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11 September 2020 
 

 
To all MPs in England  
 
Dear Colleague, 
 
Vulnerable Children and Families 
 
From the engagement I have had with many of you in recent months, I know and 
appreciate the great importance you place on support for vulnerable children and 
their families, particularly during this difficult time.   
 
I wanted to update you on some key steps the Government has taken over the 
summer period and point to some vital services which I hope may be of continued 
support to you and your constituents in the coming months.  
 
Those steps are wide ranging, covering early years provision; catch-up support for 
reception-age children; supporting attendance at school for vulnerable children 
and support for children with special educational needs and disabilities; summer 
activities, breakfast provision and free school meals; additional support around 
mental health and wellbeing; and, at the more targeted end, what we have done to 
support alternative provision, internships for care leavers and local children’s 
social care services. Together this represents a comprehensive package of 
support and I have set out the detail in the annex to this letter. 
 
As ever, I am particularly grateful for your continued challenge and support in the 
protection of vulnerable children and their families. While we believe return to 
school is a vital step for supporting vulnerable children Government, local 
authority, and community partners need to continue working to ensure that these 
children are supported and protected.  Please help us by engaging with your local 
council leadership and children’s services on the support they are offering to 
vulnerable families and by promoting access to education, care and wider services 
in your constituency. This group will remain an absolute priority and we will 
continue to closely monitor the impact of programmes and support on vulnerable 
children and families over coming months.  
 
 
 
 
 
 



Please do not hesitate to contact me if you have concerns. Your support in this 
work is greatly appreciated.  
  

 
Yours sincerely, 

 

 
Vicky Ford MP 

Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Children and Families 
  



School attendance  
 
As the new school term begins we have been clear that we expect all pupils, in all 
year groups, to return to school full time. Being in an early years setting, school or 
college is vital both to prevent vulnerable children falling further behind in their 
education and as a protective factor from harm. Vulnerable children have been 
able to attend school throughout the pandemic and our local lockdown guidance 
confirms that keeping schools open will be a top priority this year.   
 
Special Educational Needs and Disabilities  

We want all children to be able to benefit from education, including all those with 
SEND. Over the last few months, we have worked with schools, local authorities 
(LAs) and others to help them support those with SEND, this included asking 
schools to stay open for vulnerable children including those with EHC plans. We 
made temporary legislative changes to EHC plans, giving local authorities, health 
commissioning bodies, education settings and other bodies more flexibility in 
responding to the demands placed on them by COVID-19. These changes are 
now due to lapse and will not be extended.  
 
More recently we worked with representatives of special schools, specialist 
charities and families to issue bespoke guidance to special schools as well as 
guidance to mainstream schools on supporting children with SEND return to 
school safely. Last week I wrote an open letter to all children with SEND, their 
families and those that support them. This is accessible here and you may wish to 
also circulate it locally.  
 
We also announced that the Family Fund would receive funding of £37.3 million in 
2020-21, including £10 million specifically to help low income families of children 
with severe medical conditions and disabilities in response to COVID-19. Families 
can apply for a grant here. 
 
Early years 
 
We have also kept early years provision open for vulnerable children throughout 
the pandemic and since 1 June, early years settings have been able to welcome 
back children of all ages.   
 
On 20 July, we announced our commitment that this autumn term we will continue 
funding LAs for childcare at the levels we would have funded before the pandemic, 
regardless of whether fewer children are attending. This means that if providers 
are open, but caring for fewer children as a result of low demand from parents or 
due to public health reasons, they can expect to be funded for the autumn term at 
broadly the levels that they would have expected to see had there been no 
coronavirus outbreak. This gives the assurance of another term of secure income 
to early years providers. The sector will continue to benefit from a planned £3.6 
billion funding in 2020-21 to create free early education and childcare places for 
children. 
 
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guidance-for-full-opening-special-schools-and-other-specialist-settings/guidance-for-full-opening-special-schools-and-other-specialist-settings
https://twitter.com/vickyford/status/1301215913790898179
https://www.familyfund.org.uk/FAQs/how-do-we-apply


Catch-up support for reception age children 
 
We have also announced that as part of the National Tutoring Programme, funding 
will go towards improving the language skills of Reception age children who have 
missed out on early education at a crucial time for their development. 
 
To do this, we are providing £9 million to expand the Nuffield Early Language 
Intervention, a 20-week programme, providing one-to-one and small group support 
for children with poor spoken language skills.  While all schools with a reception 
class can apply to take part, priority will be given to those with higher proportions 
of disadvantaged pupils.  Any school that is interested in taking part can apply 
here.  
 
In addition, children in Reception year will benefit from the government’s £650 
million catch up premium for schools, to ensure they have the support they need to 
make up for lost teaching time.  
 
Free school meals  
 
We have continued to support children eligible for benefits-related free school 
meals throughout the coronavirus outbreak. When schools closed to the majority 
of pupils, we asked schools to continue to provide meals for those at home 
through food parcels or deliveries. To ensure support was provided where this was 
not possible, we launched a national voucher scheme, with costs fully covered by 
the Department for Education, and we subsequently launched a COVID Summer 
Food Fund which enabled children who were eligible for benefits-related free 
school meals to be supported over the summer holiday period.  
Edenred reported that over £380 million worth of voucher codes had been 
redeemed into supermarket eGift cards by schools and families through the 
scheme as of 19 August and that over 20,000 schools had placed orders for the 
scheme.  
 

