued the enormous loss of lives because of the pandemic and remarked on the growing concern of its 
impact on the education of children.  The closure of institutions has had been detrimental to the 
education of millions of children and made many vulnerable youngsters invisible to the care services.  

She praised teachers and headteachers for the tenacity they exhibited to work hard and sustain 
education during the lockdown. She also had warm words for the schools and academies that 
remained open for the vulnerable children and the children of key workers.  

However, she remarked that it was a sad fact that children would have had unequal experiences in 
their homes.  “Not every child will have had a quiet place to work, a supportive adult on hand to help 
or access to technology.”  A number would have become demotivated and others find it hard to catch 
up.   

Notwithstanding, she acknowledged that many children and school and academy staff were resilient 
and observed “that with clear guidance and careful planning, schools will get pupils where they need 
to be”.   

https://schoolsweek.co.uk/boris-johnson-promises-huge-amount-of-catch-up-for-pupils-to-be-announced-next-week/
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/schools-and-colleges-to-reopen-in-full-in-september
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Mrs Spielman is keen for Ofsted to develop insight into the current state of play and play its part “in 
the rebuilding of education”.  Accordingly, routine inspections will be suspended in the Autumn Term 
2020 and resume only in January 2021.   Over the last four months of the current calendar year, Ofsted 
“will be carrying out ‘visits to schools, academies and colleges, not inspections”.  The aim is to help 
institutions “through collaborative conversations, without passing judgement”.  Institutions will not be 
graded during visits.  Rather, inspectors will listen to school/academy leaders to learn about their past 
and present experiences and future plans, with a view to providing “constructive challenge”.   
Inspectors will “publish the outcomes of our discussions with leaders” in short letters so that parents 
could understand what steps were being taken “to help children back into full-time education”.   

In September 2020, visits will be made only to schools and academies that “volunteer” to allow Ofsted 
in.  The full programme will begin in October 2020.  

Regulatory work vis-à-vis children’s social care and the early years, meanwhile, has continued during 
the lockdown even though regular inspections were suspended, to ensure that standards were 
maintained and settings were safe, well-run and effective for all children who were in need.   In the 
autumn term, inspector visits will extend to a range of social care and early years settings to enable 
Ofsted to discharge its regulatory role.  These settings will include nurseries, childminders, and 
children’s homes.  The visits will not be graded.  However, if inspectors have concerns, Ofsted will use 
its enforcement powers.   

II Looking backwards 

On 30 June 2020, Ofsted published its report on the state of our education.  It covered the period from 
1 September 2019 to 31 March 2020. Its findings were based on 2,500 (circa) inspections and visits to 
schools and academies.   Ofsted’s report provided provisional data for inspections completed between 
1 January 2020 and 31 March 2020 together with revised data for inspections completed between 1 
September 2019 and 31 December 2020. 

It judged that 67% of institutions were good and 19% outstanding.  Ten per cent of schools/academies 
required improvement and 4% were inadequate.  More primary schools and academies were good or 
outstanding (86%) than those in the secondary sector (76%).   This was up by 1% in the primary sector 
when compared to the previous year’s data.  Altogether, 98% of nursery schools were good or 
outstanding – no change from August 2019.  Ninety-one per cent of special schools and academies 
were good or outstanding, 1% down on a year ago and 85% of Pupil Referral Units (PRUs) compared to 
83% a year ago.   

Under a freedom of information (FoI) request, Schools Week asked Ofsted to provide statistics about 
the level of satisfaction of schools and academies to the new inspection model.  Ofsted did so on 24 
July 2020.  Altogether, 54% of the 3,222 schools and academies inspected had responded to Ofsted’s 
survey (similar to that of previous years.)  

The data showed that between September 2019 and March 2020 (just prior to the lockdown) 87% of 
respondents said that they either strongly agreed or agreed that their inspection reports reflected 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/state-funded-schools-inspections-and-outcomes-as-at-31-march-2020/main-findings-state-funded-schools-inspections-and-outcomes-as-at-31-march-2020
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what it was like to be children at their schools/academies.  However, when one digs down, one 
discovers that all ‘outstanding’ schools and academies surveyed indicated that they were satisfied with 
how the inspection was carried out.  Only 59% of the ‘inadequate’ and 69% of the ‘required 
improvement’ ones were satisfied.  It must be borne in mind, also, that all ‘outstanding’ institutions 
responded to the survey whereas only 35% judged ‘inadequate’ and 44% that ‘required improvement’ 
had done so.   

III Negative impact of the lockdown 

Ofsted has been concerned about the negative impact of the lockdown on children’s learning, 
justifiably so.  Research is bearing this out.  

A study by the Data Evaluation and Learning for Viral Epidemics (DELVE), which advises government 
scientists, revealed the impact of lockdown on pupils’ attainment.   

Professor Anna Vignoles of Cambridge University, who was on the research team said:  “Shutting down 
schools has impacted all children but the worst effects will be felt by those from lower socio-economic 
groups and with other vulnerabilities, such as a pre-existing mental health condition. Children from low 
income households, in particular, are more likely to lack the resources (space, equipment, home 
support) to engage fully with remote schooling… This has to be taken into account in how we come out 
of this pandemic.” 

But the report, Balancing the risks of pupils returning to schools, recommended that a system should 
be put in place to provide regional decision-makers with local and timely data to monitor 
neighbourhood and school infection rates.  It added that schools and academies staying open should 
be the “default policy” of government.  

IV Learning from other countries’ experiences 

Governors and headteachers of schools and academies have been nervy about the reopening of 
institutions because we still have so much to learn about how the virus works and find ways to prevent 
infection and cure infected people.  Accordingly, we can learn much from what has happened and is 
happening in other countries.   What we do know is that children rarely get ill.  However, if they are 
infected – without the infection being “visible”, they can pass it on to the staff at schools and 
academies.   

Other countries’ experiences have been variable.  Some had to close their schools shortly after opening 
them because of outbreaks.   In others, there was no transmission from any child.  And some countries 
had infections but were unsure whether they were transmitted by children.  Of the 23 countries that 
reopened, researchers discovered that only in one country – Israel – children spread the virus. 

In Switzerland, where schools have been opened since May 2020, only 0.3% of children were 
responsible for transmitting the virus. In Japan, researchers were unable to find any transmission 
following the reopening of schools.     

https://rs-delve.github.io/reports/2020/07/24/balancing-the-risk-of-pupils-returning-to-schools.html
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In England, the government thrust is now that schools and academies should be open by September 
2020 and stay open unless, perchance/perhaps there is another spike of Covid-19 in any area, in which 
case that area will swiftly be in lockdown.  Prime Minister Boris Johnson campaigned in mid-August 
2020 (shortly before he went up to Scotland for his summer break) to have all schools and academies 
return at the start of the academic year 2020.  He stressed that the harm done to children’s education 
and their mental health by not attending was far more damaging that the low risk posed by the virus.   

