
 

 

 

Preparing for the Return of All Pupils amid the Impact of COVID-19:  

Safeguarding Advice for DSLs 

 

Tower Hamlets has been one of the ten worst affected local authorities in England by 

deaths linked to COVID-19. A recent Public Health England report has highlighted 

the disproportionate impact COVID-19 has had on BAME communities across the 

country, for example, Black and Asian groups have had the highest death rates and 

people of Bangladeshi ethnicity are two times more likely to die as a result of 

COVID-19 when compared to people of White British ethnicity. The financial and 

social impact of lockdown on one of the most deprived boroughs in the country is yet 

to be fully realised. It is estimated that nationally 50% of families will struggle 

financially and this will be more pronounced in Tower Hamlets. It is within the context 

of bereavement, illness, financial hardship, loss of job, fear and anxiety that children 

and their families in Tower Hamlets have experienced the COVID-19 pandemic. The 

impact on the well-being of children will only be fully seen once all children return to 

school full-time.  

The global COVID-19 pandemic has brought about unprecedented challenges for all 

schools and education settings not least in keeping children safe. Department for 

Education safeguarding advice during COVID-19 has reiterated that schools should 

continue to safeguard all pupils as set out in the statutory framework, Keeping 

Children Safe in Education. Even though the operation of the school has changed 

the safeguarding principles remains the same: 

• The best interests of the child remain paramount 

• The DSL should be available  

• All safeguarding concerns must be reported to the DSL 

• Children should continue to be protected when online 

• Schools should prevent and deter unsuitable people to enter the children’s 

workforce 

Lockdown restrictions have created a complex safeguarding landscape where there 

is an inversion of increased opportunities for children to be at risk of harm but 

reduced opportunities for professionals to identify and intervene. Such inversion will 

have been a source of great anxiety for Designated Safeguarding Leads and will 

result in children returning to school with undisclosed and unidentified concerns that 

will require a safeguarding response. Professional curiosity will have been hampered 

by new barriers caused by the lockdown and the restrictions of COVID-19 may have 

been misused to keep professionals at a distance. The school’s risk-based response 

by prioritising the monitoring of those already deemed vulnerable will have been 

fortuitous. However, the emerging concern has been those children without any 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-understanding-the-impact-on-bame-communities


 

 

previous additional vulnerability, who may have become exposed to new and 

increased risks during lockdown. Schools will have been reassured to some degree 

through telephone and online contact with children and their families that they are 

safe and well and that online platforms are accessed safely with the support of their 

parents and carers. However, the use of remote contact will only have given a limited 

glimpse into the child’s wellbeing and immediate context. Further, there will be 

families with whom there has been no contact or inconsistent contact, which gives 

rise for concern. 

What is known is that all children will have been impacted by the restrictions of 

COVID-19, but what is unknown and indefinable is the child’s full range of 

experiences in lockdown and their return to school will gradually bring to light both 

the positive and negative through conversations over time. The positive needs to be 

recognised and applauded and the resilience of families and children will shine 

through, but the negative is inevitable and will need to be addressed through 

school’s safeguarding policies and procedures in partnership with external agencies.  

This guidance, which supplements DfE safeguarding advice especially the statutory 

safeguarding framework Keeping Children Safe in Education and other local 

safeguarding partnership guidance, contains some pointers and reminders about 

effective safeguarding practice in schools and looks at specific safeguarding issues 

that will have been most pertinent during COVID-19 and will continue to be so in the 

new school year. 

 

 

Safeguarding Practice 

 

Whole School Approach 

The whole school community, governors, staff, pupils and parents, will have been 

impacted by the pandemic in different ways and will be making the transition to a 

new normal together. A successful transition will recognise the fears and anxieties of 

all and provide the safe and calm space to understand what has happened and to 

work together to understand what the new normal means in practice. In face of rising 

safeguarding concerns, a whole school approach to safeguarding remains essential, 

that is when the principle of the paramountcy of the welfare of the child underpins all 

systems, policies, procedures, and decision making.  

 

 

 



 

 

Ethos and Culture  

The ethos and culture of the school will need to be re-established for the whole 

school community but chiefly among children as they make the transition from the 

home environment to full-time school, for example through assemblies (albeit 

reduced in size), class discussions and PSHE. Expectations around learning 

behaviours and conduct whilst at school will need to be re-established and re-

communicated. Staff will have a key role in re-establishing the culture and ethos of 

the school through communicating and role modelling expected behaviour. An 

important part of the school’s ethos and culture is the promotion of a highly vigilant 

safeguarding culture, which will be so crucial as all children return, for staff need to 

be alert to the signs and symptoms of abuse including a child’s behaviour and report 

concerns immediately to the DSL, but also flag concerns arising among colleagues, 

low level concerns including those related to staff welfare, and reports that meet the 

criteria of an allegation, in accordance with the school’s Managing Allegations policy 

and procedure. 

