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UNISON believes that the latest guidance provided by the DfE is insufficient and fails to deal with 
the practicalities of trying to apply social distancing in schools. Many tasks that school staff perform 
by nature require close personal contact with children. 

The guidance on risk assessments for those working with SEND pupils states that PPE is only 
required in residential settings or for those specific medical and care professionals carrying out 
procedures. The reality is that staff working in both day settings and residential settings have to deal 
with a wide range of physical health needs. There are children and young people in schools who 
have a wide range of physical health conditions, with school staff needing to provide them with care 
and clean up bodily fluids/waste. 

In addition, a whole host of clinical tasks can be delegated to unregistered health and non-health 
support workers following an assessment of clinical risk (see appendix 1 in „Meeting Health Needs in 
Educational and other Community Settings‟ by the RCN). Such tasks include oral and nasal 
suctioning. These are not always carried out by medical staff, who come in for the purpose of a 
special procedure, but rather by school support staff, who the DfE are claiming do not need any 
PPE. 

We request to see the scientific evidence that the guidance purports to be based on as we want to 
be sure that the evidence reflects the whole range of different settings in which school staff work. 
School staff are entitled to relevant information affecting their health, safety and welfare, including 
information on the hazards, risks and exposure. We would also like to know what steps are being 
taken to verify that the guidance is being applied adequately and consistently in schools. 

Additionally, the advice states that pupils should stay at home if they display symptoms of COVID-
19, but many young people and their parents will not necessarily know if they have COVID-19 and 
so may continue to come into school. The guidance should link to the DfE guidance which states 
what to do if someone develops symptoms at school. 

The guidance does not adequately address the risk to staff working hands-on with pupils and 
students who cannot adhere to strict hygiene practices and who may present behaviours such as 
scratching, biting and spitting. Risk assessments for staff should be conducted in 
these situations and the appropriate PPE supplied. 

Key issues of concern for UNISON 

 The guidance restates the DfE‟s blanket line that scientific evidence “indicates” that school
staff do not need PPE – what exactly is the scientific evidence which the DfE referring
to? Will they publish this scientific evidence in full?

 Risk assessments should be carried out for staff as well as for pupils. Local unions and
health and safety representatives can add help and expertise to this process and should be
fully involved.

 The onus of the guidance unreasonably places pressure and the risk onto members of staff.

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-send-risk-assessment-guidance/coronavirus-covid-19-send-risk-assessment-guidance
https://www.rcn.org.uk/-/media/royal-college-of-nursing/documents/publications/2018/january/pdf-006634.pdf
https://www.rcn.org.uk/-/media/royal-college-of-nursing/documents/publications/2018/january/pdf-006634.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guidance-to-educational-settings-about-covid-19/guidance-to-educational-settings-about-covid-19#what-to-do-if-someone-develops-symptoms-of-coronavirus-covid-19-on-site
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guidance-to-educational-settings-about-covid-19/guidance-to-educational-settings-about-covid-19#what-to-do-if-someone-develops-symptoms-of-coronavirus-covid-19-on-site


 It will be impossible to provide the care that some children and young people need without 
close hands-on contact. Risk assessments need to be carried out and the appropriate PPE 
supplied in these circumstances. 
 

 The guidance states PPE is only needed in residential care if pupils develop symptoms. No 
account is taken of the hazards faced by school staff in terms of spitting, scratching or biting, 
exposure to other bodily fluids or when performing clinical procedures.  
 

 There is no reference to the safe disposal of waste or PPE including masks and gloves. 
 

 The guidance rightly highlights the paramount necessity of strict hygiene, but does not 
mention soap or the provision of hand sanitiser. UNISON members have raised concerns 
about lack of soap and having to bring their own sanitiser to work. UNISON has already 
raised concerns with the DfE over previous guidance suggesting some cleaning items may 
be rationed. 
 

 There is no recognition of the complexity of the issues being faced by schools with 
vulnerable young people - for instance what about the risk of children attending who live in 
crowded accommodation either in a hostel, B&B or where a large family are sharing? 
 

 The guidance recognises that classes should be kept to small sizes but there is no definition 
of what a small size is. What happens if there is an outbreak and it leads to staff absences? 
For pupils with SEND there may be a one to one ratio. It is common practice in SEND 
settings to have 8-10 students to a ratio of 5 staff. 
 

 The guidance recommends that soft or cuddly toys are not to be shared by students - how is 
this to be managed in a SEND or early years environment? 
 

 Social distancing is impossible to fully maintain in schools. There is no reference to the built 
environments that schools work in. Some schools are small with narrow corridors and 
passage ways.  
 

 Any redeployment of staff across special schools will be unsettling for the pupils who are 
familiar with individual teachers/teaching assistants/ learning support assistants. It could also 
add to the risk of spreading the virus.  

  
 
Recommendation 
  
UNISON recommends that the Government's advice is urgently revised to take full account of the 
needs of pupils and staff, including realistic expectations of what is achievable. It should also take 
into account the duty of care that the DfE and schools have to their pupils, staff and the communities 
in which they operate. Ofsted have identified sufficient risk to issue their inspectors with PPE in 
order to safely undertake emergency inspections. PPE is vital for staff who are working on the front 
line - without the undertaking of risk assessments for staff and the appropriate provision of PPE then 
some schools could be unsafe for staff, pupils and the wider community. 

 
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-implementing-social-distancing-in-education-and-childcare-settings/coronavirus-covid-19-implementing-social-distancing-in-education-and-childcare-settings
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-implementing-social-distancing-in-education-and-childcare-settings/coronavirus-covid-19-implementing-social-distancing-in-education-and-childcare-settings

