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Date: 9 March 2021

 
 
Dear Dr Alexander 
 
Correspondence reference – 2020-0061789 
 
Thank you for your request for information, which was received on 3 November 2020. I 

wrote to you on 12 February to apologise for the delay in responding to your request within 

the statutory deadline of 20 working days. I apologise once again for the unacceptable 

delay in responding to you and any inconvenience it may have caused you. Your request 

said:  

 

“In parliament yesterday the prime minister yesterday committed in principle to 
publishing all the data which has informed its lockdown decisions. 

If the Department of Education does not have plans to publish data in line with the 

prime minister’s above undertaking, please can the Department for Education 

- Share all data and documents relating to the decision not to include schools in the 
second lockdown. 

- Share any strategy documents on  

a/ How transmission will be controlled  

b/ How school staff will be protected, and whether there will be any age stratification 
with respect to the protection plan 

c/ What categories of school staff, in any, will be exempted from working in schools 

and if so, what are the financial implications for such staff? 

whilst schools remain open”. 
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I have dealt with your request under the Freedom of Information Act 2000 (“the Act”) and 

with regard to the situation as it was on 3 November when your request was made. 

 

I have split your request into two sections. The first section covers the sharing of all data 

and documents relating to the decision not to include schools in the second lockdown. This 

part of your request is being withheld under the Freedom of Information Act 2000. The 

exemption which applies to this information is s35(1)(a) which allows for the withholding of 

information if it relates to the formulation or development of government policy. 

 

In applying section 35(1)(a), the Act requires that the Department balances the public 

interest in withholding the information against the public interest in disclosing the 

information. We concluded that the public interest in maintaining the exemption and not 

disclosing the information outweighs the public interest in disclosure in this instance. I have 

set out below the particular factors which the Department considered when deciding where 

the public interest lay. 

There is a general public interest in disclosure. Knowledge of the way Government works 

increases if the information on which decisions have been made is available. This can lead 

to public contribution to the policy making process becoming more effective. There is a 

general public interest in being able to see if Ministers are being briefed effectively on the 

key areas of policy the Department is taking forward. 

Conversely, it is in the public interest that the formulation of government policy and 

government decision making can proceed in the self-contained space needed to ensure 

that it is done well. Good government depends on good decision making and this needs to 

be based on the best advice available and a full consideration of the options. Without 

protecting the thinking space and the ability for Ministers and senior officials to receive free 

and frank advice, there is likely to be a corrosive effect on the conduct of good government, 

with a risk that decision making will become poorer and will be recorded inadequately. 

It is the Department's view that the public interest in non-disclosure outweighs the public 

interest in disclosure in this case. Disclosure of the withheld information would be likely to 

have a potentially corrosive effect on good Government and lead to less fully-informed 

decision making. This is not in the public interest. The Department has concluded that, in 
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this instance that public interest consideration was greater than the general public interest 

considerations for disclosure described above. 

You might be interested to refer to some of the information that the Government publishes 

related to coronavirus (COVID-19). The following had been published shortly before the 

November lockdown came into force: 

• SAGE 65 minutes: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/sage-65-minutes-

coronavirus-covid-19-response-4-november-2020  

• Coronavirus (COVID-19) Infection Survey, UK - Office for National Statistics: 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/conditions

anddiseases/bulletins/coronaviruscovid19infectionsurveypilot/30october2020 

• REACT-1 study of coronavirus transmission: October 2020 interim results: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/react-1-study-of-coronavirus-transmission-

october-2020-interim-results 

 

I will now respond to the second part of your request which covers the sharing of strategy 

documents.  

 

For parts (a) and (b) of your request, you asked how transmission would be controlled and 

how school staff would be protected. Additionally, for part (b) of your request you asked 

whether there would be any age stratification with respect to the protection plan and for the 

first element of part (c) of your request you asked what categories of school staff would be 

exempted from working in schools. The Department holds the information you requested, 

but it is being withheld because the following exemption applies to this information: 

 

Section 21 of the FOI Act – Information accessible to applicant by other means 

 

Under section 21 of the Act, the Department is not required to provide information in 

response to a request if it is already reasonably accessible to you. 
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The information that you have requested is available here: 

 

[ARCHIVED CONTENT] Education and childcare settings: New National Restrictions from 

5 November 2020: 

https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20201106180612/https:/www.gov.uk/guidance/

education-and-childcare-settings-new-national-restrictions-from-5-november-2020 

 

[ARCHIVED CONTENT] Guidance for full opening: schools 

https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20201106183534/https:/www.gov.uk/governme

nt/publications/actions-for-schools-during-the-coronavirus-outbreak/guidance-for-full-

opening-schools 

 

This is our guidance to schools, which is updated regularly and sets out a PHE-endorsed 

system of controls. When schools assess risk and implement the protective measures in 

the system of controls, they will effectively reduce risks in their school and create an 

inherently safer environment for children and staff where the risk of transmission of 

infection is substantially reduced. The latest version of the guidance is available here: 

https://www.gov.uk/coronavirus/education-and-childcare 

 

The version of our full opening guidance for schools that was in place in November advised 

that “some people with particular characteristics may be at comparatively increased risk 

from coronavirus (COVID-19), as set out in the COVID-19: review of disparities in risks and 

outcomes report, which looked at different factors including age and sex, where people 

live, deprivation, ethnicity, people’s occupation and care home residence. These staff can 

attend school as long as the system of controls set out in this guidance are in place. The 

reasons for the disparities are complex and there is ongoing research to understand and 

translate these findings for individuals in the future.” 