 

Safeguarding Policies 

The DfE recommended that schools update and review their Child Protection policy 

as they respond to the changing circumstances during COVID-19, for which schools 

will have adopted an addendum. Similar addenda may have been written and added 

to other safeguarding policies such as the Behaviour policy and Staff Code of 

Conduct in relation to remote, online learning. As the DfE COVID-19 safeguarding 

advice states, the return of children to school will provide another opportunity for the 

Addendum to be reviewed, for example, schools can outline their awareness of 

safeguarding issues that will arise and describe the support in place for children as 

they make the transition from home to school. When changes are made to the 

safeguarding policies it is important that the changes are communicated to the whole 

school and there is reassurance obtained that they are understood. On 1st 

September 2020 the new version of the statutory guidance Keeping Children Safe in 

Education will come into effect and will replace all previous versions. All 

safeguarding policies will need to be updated in light of the changes especially the 

school’s Child Protection policy. The final draft version of KCSIE 2020 is already 

available on the DfE website and substantive changes are listed in Annex H.  

 

Role of the DSL 

The role of the DSL has been a necessary constant throughout COVID-19 although 

it is recognised that alternative arrangements might have been in place in 

exceptional circumstances for example when the DSL had not been available on 

site. The DSL as the school’s lead responsible for safeguarding along with the 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-safeguarding-in-schools-colleges-and-other-providers/coronavirus-covid-19-safeguarding-in-schools-colleges-and-other-providers
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-safeguarding-in-schools-colleges-and-other-providers/coronavirus-covid-19-safeguarding-in-schools-colleges-and-other-providers
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/keeping-children-safe-in-education--2
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/keeping-children-safe-in-education--2


 

 

deputy DSLs will require the full support of SLT and the Governing Body as they 

support staff in their safeguarding duties and respond to the expectant surge in 

safeguarding concerns when all children return to school. KCSIE makes clear that 

DSLs need the time, funding, resources and support to carry out their role effectively. 

Schools may wish to explore current supervision support for the DSL and deputy 

DSLs which should take into consideration the well-being of the DSL and be a space 

for reflection on practice.  

 

Early Help 

Early Help is providing support to a child and their family as soon as a problem 

emerges in the child’s life, so that it does not escalate when the level of need will be 

greater. Schools have an important role in identifying concerns as soon as they 

begin to emerge and providing support through their internal pastoral support 

systems. The Early Help Assessment can be used especially when other agencies 

are involved. Any child may benefit from early help and it is expected that more 

children on their return to school may require Early Help intervention and support. 

Given the break in continuity of children attending school the problems that first 

emerge and are reported to the DSL may require a statutory response from the local 

authority in which case the DSL should apply the LBTH Thresholds Guidance and 

refer to the Multi Agency Safeguarding Hub (MASH) 020 7364 5006 (Option 3) 

02073645601/5606 Child Protection Advice Line 0207364 3444 Children with 

Disabilities (CWD) Duty Line 0207364 2972 

Further information and guidance: 

LBTH Multi Agency Thresholds Guidance 

Tower Hamlets Early Help Strategy 

 

Information Sharing 

As schools prepare for a surge in presenting safeguarding concerns DSLs are 

reminded of the importance of early information sharing and being confident in the 

relevant legislation. The Data Protection Act 2018 and the General Data Processing 

Regulations (GDPR) have provided a legal framework for sharing information to 

safeguard children in recognition of past failures highlighted in serious case reviews 

and national inquiries where a lack of information sharing contributed to a lack of 

intervention to stop a child being harmed. Early information sharing is vital in 

identifying and tackling all forms of abuse and that safeguarding provides a 

processing condition for sharing sensitive and personal data including when consent 

cannot be obtained or to obtain it would put the child at risk. As KCSIE states ‘Fears 

http://www.childrenandfamiliestrust.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2010/09/TH-Multi-agency-Threshold-Guidance-FINAL-GDPR-changes.pdf
https://www.towerhamlets.gov.uk/Documents/Children-and-families-services/Early_Help_Strategy.pdf


 

 

about sharing information must not be allowed to stand in the way of the need to 

safeguard and promote the welfare and protect the safety of children.’  

When pupils leave school at a non-standard transition point or leave to start the next 

phase of education, the DSL should ensure that the new school receive the child 

protection file separate from the main pupil file as soon as possible ensuring secure 

transit, and a confirmation of receipt should be obtained. It is good practice for the 

DSL to proactively contact the new school to share any further information that will 

help to ensure the support in place is continued at the new setting.  

Further guidance: Information Sharing: Advice for Practitioners Providing 

Safeguarding Services to Children, Young People, Parents and Carers. 