His campaign was underpinned by one of the largest studies in the world carried out for Public Health 
England (PHE) by  Professor Russell Viner, president of the Royal College of Paediatrics and a member 
of the government’s scientific advisory group for emergencies (Sage).   The study, which focused on 
100 institutions in the UK, when 20,000 (circa) teachers and pupils were tested and monitored, 
discovered that there was little transmission in schools and academies.   

 Viner warned that children had lost friendships, missed months of lessons, and would suffer long-term 
social, mental and academic problems if schools stayed closed. He added that if the test-and-trace 
system is still not effective enough to curb a new surge of the virus, the government must close pubs, 
clubs, some shops or any businesses “not essential to the future of society” — such as cinemas — to 
allow schools, “which are essential to our future”, to reopen. “It is absolutely essential for schools to 
reopen in September. The risks to children from Covid are very low and the risks of school closures we 
know are very serious,” he said. 

“Britain as a nation should stand up and say: our children are essential. Reopening schools is essential. 
If we do not feel test-and-trace is fully in place by September, we need to look carefully at the level of 
R [rating the virus’s ability to spread] at that point and look at what trade-offs may be necessary. That 
is when I would be very clear that schools need to be open before pubs and clubs …….. It is about what 
is necessary for the future of society and what is not. Schools are necessary and I am afraid that pubs 
are not.” 

V A recovery plan 

Vicky Ford, the Children’s Minister, welcomed the principles articulated by the children’s sector to 
focus on young people for rebuilding, when the pandemic is brought under control.  “Protecting 
vulnerable children is at the heart of the government response,” she said. She added that she 
welcomed the principles put forward by the National Children’s Bureau (NCB), which was endorsed by 
other charities.  

At the virtual, all-party meeting, children, young people and parents shared ideas and experiences of 
the lockdown with MPs, Peers and representatives from the children’s sector.   The message was sharp 
and simple: “It’s our future.”  Vicky Ford was supportive stating that policy makers “must hear 
children’s voices” when deciding to take the next steps on the path to recovery.   

Meanwhile, children’s groups have come together to set out the overarching principles and action to 
be taken on the road to recovery.  Building on these principles, the Department for Education has 
devised an approach in six key areas. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lp3IGWtaXTo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9yeZ2UO-dTI&t=4s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9yeZ2UO-dTI&t=4s
https://www.ncb.org.uk/sites/default/files/field/attachment/report/Recovery%20Plan%20Principles%20Final%20with%20logos.pdf
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(1) Child poverty and social security 

(2) Mental health and wellbeing  

(3) Early Years 

(4) Supporting children in care and care leavers 

(5) Safeguarding and child protection 

(6) Returning to school 

A summary of the above can be found here and recommendations found in these six papers are here.  

Ofsted should take heart! 

 

Battle of the Bulge 

We have been going through a sharp learning curve over the pandemic.   Personally, I have become 
much better at navigating the internet, for instance.  Also, much as I like people, I have had assiduously 
to practise physical/social distancing.  Further, with the lockdown, my wife/partner and I have been 
growing old together, and it is turning out to be a very pleasant exercise. 

However, one of the down sides of the pandemic is that people are easily bored and when they are 
bored, they eat.  When they eat mindlessly, they become overweight if not obese.   This plays into the 
hands of the Covid-19 virus, for if there is one thing the virus loves it is overweight people.    

A victim has been Prime Minister Boris Johnson who had a wake-up call when he was felled by the 
virus and rescued by the medics at St Thomas’s Hospital who placed him in intensive care.     

“I’ve changed my mind on this,” said Johnson when referring to the issue of obesity, in a conversation 
with some of his most senior ministers and advisers towards the end of July 2020.  “We need to be 
much more interventionist.  He is now leading the country in the Battle of the Bulge, which is 
antithetical to the stance he had been taking not so long ago when he objected to “nanny state” 
interventions.  We can recall the time when at David Cameron’s first conference as Tory leader, 
Johnson was supporting mothers who pushed pies through school railings while protesting about the 
promotion of healthy lunches.    

In the 2019 Conservative leadership contest, he attacked the sugar tax for being ineffective and 
detrimental to the poor.    However, on a day in April 2020, Johnson had a blinding experience on his 
Road to Damascus as he all but left this planet for good.  Since recovering, he has apparently shed a 
stone and a half, though, perhaps, he needs to lose even more weight.   

https://www.ncb.org.uk/sites/default/files/field/attachment/child-poverty-social-security-and-housing-recovery-briefing.pdf
https://www.ncb.org.uk/sites/default/files/field/attachment/children-and-young-peoples-mental-health-recovery-briefing.pdf
https://www.ncb.org.uk/sites/default/files/field/attachment/early-years-recovery-briefing.pdf
https://www.ncb.org.uk/sites/default/files/field/attachment/children-in-care-and-care-leavers-recovery-plan-briefing.pdf
https://www.ncb.org.uk/sites/default/files/field/attachment/safeguarding-and-child-protection-briefing.pdf
https://www.ncb.org.uk/sites/default/files/field/attachment/back-to-school-recovery-briefing.pdf
https://www.ncb.org.uk/sites/default/files/field/attachment/report/cv19-recovery-plan-summary.pdf
https://www.ncb.org.uk/sites/default/files/field/attachment/report/cv19-full-recommendations-recovery-plan.pdf
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After age, obesity is the biggest coronavirus risk factor.  More than 25% of the British are obese. In 
South Korea only 6% are.  Is it any wonder that they have handled the disease much better than us?  A 
government source stated, when commenting on the ministers’ policy for dealing with Covid-19: “This 
virus is here to stay and we’re going to have to live with it. If obesity is the biggest driver after age, we 
need to be doing more right now to deal with it.” 

In England, 9.6% of children in the Reception were obese in 2019.  Among children in year 6, 20.1% 
were obese.   In May 2017, Public Health England (PHE) published data indicating that 63.8% adults had 
a body mass index (BMI) of 25 or over1 with the most overweight region being the North East where 
68% were in that bracket.  Close on its heels was the West Midlands where 65.7% were overweight.  By 
the end of this year (2020), half of all children will be overweight if not obese.  And obesity is one of 
the biggest public health threats that the country is facing.  Sadly, there is a strong correlation between 
deprivation and obesity.   

I The Proposals 

So, what are the government’s proposals? Mr Johnson is keen to promote cycling. The government is 
already spending £2 billion on this. It will certainly help a bit with controlling obesity and ease 
overcrowding on public transport.  

There were other measures that he announced on 27 July 2020. 

(i) Buy-one-get-one-free deals on unhealthy products will be banned and a 9.00 p.m. watershed 
imposed on junk food advertising. 

(ii) Compulsory calorie labels at restaurants and takeaways, including the proportion this 
represents of a person’s daily intake, will be imposed over the next 12 months on all chains 
with more than 250 staff. 

But the health campaigners do not think these measures will go far enough. Documents published in 
late July 2020 showed that ministers were considering extending these rules to all businesses serving 
food. They are considering including smaller businesses in this measure. Meanwhile, businesses are 
encouraged to calorie label. 

While officials calculated that this policy will cost businesses tens of millions of pounds, making a total 
of £2.2 billion over 25 years reducing the calorie count per person by only 12, the health benefits over 
this time would be worth £5.7 billion to individuals and a further £4 billion to the National Health 
Service. 