 

Clinically extremely vulnerable staff were advised not to attend the workplace during the 

November lockdown. The expectation was that those staff not attending school who were 

still able to work should do so from home where possible. Staff who were CEV would 

previously have received a letter from the NHS or their GP telling them this (no new letter 

was required). There was guidance for everyone in this group, which provided advice on 
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what additional measures individuals in this group could take. Those who were CEV also 

received a letter setting out government’s advice for them during the lockdown period, 

including strong advice to work from home and not attend the workplace if this were not 

possible. 

https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20201116163601/https://www.gov.uk/governme

nt/publications/covid-19-letters-to-clinically-extremely-vulnerable-people 

 

Additionally, for part (c) of your request you also asked what the financial implications for 

staff exempt from working in schools would be.  CEV staff were advised to talk to their 

employers about how they would be supported, including to work from home. Schools 

should have continued to pay clinically extremely vulnerable staff on their usual terms. 

 

Schools have continued to receive their budgets for 2020-21, regardless of any periods of 

partial or complete closure. This has enabled them to meet their regular financial 

commitments, including paying staff they employ directly and maintaining payments to their 

suppliers, including employment agencies. 

 

The government has provided additional financial support for those who are unable to work 

because they have Covid-19, or are self-isolating, which is outlined in separate 

guidance: https://www.gov.uk/guidance/coronavirus-covid-19-what-to-do-if-youre-

employed-and-cannot-work?priority-taxon=5ebf285a-9165-476c-be90-66b9729f50da#if-

someone-you-live-with-has-symptoms-of-coronaviru.  

 

You may be interested to know that Clinically Extremely Vulnerable (CEV) staff are 

currently advised to shield and not to attend the workplace.  

 

The current guidance for those who are CEV is outlined here: Guidance on shielding and 

protecting people who are clinically extremely vulnerable from COVID-19 - GOV.UK 

(www.gov.uk) 
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School leaders are advised to talk to their staff about how they will be supported, including 

to work from home and are advised to continue paying CEV staff on their usual terms. 

 

The shielding guidance is reviewed regularly. CEV individuals will be advised in advance of 

any extension or end date to inform them of changes or continuation of the guidance.  

 

CEV individuals (over 18) have been prioritised for vaccination in phase 1 before the 

general population and in line with the priority ordering set by the Joint Committee on 

Vaccination and Immunisation. Current Department of Health and Social Care guidance, 

informed by PHE, advises that CEV individuals should continue to shield even after they 

have been vaccinated. This may change as government gets further data on the effects of 

vaccination. 

 

You may also be interested to know that the Department continues to work closely with 

other government departments throughout its response to the pandemic, including Public 

Health England (PHE) and the Department of Health and Social Care, as well as 

stakeholders across the sector. We ensure that our policy is based on the latest scientific 

and medical advice, and we continue to develop comprehensive guidance based on the 

PHE-endorsed ‘system of controls’ and to understand the impact and effectiveness of 

these measures on staff, pupils and parents. 

 

As new evidence or data emerges, the Department updates its advice accordingly to 

ensure that all our settings have the right safety measures in place. On 22 February 2021, 

we updated our guidance to support the full opening to education from 8 March, which 

includes updated advice on face coverings. The guidance can be found at the following 

link: 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_d

ata/file/964351/Schools_coronavirus_operational_guidance.pdf 

 

We know that the predominant new variant of coronavirus (COVID-19) is more 

transmissible however, PHE advice remains that the way to control this virus is with the 

‘system of controls’, even with the current new variants. The ‘system of controls’ measures 
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outlined in our guidance create an environment for children and staff where the risk of 

transmission of infection is substantially reduced. Settings therefore need to continue to 

implement these controls to the fullest extent possible.  

 

While it is not possible to ensure a totally risk-free environment, there is no evidence that 

children transmit the disease any more than adults. The Department recently published its 

evidence summary on coronavirus (COVID-19) - children, young people and education 

settings, which can be found at the following link: 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_d

ata/file/963639/DfE_Evidence_summary_COVID-19_-

_children__young_people_and_education_settings.pdf 

 

Based on the recent Office for National Statistics data, the risks to education staff are 

similar to those for most other occupations. This data can be found at the following link: 

Coronavirus (COVID-19) Infection Survey - Office for National Statistics. 

 

The Department will continue to keep our guidance and advice to schools under review to 

help ensure they remain as safe as possible. 

 

If you have any queries about this letter, please contact me. Please remember to quote the 

reference number (2020-0061789) in any future communications. 

If you are unhappy with the way your request has been handled, you should make a 

complaint to the department by writing to me within two calendar months of the date of this 

letter. Your complaint will be considered by an independent review panel, who were not 

involved in the original consideration of your request.   

If you are not content with the outcome of your complaint to the department, you may then 

contact the Information Commissioner’s Office. 

 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
Aanika Mumtaz 
Department for Education 