 

Record Keeping 

If there was any disruption in the role of the DSL during COVID-19 schools may 

need to update safeguarding records and ensure that all concerns reported and 

actions taken are recorded accurately. All staff should be reminded to put all 

safeguarding concerns in writing for the attention of the DSL and that all discussions 

and decisions reached by the DSL to safeguard children are accurately recorded and 

securely stored.  

 

Staff Wellbeing and Conduct  

As staff make the transition from working at home to working at school there will be a 

range of fears and anxieties linked to experiences of the lockdown for example 

bereavement, illness, financial hardship of relatives, lack of social contact, 

frustrations with remote teaching and concern for the well-being and education of 

their pupils.  For some COVID-19 will have been an overwhelming experience akin 

to trauma whilst others will have experienced the period as tolerable stress, which if 

experienced over a long period, can lead to burn out. During the transition a helpful 

motto is ‘Be kind’ ‘Be empathic’ as there needs to be an understanding and empathy 

of the varied experiences among colleagues and the wider school community and 

that it will take time to adjust to the new normal as people recover from their 

experiences during lockdown. Consideration needs to be given to possible 

experiences of abuse among staff members in particular domestic abuse, which may 

not have been present before or may have become more aggravated. Experience of 

high levels of toxic stress among staff members will make it more difficult for them to 

readjust to the new normal. 

The well-being of staff will have an impact on their conduct. The staff code of 

conduct will have been updated to reflect the change in circumstances especially 

around delivery of remote learning and making contact with students. Because of the 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/safeguarding-practitioners-information-sharing-advice
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/safeguarding-practitioners-information-sharing-advice


 

 

safeguarding challenges the return of children will bring, all staff should be reminded 

of their legal duty to safeguard children and what this means in the school setting, for 

example, staff should be reminded about early help, listening to the voice of the 

child, reporting concerns immediately, and whistleblowing. As part of creating safe 

cultures and safe working practice, roles and boundaries may need to be re-

established and re-communicated among staff. 

Further guidance: Supporting Staff Well Being in Schools- Anna Freud Centre  

Guidance for Safe Working Practice, September 2019 

 

Safer Recruitment 

When recruiting new staff, schools will have continued to follow the guidelines given 

in KCSIE part 3. The DfE has made clear that schools must continue to ensure that 

unsuitable people are not employed or become volunteers at a school. Organisations 

such as DBS have made adjustments to their guidance to minimise face to face 

contact as part of vetting checks, which will be subject to change. All checks must be 

recorded in the Single Central Record. When schools have been sharing staff during 

COVID-19 then these additional entries in a school’s SCR will need to be updated 

once staff return to their own schools.  

The safeguarding induction remains mandatory for all new staff and should include 

as a minimum the school’s child protection policy and procedures, KCSIE part 1, role 

of the DSL, staff conduct, school behaviour policy, children missing education 

procedures and online safety. 

 

Parental Engagement 

When preparing children for return and ensuring their transition is successful 

communication with parents will be key just as it has been throughout the lockdown. 

This means sharing transition plans, risk assessments, what support will look like, 

what additional support will be put in place and how the health and well-being of the 

child will be put first. The DfE has already advised schools to share guidance with 

parents around children’s mental health and keeping children safe online during 

lockdown, so that families are empowered and supported as partners. However, 

engagement with parents will have been varied during lockdown for example 

repeated unsuccessful contact attempts with families or inconsistent contact. The 

barriers that prevented full parental engagement and impeded the full support of 

families will come down as schools fully open. However, high levels of parental 

anxiety and subsequent remoteness from the school community may mean that 

building rapport with parents will take time and may seem to feel like starting from 

scratch. Schools should be aware of the parental experiences in lock down, for 

https://www.annafreud.org/what-we-do/schools-in-mind/resources-for-schools/supporting-staff-wellbeing-in-schools/
https://www.saferrecruitmentconsortium.org/GSWP%20Sept%202019.pdf


 

 

example, illness, bereavement, fear and anxiety, unemployment, financial hardship, 

lack of computing devices, over-crowding and related stresses, loss of wider family 

support networks and misinformation via social media. Awareness of these issues 

and listening to the views and experiences of parents will help to understand what 

the children have experienced, and parents may benefit from school facilitated 

opportunities to share and reflect on how COVID-19 has impacted them and the 

adjustment to a new normal. Some parents will have experienced heightened forms 

of domestic abuse or have experienced it for the first time and opportunities to re-

engage with the school community may lead to disclosures that will need to be 

referred to MASH.  