At the time of writing, it was reported that a separate consultation was to be launched on compulsory 
calorie labelling on alcohol bottles.  

 
1 A BMI of over 25 makes one overweight.  
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Mr Johnson said he had lost more than a stone by starting the day going for a run with his dog Dilyn. 
“Quite a gentle run but getting faster and faster now as I get fitter,” he said on a Twitter video. 

“The great thing about going for a run at the beginning of the day is that nothing could be worse for 
the rest of the day. If you really go in hard, if you really take some exercise at the beginning, the rest of 
the day will be a breeze.” 

II An Assessment 

Making it simpler for people to exercise is the easy bit. No one is going to object to more bike-hire 
schemes and cycle racks.  Also laying down the law on banning buy-one-get-one free for unhealthy 
products and placing a curb on advertising unhealthy comestibles on television and radio before 9.00 
p.m. are no brainers.   Much more difficult is trying to stop people eating and drinking the things that 
lead to their putting on weight in homes. And price does not seem to be a deterrent.   So far, the 
research has shown that extending the sugar tax — a levy on the amount of sugar in fizzy drinks 
introduced two years ago — has had little impact.  

Boris Johnson’s special adviser on health, William Warr (27), did postgraduate work at Oxford on the 
powerful impact of doctors telling people that they need to lose weight. Despite this, Warr’s research 
showed that most obese patients couldn’t remember being offered advice on how to do this by their 
GPs. Besides, GPs are reluctant because they don’t see it as their job or because they worry that it will 
hurt their relationship with the patients. One thing that is particularly awkward, but also vital, is 
doctors warning parents that their children are dangerously overweight. (Most parents think that their 
children are the cat’s whiskers.) This becomes even more difficult when some doctors themselves are 
overweight.   

Telling people that they are too fat is an awkward enough conversation between friends, let alone 
between a prime minister and the voters. But as one of Boris Johnson’s longest-serving allies argues, 
his own waistline gives him “permission to speak”. He isn’t some skinny politician but someone who 
has always struggled to pass the cheese. He admitted two years ago that he had been prompted to 
lose weight by a doctor telling him that he was 16.5 stones. But he has told friends he was even 
heavier than that, 17.5 stones, when he was admitted to hospital. 

Tackling obesity does not only making it less difficult to live with coronavirus (while scientists try to find 
a cure and/or a vaccine for the virus), but also eases pressure placed on the NHS to deal with type 2 
diabetes, which costs over £5 billion a year to treat. The new slogan of government is: “Lose weight! 
Protect the NHS! Live longer!” 

A while ago, I wrote about the problem of tackling childhood obesity, to enable us to live longer, 
healthier and happier lives.  I highlight the main points below.  

(1) All school and academy caterers must provide healthy lunches. 
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(2) Parents insisting on packed lunches must be encouraged to provide their children with much 
more fruit and vegetables and much less chocolate and no crisps.  

(3) Secondary pupils should be discouraged from heading towards fast-food chains during their 
lunch breaks to purchase unhealthy takeaways or to the corner shops to buy - your right – 
chocolates and crisps.  

(4) Schools and academies must educate pupils in the Personal, Social and Health Education (PSHE) 
about the importance of healthy eating and how vital it is not to overeat or comfort-eat.   Meals 
can be both, healthy and tasty.  

(5) School and academies must go tough with pupils who bully their overweight peers making fun 
of their sizes.   This includes name-calling, pushing and shoving, being “out-casted” and 
sometimes having clothes and belongings spoiled or stolen.  This occurs during lessons, in 
corridors, on the playground and when travelling to and from school/academy.  Overweight 
children who become the butt of taunts and criticism tend to overeat to comfort themselves.  

 When this happens, overweight youngsters are shamed and keep low profiles.  Those who fight 
back are sometimes viewed by staff members as being aggressive.  Where overweight pupils 
report the bullying to the parents and the parents take up the cudgels on their behalf, staff 
members occasionally overreact with either the parents or the bullies.  This redounds on the 
overweight children who again take to comfort-eating enormous quantities of pizzas, crisps and 
chocolate.  A vicious circle!   

 When researchers talked to overweight youngsters, they said that sympathetic teachers and 
team leaders were key to helping them.   More helpful was having good friends.   Supportive 
folk in institutions could help overweight pupils turn the vicious circle of their engagements 
with peers into virtuous ones. This in turn, would help them control their appetites.   

(6) Exercising helps; regular sporting activities – even more so.  Chinese pupils start their school 
day with exercise.  It tones their bodies and gears them for learning.   Pupils could also be 
encouraged to walk or cycle to school/academy. Apart from helping these youngsters it will 
help the nation if there is less traffic on the roads.  

(7) Last, but by no means the least, headteachers and school/academy staff members must “walk 
their talk”, by keeping trim and engaging in exercise.    

When the researchers talked to overweight youngsters about what they wanted from their teachers 
and parents to help them deal with excessive calories, they listed the following.  

(a) Talk to us as people about the health risks of being overweight, without scaring us. (I know of a 
case where a young person was so scared by what he was told about overeating that, to calm 
himself, he immediately consumed a pizza.) Do not lecture us. Support us.  
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(b) Use plain English.  

(c) Be sensitive to our problems and needs.  

(d) Pay more attention to the mental health of some of us who are overweight teenagers and 
others who are teenagers.  

(e) Provide us with useful advice and information. Do not be condescending. Rather, be friendly 
and sympathetic.  

(f) Take time to listen to us and understand our needs though we know you are busy. 

(g) Do not be blunt or lose your temper as it could scare us.  

(h)  Encourage us to achieve little goals at a time.  

(i) Do not bombard us with information, albeit leaflets alone may not be enough.   

If we catch them young on healthy living, we will have a healthy nation in 10 to 20 years’ time, and the 
Prime Minister will be pleased to have achieved this objective.   We all know that he is on record 
stating that he lost over a stone.  But let’s look at the statistics. When he was admitted to St Thomas’s 
Hospital for Covid-19 on 15 May 2020 with a height of 5 feet and 9 inches, his weight was 17st 7lb, his 
body-mass index (BMI) was 36.2.   The optimum ideal BMI is in the 18.5-to24.9 range.   Boris Johnson is 
now 16st and his BMI is 33.1 – which places him in the obese category.   He must lose another 3st and 
13lb to reach the top of the ideal range – i.e. 24.9.  Some way to go for the PM before he can start 
educating the nation.   A case where the teacher is hardly an exemplar of good practice.   

 

Creating a more equal society to make black lives matter 

The summer of 2020 saw the spread of two pandemics.   The first, was that of Covid-19 that originated 
in a marketplace in Wuhan, China, in December 2019.  By 20 August 2020, there had been over 22 
million cases worldwide and nearly 800,000 deaths.   

