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Dear Parents and Carers, 
 
A very happy new year to you all. I hope you all had an enjoyable time over the two-week break and that 
you all managed to stay well. 
 
I am sure you will all be aware, following extensive news coverage, of the continuing staffing difficulties 
school are anticipating facing as we return from the Christmas break. We are already in a situation where 
today alone; 8 members of staff are absent having tested positive for Covid. Thankfully, these numbers 
are not mirrored by the children, and we have a very high attendance rate from them today. As you can 
understand though, this poses difficulties regarding ensuring adequate staffing. I’ve written to you about 
this several times before and promise not to go over it all again. 
 
Recently, the Prime Minister asked all his ministers to work with their sectors to identify contingency 
plans to cope with an anticipated 25% staff absence. For schools, there were suggestions around grouping 
classes together in the event of staff absence. That is not workable in a Special Setting where pupils needs 
are so diverse and the need for space is paramount. It would not be safe. 
 
On Sunday 2nd December, Education Secretary, Nadhim Zahawi, wrote an open letter to all Headteachers, 
encouraging them to review their contingency plans and to do their utmost to protect face to face 
learning for as many pupils as possible.  

 
By keeping your contingency plans under review, you will be able to keep as many students and 
children in face-to-face education and childcare settings as possible. 
I urge you to do everything in your power to protect face to face learning for our children and 
young people and am confident that you will of course make every endeavour to do so.  
However, if operational challenges caused by workforce shortages in your setting make delivery 
of face-to-face teaching impossible, I would encourage you to consider ways to implement 
a flexible approach to learning. Flexible delivery involves utilising all your available teaching and 
non-teaching workforce to maximise on-site education for as many pupils as possible while you 
flexibly deliver provision either on-site or remotely to some pupils. 
This should only be on a short-term measure and settings should return to full-time in-person 
attendance for all pupils as soon as practicable.  

 
As you know, at Herons Dale we have constantly reviewed our contingency plans and have made use of 
every available staff member, including the wonderful admin team, to keep the pupils safe and wherever 
possible, in school. This has not always been possible and we were routinely having to close classes for a 
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day here or there. Whilst we did try and keep this as fairly distributed across the school as was possible, 
and we always aimed to give parents as much notice as was possible, the situation was far from ideal. 
 
During the Parents Forum held on Monday 6th December, I spoke about how closely we were working 
with all other Special and Locality Schools to look at problem solving the ongoing staffing difficulties.  
 
One of the strategies considered was the introduction of a temporary rota. Some schools had already 
done this and we have liaised with them about the impact this has had. Largely this has been positive as it 
meant parents had forewarning about when they could expect pupils to be home learning, rather than 
these being more last minute decisions, allowing them to have greater time to organise alternative care 
and to prepare the pupils for the closure. This also meant transport could be informed in a timely way. 
From a school perspective, this meant increased time to prepare home learning tools and support for 
home and reduced the need to respond in a reactive way. 
 
On the basis of this feedback and following guidance from the Government to try to maximise face to face 
learning for all (and not just have a few classes repeatedly impacted by closure), we will be closing each 
class in turn for one week during this half term. This should allow for adequate staffing on site and will 
negate the anticipated 25% staff absence for the next 6 weeks. It will mean that we can more fully staff 
the classes on site and ensure they have quality learning experiences, rather than spreading everyone so 
thinly that we aren’t able to deliver large portions of the curriculum. We very much hope that with this 
rota in place, it won’t be necessary to make any last-minute decisions to have additional closures. 
 
If, however, at any point, it becomes clear that Herons Dale have staffing which will allow for the running 
of the school in a normal fashion, we will of course move away from the closures. We will keep this under 
review and will never keep pupils away from face to face learning unnecessarily.  
 
We very much hope that this approach will only be needed for one half term. If things continue to look as 
bleak towards the end of the half term we will consult with parents re. the preferred approach for the 
second half of term i.e. rota or reactive closures. 
 
We recognise this will still be extraordinarily challenging for parents to manage but hope that the notice, 
rather than last minute decisions, makes it slightly more manageable. Remote Learning will be provided 
during these weeks. 

 
Please do not hesitate to contact the school for any further details or to discuss any of the above.  
 
Many thanks 

 
Isabel Robson 
Headteacher 

 
 
 
 


