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Barnardo’s Scotland  

 
Key points 
 

• Barriers to the use of School Hubs need to be overcome and clarity is required as to 
what support is available to those children for whom Hubs are not appropriate. 

 

• Children and young people remain at risk of ‘hidden harm’ during  this crisis. It is crucial 
that statutory and third sector bodies continue to work together to ensure no child or 
young person slips through the net. 

 

• We would like to see a strong statement around the importance of Health and Wellbeing 
interventions delivered through the Attainment Fund. 
 

Use of School/Education Hubs 
 
Eligibility 
 
Feedback from our Barnardo’s Scotland services is that relatively low numbers of children and 
young people from the most at risk groups are currently accessing Hubs. This is backed up by 
Scottish Government’s own statistics. 1 

Scottish Government guidance defines “vulnerable”  children  and young people as including: 
being on the child protection register; looked after; on the edge of care; being eligible for Free 
School Meals; having complex additional support needs; being affected by poverty and 
deprivation.  2 But the guidance suggests not all such children will need support via the Hubs, 
and leaves decisions about eligibility and levels of provision to be interpreted locally. This 
means there has been lack of clarity and inconsistency. In some areas of high disadvantage  if  
all ‘vulnerable’  children  attended there would be too many present to maintain appropriate 
social distancing. Clearly there must be some form of referral criteria but this must be clearly 
expressed and interpreted consistently. 

Stigma 

The term ‘vulnerable’ has also caused difficulties, as some families don’t want to be identified 
as having social work involvement. Barnardo’s services report families consider there is a 
stigma attached to putting their children in the Hubs as it implies they are not coping. 
 

 
 

 

 
1 https://www.tes.com/news/childrens -commissioner-concerned-hub-school-figures 

2. https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus -guide-schools-early-learning-closures/pages/vulnerable-
children/ 

https://www.tes.com/news/childrens-commissioner-concerned-hub-school-figures
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-guide-schools-early-learning-closures/pages/vulnerable-children/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-guide-schools-early-learning-closures/pages/vulnerable-children/
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Unfamiliarity 
 
In a time of such anxiety and uncertainty many children and young people don’t want 
to go to schools that aren’t their own. Some primary aged children are only being 
given the option of a Hub in a secondary school, potentially not located nearby and 
with unfamiliar staff they have never met. We are living through an unprecedented 
crisis with high levels of personal and community trauma being experienced, now 
more than ever our most vulnerable children  and young people need safety and 
stability  from the services set up to support them. Practice which has worked better 
has been where schools send personalised invites, where the setting  and staff are 
familiar and where consideration is given to travel arrangements and distance from 

the family home. 

 

All of the barriers outlined above mean many vulnerable children and young people 
are not in direct contact with education services but are receiving learning support 
virtually. Alongside our statutory colleagues we are concerned that a lot of 
vulnerable children are not being seen by anyone outside their household. We 
also know many children and young people could benefit from the routine of getting 
up and out of the house and engaging with others, therefore we are encouraging 
families to use Hubs wherever possible. Where that is not happening, wherever we 
can, we are reaching out to children, young people and families, offering practical 
and emotional help and support over the phone, doorstep visits / drop-offs and 
socially distanced contact in the community when assessed as safe and appropriate 
to do so. 

We have also started to explore what additional alternative provision may be 
required for vulnerable children who are not attending the Hubs, and one of our 
Edinburgh services has just set up provision from our base to try and meet the needs 
of children we know require bespoke support. 
 
Child Protection and welfare 

Hidden harm 

Child protection issues are being frequently raised by Barnardo’s frontline workers. 
Children who are staying at home rather than using Hubs are unfortunately at a 
greater risk of abuse and hidden harm, as the lack of normal daily contact with 
statutory workers such as teachers and social workers means that there are fewer 
opportunities to spot and address signs that harm is taking place within the home. 
We are proving support to many families who are self-isolating, making it  even more 
difficult  to keep in contact and check in on their wellbeing. Other organisations such 
as Scottish Women’s Aid have already raised very pressing concerns about levels of 
Domestic Abuse and we would echo those concerns from the perspective of 
Barnardo’s services. 