The second pandemic began outside a shop in Minneapolis on 25 May when footage of an arrest 
showing a white police officer, Derek Chauvin, kneeling on the neck of George Floyd, an African 
American, while he was pinned to the floor.  Floyd said more than 20 times: “I can’t breathe!” while 
being restrained by Chauvin.   Chauvin’s three white colleagues stood by and watched.  Floyd was 
suffocated to death.     
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I The George Floyd Saga 

The saga began with a report of a ‘fake’ $20 (£16.20) note.  Mr Floyd was reported to have used it to 
buy a packet of cigarettes from Cup Foods, a grocery shop.   Believing the note to be counterfeit, a 
shop employee reported it to the police.  Floyd who had been living in Minneapolis for many years 
after moving from his home in Houston, Texas, had been working as a bouncer but, like millions of 
fellow Americans, was left jobless by the coronavirus pandemic.  

Floyd shopped regularly at Cup Foods – a friendly face and pleasant customer who did not cause any 
trouble according to the store owner, Mike Abumayyaleh.  However, Abumayyaeh was not working on 
the day of the incident.  Rather, it was a teenage employee who had been following protocol in 
reporting a suspicious incident.  The employee told the operator who answered his 911 call that the 
customer appeared “drunk” and “not in control of himself” when he (the employee) demanded the 
cigarettes back over the alleged fake $20 note.  

The four officers were arrested, and Chauvin charged with the manslaughter of Floyd. However, this 
incident caused several hundred demonstrators to take to the streets of Minneapolis.  The 
demonstrations spread to other US cities and from there across “the pond” to Britain, creating the 
Black Lives Matter (BLM) global movement.  

It did not help that a CNN reporter of Muslim heritage, Omar Jimmenez, who was reporting the saga 
live was arrested on 29 May.  A few minutes later, several colleagues of his were also arrested. They 
were released later when they confirmed that they were from the media.  Tempers were inflamed by 
President Trump’s tweets condemning the demonstrations and threatening to send the National Guard 
and army.  On 1 June, he posed in front of a damaged church holding a bible upside down, after police 
used tear gas to disperse peaceful protesters.  Anti-racist protests spread throughout America and 
several people were killed by the police in their efforts to control what was by now wild riots and 
looting.   

Anti-racism demonstrations were held around the world.  In Australia, protests in Sydney, Melbourne 
and Brisbane focused on the treatment of indigenous Australians. There were demonstrations in 
France, German, Spain and here at home, in the UK.  In Bristol, protestors tore down the statue of the 
seventeenth century slave trader, Colston, and flung it into the harbour.  On 9 June 2020, following the 
anti-racist protests around the world, 500 guests were invited to the Fountain of Praise Church in 
Houston (Texas) to the funeral of George Floyd in Houston (Texas).   

II Issues arising from the Floyd Saga 

From the time I – of Indian-Jewish origin – was little, I could not get my head around to why it was that 
people unfairly discriminate against one another based on skin colour. Colour is skin-deep. At school, I 
read about the oppression of African Americans (at that time dubbed Negroes), their emancipation in 
the civil war, thanks to the inspirational leadership of Abraham Lincoln, who paid for this with his life, 
and their continuing march to having similar opportunities to the whites, under the non-violent lead 
given by Martin Luther King. For years, the equal opportunities issue was a black and white one.   



Schools Support Services Ltd                                                   27 

Now it is more nuanced.  The USA has always been a melting pot, more so today.  Since the 1960s, 
there has been an influx of foreigners, many of them illegal and mainly from Latin America.  The 
country is much more mixed and with the current leadership – mixed up.  The USA has made strides on 
the road to progress.  However, it does not appear to have travelled far enough.   The atavistic tweets 
of President Trump continue to fuel divisions that are tearing apart American society.    

The June 2020 Floyd saga sparked demonstrations in Europe.  Bristol residents in England, bubbled 
over and dumped a slave-trader’s statue into the water.  

(a) Pulling down statues:  Symbol or Substance? 

According to the writer and journalist, Ben Macintyre, “Pulling down a statue is a blunt statement, but 
so is erecting one. A statue is not an invitation to debate but an unarguable assertion of rectitude: as a 
benefactor of Bristol, Colston was commemorated, according to the inscription on his now-empty 
plinth, as “one of the most virtuous and wise sons of their city”. Such statues are not works of art but 
public injunctions to admire, demanding respect — and therefore potent targets for disrespect.” 

Colston, a slave trader who was also Bristol’s benefactor, was honoured with a statue. That is what a 
statue does – commemorate the works of what humankind at a time consider great and good.   

Students in Oxford want also to give Cecil Rhodes – who donated vast sums to the University – similar 

treatment as Bristol resident did to Colston’s statue but, so far, have been stymied.    

Times change and with that also how human beings view statues changes.   You remember what 
happened to the statue of Sadam Hussain.  His reputation fell with his defeat and both, he and his 
statues, were destroyed following the Iraq war of 2003.   

However, is it desirable for people to destroy statues simply because the historical figures they stand 
for are viewed differently to what they did during their time?   And because of how we assess aspects 
of their characters and deeds as unsavoury is it the case that their “figures” be obliterated?   

Admiral Nelson wrote in favour of the Jamaican slave trade.   Should we remove his statue from 
Trafalgar Square?  And what about the Parliament Square statue of Winston Churchill commemorating 
his resolution and courage in saving the world from the Nazis? Should that be removed because he 
referred to Hindus as “a foul race” who “breed like rabbits”?  And then there was Martin Luther King, 
America’s non-violent anti-racist hero, who disparaged homosexuals suggesting they seek help.   The 
great Mahatma Gandhi had a contempt for Black Africans.   

One recalls the words of Shakespeare’s Mark Anthony when reacting to the death of Julius Caesar: 
“The evil that men do lives after them. The good is oft interred with their bones.” 

No person is perfect.   I am reminded of the saying of Edgar Cayce, the psychic and clairvoyant: “There 
is so much good in the worst of us, and so much bad in the best of us that it doesn’t behove any of us 
to speak evil of the rest of us.” 
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(b) Anglican response and dealing with complexity 

The Archbishop of Canterbury, Justin Welby, remarked in a Radio 4 programme in late June 2020 that 
representations of Jesus, especially that of colour, will need rethinking.  “The statues need to be put in 
context. Some will have to come down, some names will have to change,” he said. However, if you 
were to visit Canterbury Cathedral and Westminster Abbey, there are monuments, everywhere. We 
are looking at all that and some will have to come down.” 

It’s not easy to dismiss the archbishop’s concern as liberal.  Christianity owes much to Africans and 
Caribbeans. If we are all created in “the image of God” as expostulated by Christianity, some work will 
be needed to reshape the “Messiah” as “a fair-haired hippy with a halo”, explains McIntyre.  

Graça Machel, the former wife of Samora Machel, the former Education Minister of Mozambique, 
joined the freedom movement in 1973.  Her husband died in a plane crash, by which time, the 
proportion of girls enrolled in Mozambique’s schools had risen from 40% to 75%.  Twelve years after 
Machel’s death she married Nelson Mandela, South Africa’s President.  Following his death, she 
became a figure much respected for her wisdom and authority.  