Further support and guidance: The DfE has published information and advice for 

parents on its website  

LBTH Parent Support Team parenting@towerhamlets.gov.uk  

LBTH Family Information Service 0207364 6495 & Tower Hamlets Local Offer 

 

Working Together 

Supporting children as they return from lockdown cannot be achieved in isolation. As 

well as a whole school approach there needs to be strong partnership work with 

external agencies. When providing early help schools should make use of internal 

pastoral support systems but also seek support and advice from the Early Help Hub 

and refer to other early help and targeted support agencies. When children are 

deemed to be in need, at risk of harm or have been harmed, then contact and 

referrals must be made with the Multi Agency Safeguarding Hub. All discussions and 

decisions reached should be recorded accurately and stored securely. 

Further Support and Guidance: LBTH Early Help Hub 0207 364 5006 (option 2) 
Early Help Enquiry forms can be accessed via https://bit.ly/2AA2WNy 
 

LBTH Multi-Agency Safeguarding Hub: 020 7364 5006 (Option 3) 020 7364 

5601/5606  

Child Protection Advice Line 020 7364 3444  

Children with Disabilities (CWD) 020 7364 2972 

 

 

 

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/what-parents-and-carers-need-to-know-about-early-years-providers-schools-and-colleges-during-the-coronavirus-covid-19-outbreak
mailto:parenting@towerhamlets.gov.uk
https://www.localoffertowerhamlets.co.uk/
https://bit.ly/2AA2WNy


 

 

Safeguarding Issues 

 

Mental Health 

It has been well established that adverse childhood experiences will have an impact 

on a child’s development and the adult the child will grow up to be, but the negative 

impact can be over-ridden by the development of capacity to overcome hardship so 

that toxic stress is turned into durable stress. For children who have experienced 

abuse including domestic abuse, the death of a parent or a close relative, or the 

separation of parents during lockdown, will have experienced high levels of toxic 

stress, which without intervention and support, is likely to have an adverse impact on 

their development including their mental health. A return of such children to school, 

which provides a safe community and network, an anchor in their lives, will form an 

important factor in developing the capacity to be resilient and counterbalancing the 

impact of adverse childhood experiences and the effects of toxic stress on the brain.  

Children who were previously anxious will be even more anxious. Although some 

children will have continued receiving mental health support online or by telephone, 

some will miss the face to face sessions and may have found the online sessions a 

source of additional stress, especially where privacy in the home is difficult. The lock 

down will have meant the loss of coping mechanisms for example friends, routines at 

school, participation in sports and other hobbies. Spending more time at home may 

have increased over thinking and use of negative coping mechanisms and having to 

socially distance from people may have been a behaviour that they were trying to 

break from in the first place. The disruption in routine will have been a source of 

great frustration and stress for children on the autism spectrum and the return to 

school will be another change in routine that the children will have to experience 

resulting in presenting negative behaviours.  

However, the mental health of all children will have been impacted throughout the 

COVID-19 crisis. Experiencing a pandemic like COVID-19 will be a traumatic event 

for all children but will vary in how they have coped. The full impact of COVID-19 on 

the mental health of children is one of the unknowns and schools are and will be at 

the forefront of realising its effect on the mental health of children. Children not 

particularly anxious before will exhibit various degrees of anxiety related behaviours, 

for example, along with other members of family some may have experienced sleep 

disruption. Anxieties will have emerged through lack of routines, concerns about 

education, sibling strife, boredom, lack of physical exercise, loss of social network, 

loss of wider family support networks, increased time on computer devices or no 

availability of computer devices, transference of fears and anxieties from parents, 

hearing the news, and reading misinformation spread by social media.  



 

 

A recent study by Kooth, a mental health app for children, have found that BAME 

service users are experiencing more mental health issues in the wake of COVID-19 

when compared to White British service users.  

 

• 200% sleep difficulties 

• 159% school worries 

• 30% self-harm 

• 27% suicidal thoughts 

• 27% family issues 

• 11% anxiety and stress  

• 9% depression 

 

The disproportionate impact on the mental health of BAME children is stark and 

reflects the national picture of COVID-19’s disproportionate impact on BAME 

communities. 

As part of a wider trauma informed approach schools should recognise the links 

between behaviour and mental health and that presenting behaviours need to be 

explored for their roots, which includes the child’s mental health, home situation and 

contexts beyond the family home. The return of children to school out of the COVID-

19 crisis will put into sharp focus the important role of schools identifying mental 

health needs and supporting children in partnership with CAMHS, Education 

Psychology and other external agencies.  

