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8th June 2020 
Dear Parent/Carer, 
 
Since we announced the plans we have developed for the careful and gradual 
reopening of the wider school I have understandably received various questions and 
feedback from parents both positive and enthusiastic about our return, and also seeking 
further clarity on some of our thinking.  Many of the questions asked have been similar 
and I know others may share similar thoughts, so I felt the most efficient way to respond 
and be transparent in our thinking was to write more generally to you. 
 
These have been extraordinary times.  Although in national media schools have been 
described as ‘closed’, we have been anything but.  I am immensely proud of my team 
who have delivered not just a really strong educational, pastoral and supported Virtual 
school provision (ably supported with dedication from all of those at home) but also 
remained open every day since March 17th, including through holidays and bank holidays 
in order to provide a physical school place for children who are identified as vulnerable, 
or those children of our fabulous key workers. 
 
We know that Covid-19 is going to be among us for some time, and it is certainly possible 
that we will not be able to return to how we were before as a full school of 420 pupils until, 
perhaps, some time in 2021.  Of course, I hope that there is an effective vaccine or other 
developments that accelerate this process, however at this time it is plausible that we are 
looking at such a possible scenario. 
 
Equally, I, my senior leadership team, our local Governors and the Trust Board have to be 
mindful of the health and wellbeing of our whole community – children, staff and families. 
We do not want to take risks with our community and we have to try and ensure our 
decisions are reasonable and proportionate.  It is for this reason that we decided to delay 
inviting more children back to school for a further week and a half in order to continue to 
gather evidence and information about transmission rates locally, the development of a 
track, trace and isolate program and scientific advice around the most significant factors 
we could implement to reduce risk.  Other schools took other decisions and those were 
the right decisions for them – we took the view that greater caution was necessary. 
 
Opening the school up to wider groups of children was always going to be a more 
complex challenge than closing it, and in order to remain true to our St. James’ values, 
we established three key principles that we would try to follow to guide our decision 
making: 



 

 

 
1. Maintain the effectiveness and consistency of educational provision across the 

whole school community. 
2. Protect the community by maintaining social distancing as the best form or 

protection against catching the virus. 
3. Protect the community by employing a hierarchy of measures to reduce the 

transmission of the virus. 
 
Although we are more widely opening our school to children from three year groups, the 
Government’s stated wish is to bring every primary school pupil back to school for some 
weeks before the summer holiday.  Within our community I know that there are people 
who both agree and disagree with this ambition, however in order to plan and prepare in 
a responsible manner, our planning and preparation had to take this into account and 
build in an element of scalability on the assumption that this could be what we were 
mandated to do.  In any case, if not before the Summer Holiday, there will come a 
scaling up at some point in the future.  We have to try and make plans that best serve the 
whole of our community as best as we can, looking broadly at the implications or 
consequences of any action.  However we choose to bring children back to school at this 
early stage, what is absolutely clear is that on any given day the significant majority of 
children will be learning at home, still, while a minority are in school.  It is for this reason 
that we have chosen to place maintaining the effectiveness and consistency of 
educational provision across the whole school community as our top priority, as best as 
we are able. 
 
Although there have been contradictions and changes in the Government guidance 
about the best way to manage Covid-19, the effectiveness of social distancing at 2m has 
been a fairly consistent message from all corners since the beginning of the lockdown.  It 
is for this reason that we have placed this as our second priority principle in trying to 
manage the risks of transmission.  Every classroom in our school has been adapted to 
ensure that children are seated at least 2m distance from their neighbour, classroom 
entrance, adults and sink area.  We knew early on that we could not accommodate the 
Government guidelines of bringing back half a class at a time because it would enforce a 
situation where children were spending their day often within 1m to 1m 30cm proximity to 
others.  We were not prepared to do that and increase transmission risks unnecessarily.  As 
such, we decided that we would not be willing to accommodate inviting more than 10 
children back into a class at any one time, to maintain the integrity of this principle. 
 