In July 2020, Graça Machel, who started life as a teacher, chided the Black Lives Matter movement. She 
said that rather than bringing down statues, we should keep them up to “tell generations to come, this 
is how it started, and this is how it should never continue to be”. It made the protestors stand back and 
reflect on the value of forcing colonisers to confront the benefits they reaped from slavery and their 
guilt in oppressing those less fortunate than themselves.   According to Sir Geoff Palmer, Scotland’s 
first black professor, toppling monuments erases the memory of the evil of which we are all capable. 
“You remove the evidence; you remove the deed.” 

And here, in Wembley, Katharine Birbalsingh, Headteacher of Michaela Community School, stated that 
decolonising the curriculum will not help students achieve later in life.  Ms Birbalsingh was born in New 
Zealand, the elder of two daughters of Norma, a nurse from Jamaica, and Frank Birbalsingh a teacher 
of Indo-Guyanese origin.  She moved to the UK having spent most of her first 15 years of life in 
Toronto, Canada. This was because her father was appointed visiting fellow at the Centre for Caribbean 
Studies at the University of Warwick, later securing the post of professor at York University.    

During an online discussion about racism in Britain hosted by by The Eqiano Project, a forum seeking to 
promote free speech on issues of race, culture and politics, Ms Birbalsingh was scathing about schools 
prioritising Stormzy over Mozart, stating: “If you don’t know who Mozart is how are you meant to, 
later on in life, take your rich client out for dinner and hold a culturally literate 
conversation?.....Anyone who has ever overcome any obstacle in life knows that if you spend all your 
time worrying about how insurmountable it is, you will never overcome it.  

“I am not going to spend my time begging the white man to undergo unconscious bias training; it’ll 
distract me from doing what does work, which is getting kids to learn their algebra, turn up on time 
and deliver. The problem with getting angry about racism is it’s distracting. It leaves you with less 
energy to help you succeed, like working hard, getting married and being a good parent.” 

https://equiano.uk/the-equiano-project/
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She was of the view that the study of black figures being made compulsory in history teaching “is a red 
herring and is only helping to divide us”.  She added: “Nothing in our schools is compulsory, apart from 
the Holocaust. In my opinion a big example of institutional racism is exactly what Black Lives Matter 
wants to encourage; they want schools to teach fewer dead white men like Dickens or Churchill and 
more black authors and historical figures.” 

Meanwhile, Welby’s move to review white images of Christ in churches is a knee-jerk reaction to the 
Black Lives Matter movement.  In 2018, Lancaster University showed, in a research paper, that while 
people of colour are keener than average to put their children in faith (especially Anglican) schools, 
they are far less likely to gain places than white pupils.    

Anglican church commissioners recently pushed to promote environmental causes and set aside £9 
billion from its investment fund to do so.  However, there is hardly any mention of promoting diversity.  
For starters, Archbishop Welby could begin to diversify the choice of commissioners who are currently 
undiluted white.  This could concentrate minds and redress the admissions imbalance in Anglican 
schools and academies.    

(c) Issues are not binary 

To add to the complexities of life, we should not view this matter as binary – in black and white terms.   
Britain is a very multi-ethnic country with people dwelling in it who are shades of all colours.   Nelson 
Mandela stole the term “rainbow” when describing South Africa to make the country (at least during 
his time) truly inclusive.  We are no different.  Britain’s population is ethnically diverse, and their 
experiences vary. 

India Knight, the Sunday Times columnist (who is of mixed race) remarked: “The Oxford-educated 
daughter of an Indian billionaire who lives in Kensington will encounter racism but it will not be 
comparable to the racism experienced daily, from birth, by a poor, black, British boy from Tower 
Hamlets, whose grandparents were Ghanaian, or by an Asian teenager from Newham, both in East 
London.”   

Ethnicity is complex.  When I served as Assistant Education Officer in the London Borough of Brent 
several years ago, one of my closest colleagues with whom I had a splendid, professional relationship, 
came from Jamaica.   She felt strongly about the issue of racism.  She, herself, was related to one of the 
cabinet ministers in Jamaica.   One day, she flung the following question at me: “Are you black or 
white?” 

I scratched my head and asked: “Pardon?” 

She repeated her question.  My response was: “Neither.  I am brown!” 

She was appalled. This sparked a heated debate about how we perceive ourselves.  I had to explain 
that my grandparents were from Iraq.  They fled to Burma because, as Jews, they sought a better life 
than they were living in the Middle East.   My parents were born in Burma (now Myanmar).  When 
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their house in Rangoon was bombed by the Japanese (who were in the process of demolishing the 
British Empire in the Far East during the Second World War), they fled to India, where I was born.   
Accordingly, I told her, I am an Indian Jew of Middle East descent and that was how I perceived myself.  
She was having none of it.  I was either to perceive myself as white or black.   

We were never going to resolve this matter, so I decided to leave it and asked her to do so too.   

Fast forward to the turn of this century.   My daughter was studying for a Geography degree at 
Newcastle University.  One of her friends asked her about how she viewed herself.   She said: “I am 
half-Israeli, half Indian and fully British!”  (My wife is a sabra.)   Her friend was puzzled, but my 
daughter left it at that.   

It is time that we embrace complexity.   It is so easy to engage in slogans (i.e. the //MeToo movement 
and Black Lives Matter), which then unsavoury people dismiss as being of no consequence.   There is 
no question that both movements began with the best of intentions – to promote equality of 
opportunity for women and black people.   However, if our children are to grow up in a truly equal 
society, it is now time to stress that all of us are of equal worth.  Change the //MeToo to //UsToo and 
Black Lives Matter to All Lives Matter. 

 

London institutions leading the charge to elite universities 

Three academies in London – wrongly dubbed by the press as schools – and Newham Collegiate Sixth 
Form Centre, a selective state ‘school’ in a deprived part of London, are leading the charge in securing 
places for their pupils at Oxbridge and top-flight US universities.   

Brampton Manor Academy in Newham – the second largest secondary institution in Newham and one 
of the poorest local authorities in the country – opened its sixth form in September 2012 with a view to 
increasing the rate of deprived pupils entering Oxbridge and other elite Russell Group universities.  It is 
doing this with great aplomb.   In 2014, one pupil received an offer to Oxbridge.  In 2018, the number 
increased to 25.  About 67% are the first in their families to attend university and 50% have been in 
receipt of free school meals. In 2019, 41 pupils progressed from the sixth form to Oxbridge.    

In 2020, 51 pupils (for pupils from 11 to 18 years old) were offered places at Oxford and Cambridge for 
September 2020.  Over the last three years, 100 Brampton pupils mainly from minority ethnic and 
socially deprived backgrounds received offers of places from these two universities.   

The sixth form at Brampton is selective.   In the last academic year, 2,000 to 3,000 applications were 
made to the lower sixth form.  All candidates were interviewed, and several turned away.   

The Oxbridge successes included Dorcas Shodeinde, who was in care from the age of 14.   She will be 
studying law at St Catherine’s College in Oxford. Rama Rusom, a refugee from Saudi Arabia with 
Palestinian and Syrian parents, who came to the UK in 2013, was offered a place at St Hilda’s College, 
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Oxford, to study English.   Victor Idowu, who is from a single-parent family and receiving free school 
meals, will study medicine in Selwyn College, Cambridge.  He will be the first in his family to go to 
university.    