Now that schools and their kitchens have reopened, all children will be able to 
access a healthy nutritious meal at school. Schools have been asked to provide 
lunch or daily or weekly meal boxes for those children who are self-isolating due to 
COVID. 

 
During the coronavirus outbreak, our suppliers, Family Action, along with Magic 
Breakfast, worked closely with participating schools to make sure that children still 
received healthy breakfasts during this period. Children from more than 1,800 
schools in England received healthy breakfasts over the summer, giving them 
nutritious meals to start their day.  
 
Summer Activities and Breakfast Provision 
 
We worked closely with our 2020 Holiday Activities and Food programme 
coordinators to ensure provision went ahead in the 17 local authority areas that 
received a share of our £9 million funding this summer. Through face to face clubs 
and online support and deliveries, this programme enabled us to support tens of 
thousands of children and families during the 2020 summer holiday.  

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/coronavirus-covid-19-catch-up-premium#neli


 
Mental health and wellbeing  
 
Wellbeing support has been central to the information, training and guidance 
offered to schools to support pupils while they have been away from school and as 
they return.  
 
We have directly supported a range of webinars and guidance which have been 
used by tens of thousands of teachers. These have included modules to support 
teaching about mental health as part of new Relationships, Sex and Health 
Education curriculum.  
 
We are also providing £8 million for our Wellbeing for Education Return 
programme to allow expert local advisers to be put in place to provide training 
to school staff and ongoing advice on responding to the main issues that children 
will have faced as a result of coronavirus.  
 
Supporting charity partners  
 
The charity sector has been working tirelessly to help vulnerable children, so 
we’ve been providing extra support to continue this critical work. As part of the 
Chancellor’s £750 million coronavirus funding to frontline charities, the department 
received over £26 million from DCMS specifically for vulnerable children charities, 
so they can continue delivering services on behalf of local authorities.  
 
Department for Education and the Home Office are distributing £7.6 million of this 
funding through the Vulnerable Children National Charities Strategic Relief Fund to 
support national charities operating in England and Wales who are working to 
safeguard vulnerable children from a range of harms including child sexual 
exploitation, serious violence, peer and relationships abuse and online harm.   
 

We have also provided £7 million to the See, Hear, Respond service led by 
Barnardo’s, to help children, before they are in crisis with online and face to face 
support, including youth work and crisis support particularly for those at risk of or 
experiencing various forms of exploitation. We have also provided £1.6 million to 
expand and promote the NSPCC’s helpline, offering advice and support on how to 
raise concerns about children at risk.  

 
Children's social services 
 
From the start of the COVID-19 outbreak we have recognised that there could be 
additional pressures on the children's social care system. Therefore, we passed 
emergency legislation so that Social Work England could place 8,000 social 
workers who had left the profession in the last two years onto a temporary 
register. To support the deployment of social workers to areas that need them, we 
also launched the Social Work Together portal with the Local Government 
Association to gather information about social workers available to return to 
work.  We continue to monitor capacity issues within local authorities and speak 
fortnightly with Practice Leaders and Principal Social Workers to ensure we are 
informed of the challenges they are facing and how we can best help with 



responding. We have also deployed Ofsted inspectors to work on the ground with 
children's services in local authorities. 
 
In April, we launched a £6.5 million COVID-19 Adoption Support Fund scheme to 
support 61,000 adoptive and special guardianship families, provided an additional 
£125,000 for Fosterline to provide additional one-to-one and specialist to help 
fostering families in crisis and expert advice to help prospective carers make 
informed decisions. 

We recognise the impact that COVID 19 has had on the family justice system and 
are working closely with the judiciary, Ministry of Justice and other key sector 
leads on recovery planning, to minimise delays to cases in priority areas.  
 
Alternative Provision 
 
Children in alternative provision (AP) settings such as Pupil Referral Units are 
some of the most vulnerable and disadvantaged and I am pleased that the vast 
majority of AP schools have remained open since March to support pupils and 
their families. We are determined that every pupil in AP has access to the 
education and opportunities they deserve. That is why in June, I announced a £7 
million AP Transition Fund so that AP schools can help support Year 11s who are 
at heightened risk of becoming not in education, employment or training (NEET) 
and not sustaining a successful post-16 transition for this September.  
 
Now more than ever we need to make sure we are putting our most 
disadvantaged and vulnerable children first, including those with complex needs. 
That is why in July, the Secretary of State announced the creation of  thousands of 
places in 37 new AP and special free schools by approving new school trusts to 
open and run the schools. This is in addition to the 9 AP and 72 special schools 
which are already in the pipeline. 
  
Care leavers Internships 
 
Care leavers are amongst the most vulnerable young people in our society, and do 
not always have the supporting network of a family around them as they transition 
to independent life and look to start their working life.  Alongside the new 
opportunities for young unemployed people provided through the ‘Kickstart’ 
programme, we have launched recruitment for the 2020 Civil Service Care Leaver 
Internship Scheme. The internship scheme offers care leavers the chance to 
undertake a 12-month paid internship in a central Government department or 
agency.  
 
The number of internships offered by Government departments and agencies this 
year stands at 546, more than double previous years.  These internships will 
provide care leavers with opportunities to develop and enhance their workplace 
skills, to experience working in the Civil Service, and be a potential launch pad for 
a successful career. The internships are available in nearly 70 locations across the 
country.  These locations are listed on: https://www.careleaverinternship.co.uk. 
Please do consider promoting these opportunities to care leavers in your own area 
so that they can consider applying. 

https://www.careleaverinternship.co.uk/