The children’s return to a safe and calm environment where there is stability and 

routine will assist with the transition. Children need access to adults who are not in 

the circle of trauma that has been concentrated at home and school provides the 

place where emotionally self-regulated adults are present to listen and respond with 

compassion. This brings to the fore the importance of support for staff well-being and 

staff being role models in emotional self-regulation as they respond to and interact 

with children. Whilst some children will welcome the return to the school environment 

some will be experiencing attachment issues after having been with family in such a 

closed environment especially children in the Early Years. Schools should provide 

show and tell opportunities about what life has been like during lockdown both the 

positive and the negative and provide the safe spaces for children to share their 

concerns. It will be an opportune time to remind children about the importance of 

agency and efficacy, techniques to regulate emotions and develop a sense of hope 

for the future within the context of the new normal. There should be an emphasis on 



 

 

togetherness and how children can support one another, and a constant 

reassurance that they have the support of staff members including those with a 

specialist remit such as heads of year and school counsellors.  

 

Further Support and Guidance: DfE Mental Health & Behaviour in Schools, 

November 2018 

LBTH EPS, Supporting Emotional Well-being during school return, May 2020 

Tower Hamlets CAMHS 020 7426 2375/020 7426 2494 

Coronavirus and Mental Health, Young Minds 

 

Intra Familial Abuse 

The isolated family may provide an environment where child abuse will take place 

especially where there has been a history of abuse within the family. This includes 

Neglect and the perpetration of Physical, Emotional, and Sexual abuse by adults but 

also abuse carried out by siblings or other relatives within the household who are 

below 18.  A recent report by GOSH has referred to a 1392% increase in infants 

being admitted with head injuries when compared to the same period last year. The 

rise in physical abuse within the family is likely to be seen among older age groups 

during the pandemic and schools will be key in identifying such cases as children 

return to school full-time. The fears and anxiety that parents and carers have 

experienced during the pandemic may give rise to cases of fabricated illness among 

children, where parents invent the signs and symptoms. This is a form of physical 

abuse and schools should respond accordingly when this is suspected. 

Rising domestic tensions caused by the impact of COVID-19 both financial and 

social may have provided the environment where abuse is more likely to occur. 

Charities like Women’s Aid and Refuge have had unprecedented contact from 

people reporting domestic abuse during lockdown especially through online contact 

forms. Tower Hamlets MASH have reported increased referrals related to domestic 

abuse during the pandemic reflecting the national picture. Children if not directly 

abused along with the parent will have heard or seen the abuse 24 hours 7 days a 

week. It cannot be stated enough the tremendous negative emotional impact that the 

witnessing of or hearing of domestic abuse has on children.  

The maltreatment of children through Neglect needs to be kept in focus when 

considering the impact of COVID-19 on children. In response to times of crises some 

parents may exhibit withdrawal behaviours, when they decrease the level of 

supervision and direct involvement with their children as a coping mechanism. The 

Tower Hamlets Neglect strategy recognises that social exclusion, poverty, living in 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/mental-health-and-behaviour-in-schools--2
https://www.the-partnership.org.uk/web/covid-19_documents_archive/465494
tel:GreatorexSt:02074262375/02074262494
https://youngminds.org.uk/get-involved/campaign-with-us/beyond-tomorrow/?gclid=EAIaIQobChMI_KK7t6-d6gIVDOvtCh0dPgqZEAAYAiAAEgKUH_D_BwE


 

 

stressful environments, poor ill health, and lack of family support can make parenting 

complex and their concurrence with mental health, substance misuse, domestic 

abuse and learning disabilities can underpin the occurrence of Neglect. Children 

whose well-being is closely linked to the support of wider family networks which help 

to prevent and interrupt the occurrence of Neglect will be considerably diminished. 

Whilst there may be factors outside the family’s control and COVID-19 has created 

difficulty in accessing services, there will be children who will not have attended 

routine health appointments, those with new medical needs requiring professional 

intervention, those not having adequate nutrition, those whose emotional needs have 

gone unmet. Children will have been in households where there has been a lack of 

engagement with education, lack of stimulation being provided, a sedentary lifestyle 

that leads to obesity, and a lack of supervision and safety measures in place. 

 
Children with additional needs and disabilities are up to three times more likely to be 

abused or neglected than non-disabled children, and less likely to disclose harm due 

to communication and other difficulties. Although some of these children will have 

attended school throughout the pandemic, others will be making a transition from 

home to school. It will be important for schools to ensure that SEND’s children’s 

behaviour, mood or injury are not related to their disability without further exploration 

and the need for recognition of the additional barriers that exist when identifying 

abuse among SEND children.  