Daniel Adesanya, of African heritage, will be heading for Cambridge to read political science.   He told 
The Times that the entrance exam and interview for his academy was “a lot more daunting” than for 
Cambridge.    

At Harris Westminster Academy, a sixth form college which is selective, 44 pupils secured places to 
Oxbridge.   The academy is a mixed sixth-form college in Westminster, established to increase the 
entry of pupils from deprived areas to top universities. The Harris Federation took over Westminster 
School and converted it into an academy in 2013. The government injected £45 million during the 
transition.  It seems as if this investment is paying off.   

At the London Academy of Excellence in Stratford, which is fortunate enough to be sponsored by a 
consortium of private institutions including Eton and Brighton College, as well as HSBC, and benefiting 
from huge fund-raising by parents, 37 pupils received Oxbridge offers.    

At Newham Collegiate Sixth (NCS) Form Centre, Lennox Keeble, who is the youngest of five children 
and living in Dagenham is heading for Princeton to study physics.  His mother is from Sierra Leone and 
father is English (both carers). Princeton awarded Lennox a full scholarship worth $320,000 (£245,000).  
While neither parent went to university, both have had aspirations for their children. Lennox is 
responding in buckets.  

Xuan Nguyen, a second student at NCS will be going to Harvard.  His parents hail from rural Vietnam 
and arrived in this country when they were teenagers.  He said that they were unfortunate because 
they did not speak English so could not go to university. “But they’ve always had high aspirations and 
hopes for their children.” 

Umar Azad, a third NCS pupil, whose mother came to Britain from Bangladesh at the age of 17, secured 
a place at Harvard too.   He told The Times correspondent: “As soon as she (his mother) got here – 
younger than I am now – she worked at fast food places, just to support the family.  “I think I get a lot 
of my resourcefulness from her because she made the best of her situation. So, I thought, I need to 
make the most of the opportunities available to me. Since I’ve been lucky enough to be at an 
institution that would help me pursue my goals, I have to make the most of it.” 

Catherine Lowe, the fourth student, will be heading for the Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
(MIT). Her parents allowed her to apply. While they encouraged her, they did not believe she would 
succeed. She got in. She accepted the place at the MIT and turned down an offer from Oxford 
University.    

The inspiration behind these youngsters’ successes has been their headteacher, Mouhssin Ismail.  Mr 
Ismail worked long hours as a City lawyer but gave up his job to become a teacher.  He was rapidly 
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promoted and now, at the age of 41 has become an inspirational headteacher in the East End of 
London.   

The London success story is not replicated at the UK’s second biggest city, Birmingham.  Prime Minister 
Boris Johnson said that he wanted “to end the current injustice that means a pupil from a London state 
school is now 50% more likely to go to a top university than a pupil from the West Midlands. That is 
not only unjust, it is such a waste of human talent.” 

Official figures reveal that 15% of pupils from London moved on to universities in the Russell Group in 
2017-18 compared with 10% in the West Midlands, the worst region on this measure. London pupils 
took 26.7% of places at Oxbridge from 2017 to 2019 while constituting 13% of school leavers.  In the 
West Midlands, 5.7% of pupils were offered places during that period.  They made up 9.3% of school 
leavers.   

Reasons for success 

We are more than familiar with the barriers to success but less cognisant with the factors that 
determine why these institutions are successful.   While I will not pretend to know all the answers and 
will, like Jason and his argonauts, continue searching for the Golden Fleece, here are some indicators 
on how schools and academies may be able to replicate work being done at these academies.    

(1) At the top of my list is good teaching, which in turn leads to good learning.  James Handscombe, 
the headteacher at Harris Westminster, stated that good teaching and selecting of pupils who 
thrive on an intellectual challenge were crucial – far more important than money.  Given that 
the rank and file of our state schools do not have a choice of selecting the intellectual crème da 
la crème, they must rely on excellent teaching and learning.   

(2) The next important feature is hard cash, which is in short supply at schools and academies.   
Most A level pupils receive 15 hours of lessons a week.   At Harris Westminster they have a diet 
of teaching and learning for 23 hours weekly.  How so?  Government funding is topped up with 
an extra £1,000 per head per year from the academy’s sponsors and endless fundraising. 

“There are some big barriers in exporting this sort of education outside London and the first 
one is finance. Post-16 education in this country is totally underfunded and we are topping it up 
considerably,” Handscombe told The Times reporters.  

“That money is not going on gold-plated swimming pools. Government funding is predicated on 
15 hours a week — that is just not enough and that's where the hole is. That is your problem, 
and London has an advantage because there's a lot more money here so we can raise it.” 

The London Academy of Excellence (LAE) in Stratford, is sponsored by two elite private schools 
and a bank.  It also has energetic fundraising by the parent body. The total amount raised is 
equivalent to £1,500 per pupil per year.   
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Richard Cairns, the headteacher of Brighton College, said that he is keen for this model to be 
used in the Midlands and North England. He said: “We imagine that it could be an important 
focus for communities in the Red Wall constituencies, providing springboards of opportunity for 
deprived youngsters.” However, raising the money is a big ask and he is keen for the 
government to provide financial support.  This is unlikely, given that we are already £230 billion 
overspent on the national budget, thanks to Covid-19.   

(3) The third issue is selection.   All four institutions – thanks to the demand for places – are 
selective.   The other two criteria they use are, however, potential and motivation.   

Bright youngsters are together at one institution.  They egg and motivate one another.  A 
teacher can pitch her/his lesson at one, high level.  Mixed ability classes just do not exist.    

(4) The fourth factor responsible for successes are the expectations of teachers, the parents of 
pupils and the support from charities.   Sehrish Mahmood, 19, who lives in the West Midlands, 
is the daughter of a mother born in England and a father from Pakistan.  She is studying law at 
Cambridge. Sehrish told reporters that she would have struggled in the sixth form at the 
Ormiston Forge Academy, if she had not been supported by the Access Project, a charity. 

She explained: “From my school no one had ever got into Oxbridge before. If I’m completely 
honest, I think I was very hesitant to apply to Cambridge in the beginning. That came from a 
lack of understanding and various preconceptions I had about the university . . . that there was 
a certain type of student that went to Cambridge and I was probably the exact opposite in 
terms of my background. 

“Even things like my ethnicity, my postcode, I thought they might look at it and say no. Now it 
seems absurd. I got in, but back then being in Year 12, being naive, lacking confidence, I 
thought there were barriers to even applying. The thought of me getting in even whilst I was 
applying just seemed like I was entertaining something that would never even happen.” 

While at Cambridge, Sehrish now helps more pupils get to Oxbridge by giving them an 
understanding of the application process. 

(5) The fifth factor is inspirational leadership.   All the four institutions mentioned above have 
headteachers who spark in the children a love for learning and inspire their staff to follow their 
lead.  