Some people may point out that government guidance says that children are not able to 
socially distance, and while I would agree that it is not easy to ensure this happens, we 
would be negligent to enforce a situation where it was palpably impossible.  We have 
seen within our physical school provision that children can learn, in positive ways, about 
social distancing and they can show a strong willingness to comply with that principle.  
Our ambition is to attempt to accommodate social distancing to the very best of our 
capacity and in this way take strong steps to keep both children and adults safe. 
 
Finally, to break the chain of transmission of the virus, a hierarchy of measures are 
recommended in all guidance that includes avoiding contact with symptomatic people, 
frequent hand cleaning and hygiene, regular cleaning of settings and minimising contact 
and mixing as far as possible.  This is our third principle and we have ensured that all areas 
of our school have these elements in place so that we can do all within our power to 
break the chain of transmission and protect our community from risk.   We have created 
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‘bubbles’ within school where up to 10 children will be working and learning with the 
support of two adults who will remain, as far as possible, consistent.  Timetables have been 
created to ensure that groups do not mix while they are in school, breaktimes are on a 
rota system, lunches are taken together in the bubble and adults within the bubble are 
responsible for the cleaning and hygiene measures within.  Separate entrances and exits 
will be used as well as staggered arrival and collection times to ensure adults who are 
bringing children into school are not placed in a compromising situation where they are 
not able to socially distance. 
 
For a variety of reasons, we have taken the decision that each bubble should be 
supervised, supported and cared for by 2 adults as much as is possible.  This is to 
safeguard both the adults and children, to ensure that there is the capacity for adults 
who are contained within the bubble to take comfort or rest breaks as necessary and to 
acknowledge the possibility that a child may need first aid at some point or possible 
isolation after developing symptoms and therefore we have the capacity to safely 
manage and supervise both individual needs and the remaining group. 
 
Within the limitations of our employee numbers, the physical space of the school, the job 
of returning more children etc. the guidance suggests that you minimise contact and 
mixing where possible – ‘Children and young people will need to stay within their new 
class/group wherever possible.’  We believe that by ensuring we adhere as much as 
possible to social distancing and by building this into each classroom, by staggering rotas 
to prevent children mixing, by using consistent adults who hold responsibility for cleaning 
and maintaining bubble hygiene, by using ventilation and regular cleaning of surfaces 
and by implementing the hierarchy of measures to stop the cycle of transmission, our 
adults will have control of their physical spaces and as such we believe we have 
minimised transmission risks. 
 
Since the start of the lockdown, our teachers have been working full days from 
approximately 8.15 until after 4pm, some while balancing their own childcare needs.  
They have been supporting the learning of the 30 children in their classes by emailing 
children with daily learning, keeping up with the media feed from the physical school, 
making phone calls to each child in the class, supporting questions about learning, 
responding to anxieties or changing circumstances, having daily online meetings with 
their year group colleague to plan and prepare learning activities for the next day, 
leading TEAMS meetings with children, producing resources and activities for future 
learning, checking children’s progress on our various online portals and responding to 
many, many emails from children sharing their learning, which requires individual 



 

 

feedback that values that child.  They have never been ’closed’.  And there’s much more 
practice alongside what I have just explained that I won’t go into with regard to welfare, 
safeguarding and additional support.  If teachers were asked to come into school at the 
moment, not only would this practice fall down, but the support and guidance for all 
children would reduce from 5 days a week in the hybrid school, to one or two days only, 
or no provision for those children not attending – a demonstrable reduction in the equality 
and inclusivity of our provision. 
 
Some people have been critical of our decision to ask teachers, for the time being, to 
continue with this practice, rather than ask them to come into school.  My reasons for this 
are simple.  By asking teachers to attend the physical school, we will completely 
compromise their capacity to continue to deliver our Virtual School which has been so 
successful.  There will be a time to bring teaching colleagues back into school, but for me 
that time is not now.  In order to maintain the effectiveness and consistency of 
educational provision across the whole school community, we have to protect the 
integrity of the Virtual School and allow teachers to continue leading learning provision 
and resourcing for all their children (the majority of whom will continue to be working from 
home), rather than the minority who have the opportunity to attend school.  The 
guidance advises that children should be supervised ‘under the direction of a teacher’, 
which is exactly what we are intending to provide.   Instead of one or two days of teacher 
input, all children will have the opportunity to receive five.   
 