Further support and guidance: DfE What to do if you’re worried a child is being 

abused? March 2015 

LBTH Multi Agency Thresholds Guidance 

LBTH Neglect Guidance  

LBTH MASH 020 7364 5006 (Option 3) 020 7364 5601/5606  

Child Protection Advice Line 0207364 3444  

Children with Disabilities (CWD) 0207364 2972 

LBTH Violence Against Women and Girls (VAWG) Training and Awareness Officer 

Amy-Kate.Garwood@towerhamlets.gov.uk 020 7364 6636 

 

Poverty 

It is estimated that 50% of UK households will struggle financially over the coming 

months due to loss of income and financial hardship will be most pronounced in 

those areas already deprived in the UK including Tower Hamlets. The increased 

economic challenges and poverty that families may be facing will have increased the 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/419604/What_to_do_if_you_re_worried_a_child_is_being_abused.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/419604/What_to_do_if_you_re_worried_a_child_is_being_abused.pdf
http://www.childrenandfamiliestrust.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2010/09/TH-Multi-agency-Threshold-Guidance-FINAL-GDPR-changes.pdf
https://proceduresonline.com/trixcms/media/4644/tower-hamlets-neglect-guidance.pdf
mailto:Amy-Kate.Garwood@towerhamlets.gov.uk


 

 

exposure of children to neglectful environments since they had to spend more time in 

the home. 

The COVID-19 crisis will have exposed the digital divide, those without smart phones 

and computer devices or those families who have to share the same device for both 

school work and the parents’ work. There will be many families who depend on the 

Idea Stores for internet access and their closure has prevented them such access.  

It is recognised that schools have made many efforts to support families 

experiencing poverty during the COVID-19 for example FSM food bags, laptop 

loans, signposting to foodbanks. However, the full impact of increased poverty and 

financial hardship will only be seen once children return. Children may return in 

school uniform that no longer fits as the family are not able to afford to buy a new 

one or access the shops to get one. There may need to be some understanding in 

regard to such issues at the beginning of the return of pupils to school. 

 

Online Safety 

The social isolation, loneliness, interruption of social networks, boredom, and the 

increased time on the internet will have increased the risk children could face online, 

both internet and social media. Whilst at school there is no access to internet via 

personal devices and all access to the internet is controlled and monitored but at 

home the amount of supervision and parental controls in place will vary from family 

to family.  Perpetrators have been discussing on the dark web how the COVID-19 

lockdown has created opportunities to groom children and have created handbooks 

on how to get their kicks through the online exploitation of children. Apps such as 

Instagram are well known as being platforms where children are groomed. There has 

been surge of users on websites like Omegle, which connects ‘strangers’ together, 

and is known to be highly frequented by perpetrators of child sexual abuse.  

Social media has been a platform for the communication of misinformation about the 

Coronavirus and children may have developed their views of the global pandemic on 

such misinformation, some of which is informed by racism and xenophobia. In times 

of crises it is important to focus on the known facts and ensure sources are reliable. 

The attendance of children at school will be an important opportunity for children to 

discuss the known facts and gain an informed perspective on the pandemic and its 

impact.  

Extremists thrive in times of crises and their presence on the internet and social 

media will have sharply increased. In recent months the far right have taken the 

opportunity to spread misinformation about COVID-19 linking it to immigration, Islam, 

Judaism and LGBT. A recent BBC Panorama episode has exposed how neo-Nazi 

groups are grooming British teenagers via the internet. Schools are reminded of the 

Prevent duty and any concerns about children being drawn into terrorism and forms 



 

 

of extremism linked with violence should contact the Multi Agency Safeguarding 

Hub. 

Further Support and Guidance: DfE has put together advice and resources for 

parents and schools for online safety during COVID-19, Staying Safe Online, which 

equally applies at all times.  

South West Grid for Learning runs a Professionals Online Safety Advice Line 0344 

381 4772 

LBTH Prevent Education Officer Jasmin.Phillips@towerhamlets.gov.uk 0207 364 

2414 

N.B. Where a child is at risk of harm or has been harmed, contact should be 

made with LBTH MASH.  

 

Substance Misuse 

Unhealthy coping mechanisms can involve a reliance on substances that provide 

relief and escapism by adults and children alike. The psychological impact of the 

crisis may lead to increase of alcohol misuse disorder in those who were already at 

risk and there is evidence that links such dependency disorders with the 

maltreatment of children. Substances alter the behaviour of parents and create a 

lack of safety for children and young people. It is well known that the presence of the 

toxic trio of domestic abuse, substance misuse and mental health issues within a 

household, will have an adverse effect on the child’s development through neglectful 

care and experience of harms.  

 

Bereavement 

The loss of a parent or close relative will be a traumatic experience for a child and 

their family. Schools have a role to play in providing support to the child and their 

family in recognising what the child has experienced and providing the safe place 

and community where the child feels supported and can continue participating in a 

structured routine. Children may also have experienced parents or close relatives 

who have been and continue to be seriously ill and as a result there will be high 

levels of anxiety within the family which would have tremendous impact on the child. 

School will benefit from specialist support and guidance provided by the Tower 

Hamlets Education Psychology Service and charities like Winston’s Wish.  