(6) Finally, but by no means the least, is inertia.   If a school or academy has not had a track record 
of success, there is a tendency for it to bounce along at the bottom of the ocean.    Those that 
are successful find it easier to maintain high standards, though they have, undoubtedly, to 
continue striving. Successful institutions can call on alumni to talk to present pupils and 
motivate them.   New teachers are mentored by the experienced ones who have the glow of 
success radiating around them.  



Schools Support Services Ltd                                                   34 

 The big issue is transforming the denominator of failure into the numerator of success.  How 
does any institution do that?   First, one needs superhuman effort.  Second is belief in the 
pupils.  It may not be the case that all youngsters have illimitable potential.  However, they do 
have potential.  Teachers need to find the key to their motivation and change their mindsets 
from one of “Can’t” to the other of “Can do”.   

In the 1980s and 1990s, London had a lousy reputation of poor pupil performance.   There were 
excuses galore, chief of which was the poverty of families living in multi-ethnic and multilingual 
milieus. And then, in 2003, the Labour government created the London Challenge, a 
programme of change, consulting, of course, with local authorities. Its objectives were to 
improve standards and reduce the achievement gap between the rich and poor.   The London 
Challenge encompassed five boroughs – Tower Hamlets, Newham, Lewisham, Hackney and 
Westminster.    

Sir Tim Brighouse, former Chief Education Officer in Oxfordshire and then Birmingham, 
Professor of Education at Keel University and finally, Commissioner and Chief Adviser of London 
Schools from 2002 to 2007, was charged to lead and provide the inspiration for the project.  

When reflecting on the success of the project, Brighouse mentioned that there were four 
questions that he needed to answer to be successful.  

The first was: “Was there an essential ingredient?”  His answer was that teachers and school 
leaders had to be driven by moral purpose – “the certainty of pupils’ success that brooks no 
denial”.  This creates the right culture.      

The second was: “Are there other factors which acted as exceptional catalysts?”  His answer 
was as follows: “The exceptional factors were the Family of Schools Data base, the 
carefully tailored work by the Challenge advisers and their partners in the boroughs 
with individual ‘keys to success’ schools, the focus on professional development, the work on 
teacher recruitment (particularly ‘Teach First’) and retention, the leadership strategy backed by 
the National College, and the extra resources to lubricate all these changes.” 

The third question was: “Were there unique governance arrangements in London?”  He 
thought that addressing this matter was analogous to solving the Rubik’s cube.  “Nonetheless 
there was goodwill from all parties,” he remarked, “that carried us through.”  

Finally, he wondered whether there were factors which if addressed would have allowed even 
more success.   His answer was a resounding “Yes.”  He was aware of opportunities he missed 
and “of not getting the right people in the right place at the right time, doing the right thing, in 
the right way”.  He observed, being the moral person that he was and is, “The fault for all that 
went wrong is hard personally to avoid. The credit for what went right – and there was much – 
must lie with the school staff themselves and those working closely with them, not just the 
advisers of the London Challenge team but in the boroughs themselves.” 
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Sir Tim’s inspired leadership has been the model for other London schools and academies, 
which those in the rest of the country would do well to replicate. It is significant that the 
London Challenge covered five inner city boroughs – Tower Hamlets, Newham, Lewisham, 
Hackney and Westminster.  The four institutions mentioned above are in two of these five 
boroughs. Brampton, the London Academy of Excellence and New Collegiate Sixth Form Centre 
are in Newham, and the fourth, Harris Westminster, is (of course) in Westminster.   

 

Survey discovers numerous pupils are involved with knife and drug 
gangs  

I Survey Findings 

In Spring Term 2020 (shortly before the lockdown), The Times carried out a survey of nearly 1,300 
mainly secondary schools and academies covering 500,000 (circa) pupils in England and discovered 
that staff believed that many of them were being “groomed by gangs and exploited by drug dealers”.   
They added that a number of these young people were bringing zombie knives, hammers and knuckle-
dusters into the classrooms.   

About three in five secondaries searched the children at least once weekly with “metal wands and 
sniffer dogs”. Altogether, 52% of these searches resulted in staff finding pupils carrying weapons. In an 
academy in Middleborough, teachers searched pupils 60 times in 2018/19 and found six weapons. 
About 24% of these institutions referred pupils to the police and/or social services in the 2018/19 
academic year and 33% believed that the pupils were involved with gangs.  

It was not only institutions in deprived areas that fell victim to the problem. Schools and academies 
rated good by Ofsted and located in affluent areas were also hit by what is turning out to be a social 
epidemic.   

The survey revealed that (unsurprisingly) this was impacting negatively on children’s learning according 
to 29% of the secondaries and 11% of the primaries that responded. The upshot has been that teachers 
are in the vanguard of protecting pupils.  One secondary in North London had staff members taking 
work to the homes of teenagers, with others walking them to school/academy.    

II Pupils’ Perspective  

Several pupils were interviewed.  Half said that they felt safer carrying knives to protect themselves 
from intimidating attackers or to help friends in difficult situations.  Forty per cent had been searched 
or knew of friends who had been. Half of those were annoyed about this.  
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When asked why they thought young people carry knives, two thirds replied that it was for protection.  
“Just under half thought it was due to peer pressure. A third of respondents believed it was out of 
fear.” 

In broad terms, pupils felt safe at their schools/academies.  Private security guards were now a familiar 
sight at the institutions’ gates, making at least 60% of the youngsters feel secure.  However, some felt 
intimidated by the presence of private security.  Other pupils suggested tougher measures like CCTV 
cameras, metal detectors and bag searches.  A number called on the authorities to make it harder to 
buy knives and for bans or licences for those who carry large weapons. 

One youngster rued the fact that when pupils were thrown out of school/academy for a violent crime, 
“they end up in worse places”.  He was of the view that the schools/academies at which they were 
pupils should help them change.   

Pupils were conscious of the dangers they faced when outside of their institutions.   A 14-year-old said: 
“You always have to be aware, especially when by yourself.  You don’t know what might happen.”  
Several wanted more positive role models in their communities including external “speakers who have 
experienced violent acts to raise awareness”.  

III Reactions of the “movers and shakers” 

The great and the good commented on these findings.  

(1) The children’s commissioner, Anne Longfield, expressed deep concern stating that more 
needed to be done to protect our young people from gangs.  The pandemic would have 
probably exacerbated the situation because of the upheaval that the lockdown would have 
created with vulnerable pupils losing out on the structured working day.    

Altogether, 85% of secondaries had lessons on drugs and gangs and 34% of primaries were 
teaching children about knife violence and gangs.   

“This investigation shows how criminal gangs operating in England are ruthless organisations, 
using sophisticated grooming to lure children in and then using violence to keep them 
compliant,” Mrs Longfield told The Times. “Thousands of children in towns and cities across 
England are at real risk and the same attention must be paid to protecting them as to other 
major threats to children. The government must ensure resources are allocated to stop children 
becoming involved in gangs.” 

The Ministry of Justice revealed that in 2019, 4,547 children aged from 10 to 17 years had 
either been convicted or received a caution for knife crime.  In 2013, the figure was 2,629.  