An example shared by one service was where children in the same family were all 
invited to the local provision but then after some behaviours which presented a 
risk, including absconding from the setting, one sibling was sent home. The 
young person said going  to  a Hub which wasn’t his normal school left him 
feeling unsafe, so he didn’t want to stay there. 
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“We are aware of two families where an ex-partner who was previously 
abusive has moved back into the family home to help care for the child. 
While we do not know that abuse if happening now, the current situation 
would make abuse easier to cover up and limit ability to escape or seek 
support. It could also be triggering for a child who has witnessed abuse for 
this carer to move back in” 

 
As Barnardo’s staff are not readily able to “enter the world” of children and their 
families at this time it is difficult at times to know how they really are when we would 
pick up lots more cues during the normal work we would carry out. 
 
As one Barnardo’s worker put it: 
 
“Covid-19 can act like a bouncer, restricting access & limiting crucial 
safeguarding information.” 
 
Some of our services have noted a general delay in Child Protection core groups 
and case conferences taking place which is causing anxiety for families. Supervision 
orders can now be in place for longer periods due to these delays meaning that there 
is less opportunity to discuss emergent child protection issues  if children  are still  at 
home, or to return children home if a risk has been managed. Our services also 
report that general guidance appears to suggest “essential visits” only are to take 
place, but this may be understandably open to interpretation. 
 

Ensuring the voice of the child remains central to all decisions made about 
them and for them is essential. Our experience is that practice is patchy at the 
moment in terms of involving children and young people, with an understandably 
heavy reliance on digital means of communication. 

Older children and young people 
 
We also aware that there is significant pressure on families of teenagers where 
relationships are already fractured, families are struggling to support teenagers to 
adhere to lock down measures and avoid a fine. This is also a very real concern for 
our services supporting care leavers and care experienced young people. We know 
of young people who have already been fined for breaching lockdown and this will 
create further issues in the long term if these can’t be paid. These kinds of situations 
are rarely considered within the child protection arena, usually as a result of the age 
of the young person, however we believe these are child protection issues and ones 
which will have significant impact as this lockdown continues. 
 

Pupil Equity Funding 
 
Like many other Third Sector organisations, Barnardo’s Scotland currently receives 
funding through the Attainment Scotland Fund to deliver health and wellbeing 
interventions across our education estate. Ordinarily, at this  time of year we would 
be negotiating with individual Head Teachers and Local Authorities about their plans 
for the coming year. However, in the current crisis the focus of all staff is, rightly, on 
meeting the needs of those children and young people who are at greatest risk. We 
have adapted our models of service delivery in partnership with our statutory 
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colleagues across the 400+ schools we are working with to ensure we maintain 
relationships with families who might be struggling at this time. 

We have a major concern that the current level of uncertainty across our Children’s 
Services system may result in schools deciding not to commit to the continuation of 
existing contracts with Third Sector providers. Much of our Pupil Equity Fund (PEF) 
work is due to end in June 2020 which limits the time available to put contracts in 
place for the new school year. Without an urgent, clear commitment that our PEF 
work will be extended beyond this date we may need to make a significant number of 
our experienced, skilled, family support workforce redundant at the very point when 
they are most needed. 
 

Barnardo’s Scotland is requesting that the Scottish Government give 
consideration to ways in which the work currently delivered by a range of 
Third Sector providers in education settings can be sustained. We would 
welcome a clear statement from the Scottish Government to Local Authorities and 
school leaders that they should be honouring current contractual arrangements and, 
wherever possible, committing to continuing contractual arrangements with the Third 
Sector into 2020/21. This would be in addition to the very welcome announcement 
that Pupil Equity Fund allocations have been confirmed for the next 2 years to 
provide more certainty to schools and Head Teachers. 3 

Moreover, we would also welcome a clear and unequivocal message that health and 
wellbeing interventions delivered through the Attainment Challenge Fund are 
essential in ensuring we are able to meet the inevitable increased demand for 
support from children and young people on return to education settings as a result of 
the severe upheaval, distress and potential trauma they will have experienced during 
the pandemic. 
 
This is the most challenging context Scotland’s national education system has ever 
had to navigate. It is not clear when things will return to normal. Inevitably, the 
impact of lockdown will have significant implications in particular for our most 
disadvantaged children. We want to do all we can to mitigate this impact and provide 
ongoing support to those vulnerable children who stand to suffer the most. In this 
context, clear leadership and direction from Scottish Government is more necessary 
than ever. 
 
Nicki Lawrence – Policy and Public Affairs Officer 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3 https://www.gov.scot/news/pupil-equity-funding-2/ 

 

https://www.gov.scot/news/pupil-equity-funding-2/