Further support and guidance: Tower Hamlets Education Psychology Service  

School Support for Bereaved Pupils, Winston’s Wish charity  

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/covid-19-staying-safe-online
mailto:Jasmin.Phillips@towerhamlets.gov.uk
https://www.winstonswish.org/supporting-you/support-for-schools/


 

 

Peer on Peer abuse 

The COVID-19 lockdown may have decreased real times instances of peer on peer 

abuse; however, through increased online activity children may have experienced 

cyberbullying, harassment, relationship abuse, exploitation, coercion, prejudice and 

harmful sexual behaviours (‘sexting’) carried out by other children. Just as peer on 

peer abuse should not be tolerated off-line, it should not be tolerated online. As 

children return to school the online peer on peer abuse may be extended to the 

school site and there is a risk that social media misinformation about COVID-19 may 

lead to instances of racism and discrimination where particular groups and ethnicities 

are being blamed for the spread of COVID-19.  

In response to reports of peer on peer abuse schools should follow their child 

protection policy and procedures and in cases of peer on peer sexual violence and 

sexual harassment adhere to KCSIE part 5.  

 

Further guidance and support: DfE Sexual Violence and Sexual Harassment 

between Children in Schools, 2017 

NPCC Guidance for Schools, When to Call the Police 

Peer on Peer Abuse toolkit, Farrer and Co 

Levers for Addressing HSBs, Contextual Safeguarding Network  

 

County Lines 

There may be a perception that child criminal exploitation will have dramatically 

deceased during lockdown and it has served as an opportunity for the police to 

disrupt criminal activity further up the supply chain. However, grooming and 

exploitation will have continued as gangs adapt to the restrictions and it is expected 

that as restrictions start to lift, gangs will find a new generation of recruits. The 

Children’s Society has recently reported on the rise of primary school children being 

recruited, most of whom are below the criminal threshold of ten years old. It is known 

that already exploited children will be recruiting peers through the use of end-to-end 

encrypted apps such as WhatsApp, Instagram, Telegram and more recently Wickr.  

Schools should be aware of the signs that children may be drawn into child criminal 

exploitation including unexplained acquisition of money and clothes, numerous 

mobile phones, sudden decline in academic achievement, physical assault, change 

in mood, self-harm and going missing from education.  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/sexual-violence-and-sexual-harassment-between-children-in-schools-and-colleges
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/sexual-violence-and-sexual-harassment-between-children-in-schools-and-colleges
https://www.npcc.police.uk/documents/Children%20and%20Young%20people/When%20to%20call%20the%20police%20guidance%20for%20schools%20and%20colleges.pdf
https://www.farrer.co.uk/news-and-insights/peer-on-peer-abuse-toolkit/
https://www.csnetwork.org.uk/en/publications/beyond-referrals-levers-for-addressing-harmful-sexual-behaviour-in-schools


 

 

All referrals should be made via MASH. The borough’s Child Exploitation Team is 

available for prevention work with parents and schools, and is situated within 

Children Social Care. 

 

Further Support and Guidance: HM Government, County Lines: Criminal 

Exploitation of Children and Vulnerable Adults, September 2018 

Criminal Exploitation and County Lines, Toolkit for Working with Children and Young 

People, Children’s Society 

LBTH Child Exploitation Team, Sarah Hall, Sarah.Hall@towerhamlets.gov.uk 

 

Young Carers 

Alice, aged 17, has blogged about her role as a young carer on the Children’s 

Commissioner Website:  

“Caring for a parent with mental illness can be draining at the best of time let alone 
not getting the opportunity for some time out for example. For me school was an 
escapism so simply it allows me to act my age, Covid19 has taken that away from 
me. Being a young carer has always been stressful but add in a global pandemic 
and you have a recipe for stress highway. The simple acts of respite I took for 
granted.” 

It is estimated by the Children’s Society that 1 in 5 children are young carers and 

many are hidden and unidentified. The COVID-19 lockdown will have increased the 

burden that some young carers endure, and the absence of support networks will 

have made their situation very stressful. During the pandemic there will have been 

new young carers whose parents or other relatives in the household will have been 

directly affected by COVID-19. Young carers have the right to an assessment by the 

local authority to identify needs and support and the person they are caring for can 

have a reassessment of their needs. For further information and support about 

identifying young carers and the referral process in the borough, contact 

Young.Carers@towerhamlets.gov.uk  

Further support and guidance: Advice for Young Carers, Children’s Society  

 

School Attendance 

Once the relevant school attendance legislation has been reapplied, the expectation 

will be that all children will be attending school regularly. However, due to the high 

levels of anxiety and fear among parents throughout the pandemic, there may be 

varied attendance levels to begin with. Communication with parents in preparation 

https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/county-lines-criminal-exploitation-of-children-and-vulnerable-adults
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/county-lines-criminal-exploitation-of-children-and-vulnerable-adults
https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/sites/default/files/publications/toolkit_criminal_exploitation_and_county_lines.pdf
mailto:Sarah.Hall@towerhamlets.gov.uk
mailto:Young.Carers@towerhamlets.gov.uk
https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/youngcarer/help-for-young-people?gclid=EAIaIQobChMI4Lz777Kd6gIVRLTtCh17xwEqEAAYASAAEgJ9xPD_BwE