(2) Robert Halfon, chair of the education committee, invited ministers in home affairs, culture and 
education to form a cabinet committee and tackle the issue with more investment. “If you had 
police cadets or army cadets in schools, if you invested in youth activities in the evenings, if you 
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clearly identified these troubled families, you could clearly make a difference,” he told Times 
Radio. 

(3) Vicky Ford, the children’s minister, said: “We are placing social workers in more than 150 
schools to help teachers identify and support pupils most at risk.” 

(4) Chief Constable Jo Shiner, the National Police Chiefs’ Council lead for children and young 
people, observed: “Crime of any sort has absolutely no place in learning environments and is a 
challenge we are working with schools and others to address on a daily basis.” 

(5) Geoff Barton, head of the Association of School and College Leaders, remarked that schools and 
academies worked hard to educate children about the dangers of gangs and the county lines 
drug trade. “We need to see a more concerted effort from national government to work with 
multiple agencies to address the causes of this problem.” 

IV Tailpiece  

And shortly after The Times published its survey, on 8 August 2020 in broad daylight at 5.30 p.m. and, 
in front of horrified shoppers, a 17-year-old lad, Jeremy Menesses of Colombian descent, was chased 
down Oxford Street, a busy shopping area,  stabbed him to death.  Three 18-year-old men from South 
London were arrested on suspicion of murder when they turned up at a hospital with superficial stab 
injuries.   The police suspect that the murder was gang related.  This was the 10th teenager murdered in 
the capital this year, nine of whom had been stabbed.    

 

Let us help our children read ….. for enjoyment 

There is good news.  A national literacy survey carried out in 2019 (for which the latest figures are 
available) reveals that 99% of people in the United Kingdom can read and write while 1% of the 
country lack literacy skills.  The bad news is that this 1% represents 660,000 adults above the age of 15.   

There is more bad news.  Altogether, 16.4% of adults in England (or 7.1 million) can be described as 
having ‘very poor literacy skills’.  According to the National Literacy Trust, “they can understand short, 
straightforward texts on familiar topics accurately and independently and obtain information from 
everyday sources, but reading information from unfamiliar sources or about unfamiliar topics could 
cause problems” making them “functionally illiterate”.  Several are unwilling to admit that they have 
difficulties and/or ask for help.    

According to an international survey, North Korea appears to have the highest level of literacy with 
100% of adults knowing how to read and write.  However, it is a very ‘closed’ country and such a 
statistic must be taken with a pinch of salt.  This does not give us any cause for complacency, however, 
about our poor literacy levels.    

https://www.thetimes.co.uk/radio
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/radio


Schools Support Services Ltd                                                   38 

Aristotle said centuries ago: “Give me a child until he is seven and I will show you a man.”  If we can 
look beyond the sexism of that remark, the thought behind this is profound.   To make the nation 100% 
literate, we must inculcate a love for reading in children before they begin school, if possible.  Sadly, 
schools and academies are unable to reach out to all families with young children and many academies 
admit them when they have few verbal skills.   

In the academic year 2017/18, the National Literacy Trust mentioned that its survey of UK’s school 
population found the following.  

 After six years of increasing reading enjoyment levels, children and young people's reading 

enjoyment decreased in 2017/18 (from 58.6% in 2016 to 56.6% in 2017/18). 

 Levels of daily reading decreased for a second consecutive year, falling from 32% in 2016 to 30.8% 

in 2017/18. 

 Children and young people’s reading engagement steadily fell over the past four years. 

 Children and young people are slightly more likely to read more formats in print than digitally in 

their free time at least once a month (2.95 print formats vs 2.12 formats on screen). 

 Children and young people who enjoy reading are five times more likely to read above the level 

expected for their age compared with their peers who don’t enjoy reading (17.0% vs 3.5%). 

 Children and young people who read daily are four times more likely to read above the level 

expected for their age compared with their peers who don’t read daily (22.3% vs 5.7%). 

There are a multitude of reasons why reading books is important for our children.  

(1) It makes them better communicators and increases their vocabulary.   In the present climate it 

is unsurprising for many of our youngsters to pepper their conversations with a multitude of 

“likes”, something that has been very off-putting to old fogies like me.  Books can increase 

children’s vocabulary making them much more articulate.  

(2) Books educate and reading promotes concentration.  In my youth it helped me research issues 

about which I wanted to know more.   Okay, today we have the internet.  But we still have the 

job of reading what’s on the screen and if children want to know more, they use the various 

search engines and dig to glean knowledge.  

(3) Books keep children’s brains healthy – especially if they are reading the correct genre.  Brain 

cells multiply when used and engaged in reading.  When inactive they atrophy and decay.   
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(4) Reading novels reduces stress levels and eases the tension created by the demands that life 

brings.   Reading eases depression.   A good book either provides a cathartic effect or offers 

opportunities to engage in escapism.  Either way, reading heightens the production of 

melatonin when one picks up a book just prior to retiring after a stressful day and helps one 

have a good night’s sleep.  

(5) Books motivate one, especially when one is reading about other human beings who have 

achieved so much with so little.  

(6) Books also set alight our creative talents – providing ideas that work as catalysts. 

(7) Reading connects people to one another – people who know and don’t know one another. It 

enables people to learn about others’ cultures. Through this process, it creates empathy. 

(8) A book is something that is concrete and tangible.   It can be read and re-read, unlike a film or 

television show.   Because of this feature, a book can be savoured or if the reader wants to 

remember something s/he forgot – re-read.  Through such a process, a book is an aid to 

memory.   

(9) Books make us armchair travellers.  At a time when we are essentially grounded because of 

Covid-19, reading a good book can waft us away to far-off places and/or make us time travellers 

visiting people long-gone or enable us to make forays into the future with the help of the 

imagination of the writers.   What can be more enjoyable? And this is without having to spend a 

fortune.   

(10) A good book can help one go to sleep, if one suffers from insomnia.  (A boring book, probably, 

even more.) 

(11) Most important of all, encouraging youngsters to read for pleasure is critical for their growth 

and development.  Oft do parents hear at home the signal cry: “I am bored!!!” Creating in 

children the reading habit presages the death of boredom.   
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Glossary  
 
BLM  Black Lives Matter 
BMI  body mass index 
DELVE  Data Evaluation and Learning for Viral Epidemics 
DfE  Department for Education 
EPI  Education Policy Institute 
FoI  Freedom of Information 
GP  General Practitioner 
HMCI  Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector  
IFS  Institute of Fiscal Studies 
LAE  London Academy of Excellence 
MIT  Massachusetts Information of Technology 
NAHT  National Association of Headteachers 
NCB  National Children’s Bureau 
NCS  Newham Collegiate Sixth Form Centre 
NHS  National Health Service 
NSPCC  National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children 
Ofqual  Office for Qualifications 
Ofsted  Office for Standards in Education 
PHE  Public Health England 
PRU  Pupil Referral Unit 
PSHE  Personal, Social and Health Education 
SAGE  Scientific Advisory Group for Emergencies 
 
 
 

 


