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Department of Children and Youth Affairs 
 

Submission to Special Committee on Covid 19 Response 
 

Education Issues 
 

 
1. Introduction and Overview 
The Department of Children and Youth Affairs (DCYA) welcomes the opportunity to make a 
written submission on education-related matters to the Special Committee on Covid-19 
Response. The Department has policy responsibility for the implementation of the Education 
(Welfare) Act 2000, operationalised by the Education Support Service of Tusla (TESS).  It also 
has responsibility for Early Learning and Care and School-Age Childcare Services.  Both of 
these areas are discussed in this submission. 
 
2. Tusla Education Support Service (TESS) 
 
TESS has three component programmes: The Home School Community Liaison Scheme 
(HSCL), the Educational Welfare Services (EWS Statutory School Attendance Service) and the 
School Completion Programme (SCP). Together these three TESS strands work collaboratively 
with schools, families and other relevant services to achieve the best educational outcomes 
for children and young people. Tusla also has responsibility for the registration and 
assessment of home-schooling and non-recognised schools. The Department of Children and 
Youth Affairs has developed a Policy Blueprint which offers a platform for development of 
these areas over the period 2020-2023. This Blueprint will be launched in the coming months. 
 
3. Returning to School 
The Department and Tusla are very conscious that the absence of school has had a 
significant impact on children and young people’s structure, socialisation and learning. 
Moreover this has also led to an absence of visibility of vulnerable children by others 
outside of families, which is of concern to all involved in supporting the wellbeing and 
welfare of children. 
 
The social aspect of life for children and young people is embedded in school and their 
reopening allows for this key aspect of their development to recommence. All areas of Tusla 
have been engaging with children and their families during this period, and children and 
young people have expressed feelings of loneliness and isolation being apart from their peers.  
 
It will be important for Principals and Teachers to identify children and young people’s 
learning and required supports in their schools. The allied supports provided by TESS may be 
required to wrap around the child to promote a measured return to the classroom, to ensure 
that the child/young person does not become overwhelmed and disengage.  
 
The key messages provided to parents by the Department of Education and Skills are clear, 
and provide reassurance to parents about the processes and protocols in relation to a return 
to school. Parents are the primary educators of their children and must be considered 
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partners in the journey of their child’s return to school. In DEIS areas, the Home School 
Community Liaison Officer can engage with families to support them in their child’s return to 
school. This is particularly relevant for children and young people from disadvantaged 
backgrounds and schools.  
 
4. Statutory Educational Welfare Service 
TESS has statutory responsibility under the Education (Welfare) Act 2000 for ensuring that all 
children attend school regularly.  Educational Welfare Officers (EWOs) work with families and 
children to overcome barriers to their school attendance, participation and retention.  In this 
regard clear protocols will need to be established regarding when children should be kept 
home from school due to underlying and emerging medical conditions.  Consideration and 
guidance will have to be given as to how such absences are managed in the context of the 
monitoring of attendance and referrals for non-attendance to the Educational Welfare 
Service.  
 
TESS services are designed to support and assist all students, families and schools to get every 
student back to full-time education.  However non-attendance will need to be managed 
carefully.  Any type of punitive approach could exacerbate the problem. In this regard, it will 
be important to ensure that appropriate support plans are put in place to ensure education 
is provided where students or extended family members have underlying health conditions 
or anxiety about returning to school. The availability of home tuition and online learning 
supports will be crucial to ensure the educational needs of this cohort are fully met.  
 
In DEIS schools where HSCLs are actively working to have parents involved directly in the 
school, consideration will need to be given to how parent activities can be managed safely 
within guidelines. 
 
5. TESS Specific Actions Planned to Support Educational Transitions and Return to School 
A media and information campaign Supporting Children will be run by DCYA from the 19 June.  
TESS is planning a national media/social media campaign in August which will be titled Back 
to Your Future to raise public awareness of the importance of school attendance and to alert 
parents to the positive steps they can take to prepare their children for returning to school. 
This campaign will be run on national and regional media platforms as well as social media to 
reach the maximum number of families.  
 
The campaign will be informed by the decisions on what school opening will look like but the 
clear intention of the campaign is to 
 

• raise awareness that schools are reopening; 

• raise awareness of the importance of education for all children; 

• alert parents to actions they can start taking to prepare their child to return and  

• provide assurance to parents that schools are well prepared for their child to return 
to school safely.  
 

TESS as a service will mobilise all staff across HSCL, SCP and EWS to support students in their 
return to school once schools reopen. Key to this will be working with school principals to 
identify students who do not return to school and engaging with these students and their 
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families through home visits and other appropriate engagements to support their return to 
full-time education.  
 
This support will be coordinated across the three TESS strands by TESS Management and the 
support of other staff will be accessed from (appropriately qualified Tusla and other agency) 
colleagues in areas where TESS staff do not have the capacity to provide a prompt response. 
 
EWOs are currently working with families and schools to secure school places for any students 
who do not have a place already for September 2020. A key focus is those students who are 
transitioning to a new school (primary to post-primary). 

 
TESS staff across all strands continue to maintain contact with target families and will engage 
with the families in advance of schools reopening to provide any supports possible. 
 
TESS is targeting cohorts particularly affected by Covid-19 to ensure that all support possible 
is provided for children and young people to engage and reengage with education.  This 
includes those living in Direct Provision, children in DSGVB refuges, Travellers and Roma 
children.  
  
A number of strand-specific supports are in place. 
 

Educational Welfare Officers will:  

o Continue to support all referred students prior to and as they return to school. 

o Work with schools and other agencies to access resources for families to 

facilitate a return to school. 

Home School Community Liaison Coordinators will:  

o Make contact with all vulnerable families to support their children in returning 

to school. 

o Assist families in accessing resources to facilitate a return to school. 

The School Completion Programme (SCP) will: 

o Provide summer programmes targeting those students most at risk of school 

disengagement. 

o Provide a structured engagement with all target students to assist them in 

preparing for a return to school. 

o Assist families in accessing resources to facilitate a return to school. 

 
6. Early Learning and Care and School–Age Childcare Services 
 
The Department of Children and Youth Affairs has been actively planning for the reopening 
of childcare services on 29 June. In doing so, the Department has liaised closely with the 
Department of Education and Skills to share appropriate information and to develop 
resources for children and families.  
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Senior officials from both Departments have met on a number of occasions to share 
information on reopening, including for example, the public health advice received, and 
plans to address common challenges of crèches, preschools and schools on reopening. 
Meetings have also included discussion on how Early Learning and Care and School Age 
Childcare services which usually utilise accommodation on the grounds of schools may be 
facilitated to continue to do this after 29 June.  
 
The Department was very pleased to lead with the DES on a campaign called Let’s Get 
Ready. This information campaign helps parents and children with planning for children’s 
transition to preschool or primary school. See www.gov.ie/letsgetready/  for further 
information and resources that can help make these important, but sometimes difficult, 
transitions positive experiences for children and their parents. The initiative also includes, 
for example, a pack that will be available to every ECCE pre-school across the country. 
Among other content, the pack includes a postcard that every child who has attended ECCE 
and who is starting primary school in September, can fill in and send to their new primary 
school teacher to introduce themselves in advance of their first day at school. 
 
7. Conclusion  
The Department of Children and Youth recognises the importance of a successful and 
effective reopening of schools and preschools.  It is very conscious of the adverse impacts of 
the necessary closure of these facilities for many months, and looks forward to working with 
all involved to help a achieve the reopening of services in line with public health guidelines 
and to the benefit of children and young people. 
 
 
Department of Children and Youth Affairs 
19 June 2020 
 

http://www.gov.ie/letsgetready/