We have made some changes to the daily plan which means that class teachers will 
have a daily TEAMS engagement with those children who are attending school, and we 
have discussed other possibilities like teachers reading stories virtually at the end of the 
day, however we have a fantastic team of TAs in school who regularly support the 
learning of groups of children following the teacher’s direction and support.  This will 
continue, as will the teachers’ support for the learning of every child in the class every 
day.  In my judgement, this is the best way for us to proceed at the moment, however we 
will continue to review, reflect and amend our practice and arrangements to respond to 
future developments or any changes in the numbers of children being invited into school.  
Although some parents will be sending their children into school, some will choose not to 
and I don’t believe it is inclusive to simply reduce the educational provision for those 
absent children to the advantage of those who are attending. 
 
Bringing more children back into school at this moment is a significant change in their 
daily experience.  They will have had the equivalent of almost two full summer holidays 
worth of barely leaving their homes and we have to offer them the opportunity to re-
acclimatise, to make a slow and smooth transition and to make sense of their new world.  
Some children will find this easy, some will find it hard.  Some of our children have 
experienced trauma in their time away that they will need to be supported through.  In 
the short term, we’re not bringing children back into school to get them onto the Maths 
and English treadmills, we’re introducing them to society again, giving them social 
experiences again and gently and carefully helping them to transition to a new way of 
being.  We will be completing the learning activities that are being led and provided by 
the teaching team, we will be looking for experiences that will continue to grow our 
understanding and we will be thinking about the experiences of other people.  Whilst we 
would like to have a magic wand that could return everything to our previous normal – 
working in our bubbles is different and our expectations of interactions and behaviour are 
different.  We have to grow through this, rather than pretend it isn’t happening. 
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I know that our plans will not be the plans that everyone may have worked towards if they 
were in my position.  I know that different families will have different thresholds of the risks 
that they perceive and are willing to accommodate in order to send their children back 
to school.  I know that other schools are managing their plans in other ways – we all have 
unique communities and limitations and this is a manifestation of that.  I absolutely know 
that we are working tirelessly in the short, medium and long term to build plans that 
maintain the effectiveness and consistency of educational provision across the whole 
school community and allow us to try and bring more and more of our St. James’ children 
back, when it is safe and reasonable to do so. 
 
We’re looking forward to welcoming those children in Year R, 1 and 6 back to school if 
their families are ready for them to return.  I am very confident that those who do come 
into school will have a positive and joyful experience.  I am also totally understanding of 
those families who, for whatever reason, feel that now is not the right time to send their 
children back – the Virtual School will still be there for you and supporting your learning 
from home.  In the end, we will do all we can to do what we feel and believe is right for 
our community, and you must do what you feel is right for your children and yourselves.  
We’re all navigating this unique pathway together and we are on the same side. 
 
I don’t know where we go from here – whether we will be encouraged to open up to 
wider numbers of pupils, or whether events take a different course.  We will continue to 
plan, communicate, listen and grow as a community.  It is self-evident that in a 
community of more than 300 families we won’t always agree on the best way forward, 
but I hope at least I have demonstrated that we have spent a lot of time working on 
these decisions, navigating complex and fluid advice and trying to keep the welfare and 
growth of our whole community at the heart of everything. 
 
We will not be able to be all things to all people.  We have made our decisions and you 
will need to make your decisions.  Whatever they may be, we are committed to working 
alongside you and striving to deliver the best provision we are able to while we work 
through this incredibly complicated and difficult time.  You have to decide what you feel 
is right for your family and your child and we will support you in that.  We’re all in this 
together. 
 
With my best wishes and thanks for giving me the opportunity to open up our rationale 
and thinking to you. 
 
 



 

 

Best wishes, 
 
 
 
Jeremy Payne 
Principal 
 
  