 

 

for the return of children and reassurance to both parents and children throughout 

the transition period will be key to allaying anxieties and fears. If parents are refusing 

to send their children to school due to fears around COVID-19, then beginning 

dialogue on the reasons will be essential. The school should follow their attendance 

policy and procedures and work in partnership with the borough’s Behaviour and 

Attendance Support Service. Schools should continue to be aware that children 

missing education may be a symptom of a range of safeguarding issues including ill-

health, mental health issues, neglect, peer on peer abuse, and exploitation. The 

statutory guidance Children Missing Education makes clear that following up on such 

absences is part of the school’s discharging of their safeguarding duty.  

 

Further information and guidance: DfE School Attendance (under ongoing review) 

LBTH Behaviour and Attendance Support Service 020 7364 3416/0390 

 

Children Missing Education & Children Missing 

Children missing education are at significant risk of being victims of harm, 
exploitation or radicalisation. With travel restrictions lifting schools should continue to 
be vigilant of children at risk of FGM, Forced Marriage and other forms of so-called 
honour-based abuse, whose families may leave the country during the summer 
holidays for these purposes. Globally, the pandemic has resulted in an increase in 
FGM and in the UK there is a rising trend of FGM ‘cutters’ coming into the UK during 
the summer holidays. Schools should discuss concerns with the borough’s Multi 
Agency Safeguarding Hub. Schools are also reminded of a teacher’s legal duty to 
report known cases of FGM involving children to the police.  
 
When children do not return to school and their whereabouts are unknown after 
initial follow up, schools are reminded to complete the Children Missing referral form, 
which should be sent to the CME Officer Saadia.Anwer@towerhamlets.gov.uk  
 
Further information and guidance: 
 
Children Missing Education 

DfE FGM Guidance & Resource Pack 

LBTH VAWG information pages 

 

Medical Conditions  

Given the absence of children from school there will be changes in their health and 

well-being that the school will need to know about. As part of the preparation for the 

return of children to school, parents should be asked for updates on medical 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/550416/Children_Missing_Education_-_statutory_guidance.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/school-attendance
mailto:Saadia.Anwer@towerhamlets.gov.uk
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/550416/Children_Missing_Education_-_statutory_guidance.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/female-genital-mutilation-resource-pack/female-genital-mutilation-resource-pack
https://www.towerhamlets.gov.uk/lgnl/community_and_living/community_safety__crime_preve/domestic_violence/vawg/honour_based_violence.aspx


 

 

conditions and new medical conditions. Individual health care plans will need to be 

formulated or reviewed to ensure children are fully supported and can fully access 

education. Some children may have unmet medical needs related to perceived 

difficulties in accessing medical support during lockdown. Parents will need to be 

encouraged to address this immediately, but schools should be alert to any inaction 

being part of a wider pattern of neglect and respond in accordance with school’s 

safeguarding procedures. 

Further information and guidance: DfE, Supporting Pupils at School with Medical 

Conditions, August 2017 

 

Elective Home Education 

The COVID-19 restrictions will have given parents a taste of what education at home 

feels like. Although teachers have continued to teach children remotely, some 

parents may decide that they would now prefer to educate their child at home and 

notify the school of their intention of electively home educating their child. Schools 

are reminded that such notifications need to be put in writing to the head teacher and 

signed by the parent. However, it is likely that such decisions will be influenced by 

fears and anxieties around their child returning to school. Because of this schools 

should engage with parents about the reasons for the decision and address any 

fears and anxieties that the parents may have before notifying the local authority. 

Schools should also be vigilant to vulnerable children being withdrawn for the 

purpose of elective home education. Parents who opt for elective home education 

after lockdown will not have the support of schools for resources and online 

teaching, so the huge responsibility that parents will be taking on cannot be 

underestimated. Schools should not off-roll vulnerable children upon receipt of a 

written notification from parents without discussion with the Specialist Advisors in 

THESS. Schools can contact the Specialist Advisors for Elective Home Education in 

THESS for advice and guidance: 0207364 3435/3417 THESS@towerhamlets.gov.uk  

 

 

Sharifa Chowdhury     Chris Jordan 

Education Safeguarding Manager  ES Quality Assurance and Training Officer 

020 7364 3459/07958 221558  020 7364 3437/ 07562431829 

   

 

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/supporting-pupils-at-school-with-medical-conditions--3
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/supporting-pupils-at-school-with-medical-conditions--3
mailto:THESS@towerhamlets.gov.uk

