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Dear Claire, 
 
Thank you for your letter of 6 January, outlining your concerns over the decision to 
keep early years settings open whilst closing school provision to all except children 
of key workers and vulnerable children. 
 
May I begin by wishing you well in these challenging times. 
 
The government immensely values the selfless dedication that early years and 
childcare staff demonstrate in their work every single day. Keeping children and 
staff safe is our utmost priority.   
 
The earliest years are the most crucial point of child development and attending 
early education lays the foundation for lifelong learning and supports children’s 
social and emotional development. Time out of an educational setting is likely to 
be more detrimental to the youngest children, given the evidence that investments 
in children’s learning tend to accumulate and consolidate over time. 
 
Early years childcare providers were one of the first sectors to have restrictions 
lifted last summer, in recognition of the key role they play in society. Childminders 
and nursery staff across the country have worked hard to keep settings open 
through the coronavirus (COVID-19) outbreak so that young children can be 
educated, and families supported. We continue to prioritise keeping early years 
settings open for three main reasons: 
 

• Firstly, early education gives children the communication and social skills 
which set them up for life. You cannot care for a very small child online and 
our children cannot get those months back.  

• Secondly, current evidence suggests that pre-school children are less 
susceptible to infection and are unlikely to be playing a driving role in 
transmission, partly because young children have lower rates of contact 
with others outside of their household.  

• Thirdly, the evidence at the moment is that the confirmed case rates of 
COVID-19 amongst young children remains the lowest of all age groups.  



The wider restrictions in place, as part of the national lockdown, to contain the 
spread of the virus in the community, including the school restrictions, enable us to 
continue prioritising keeping nurseries and childminders open, supporting parents 
and delivering the crucial care and education needed for our youngest children.  
 
Early years settings have been open to all children since 1 June and there is no 
evidence that the early years sector has contributed to a rise in virus cases within 
the community. SAGE has conducted extensive work on the impact of COVID-19 
on children and young people. The most recent documents are available at:  
tinyurl.com/YbQrzldG and tinyurl.com/Y4okdwrx.  

 

Current evidence suggests that pre-school children (0-5 years) are less 
susceptible to infection and are unlikely to be playing a driving role in transmission.  
There is no evidence that the predominant new variant of COVID-19 
disproportionately affects young children. The Royal College of Paediatrics and 
Child Health has recently made clear that the majority of children have no 
symptoms or very mild illness only.  
 
Early modelling evidence from SAGE showed that early years provision had a 
smaller relative impact on transmission rate when modelled with both primary 
schools and secondary schools. Early years settings remain low risk environments 
for children and staff. Current evidence suggests that the Public Health England 
(PHE) endorsed ‘system of controls’ that have been in use throughout the COVID-
19 outbreak continue to be the right measures to take. These are set out in our 
guidance: tinyurl.com/srPYJ7J. 
 
PHE keeps these controls under review based on the latest evidence. These 
measures create an environment for children and staff where the risk of 
transmission of infection is substantially reduced. Settings therefore need to 
continue to implement these controls to the fullest extent possible.  
 
National lockdown guidance for early years was published on 7 January and which 
is available at: tinyurl.com/Y3o8a9om.This guidance is supplementary to the main 
early years and childcare guidance, which is available at: tinyurl.com/srPYJ7J. 
Early years practitioners should continue to refer to the main guidance, except for 
policy areas where the lockdown guidance supersedes it. 
 
The government wants to support nurseries, pre-schools and childminders during 
what must be a worrying and uncertain time and we want to provide security to 
nurseries and childminders who are open for the children who need them. We 
continue to support families with their childcare costs and on 25 November, the 
Chancellor of the Exchequer announced a £44 million investment in 2021 to 2022 
for local authorities (LAs) to increase hourly rates paid to childcare providers for 
the government’s free childcare entitlement offers. 
 
 
 
 
 



We have now confirmed that in 2021 to 2022 we will increase the hourly funding 
rates for all LAs by 8p an hour for the two-year-old entitlement and, for the vast 
majority of areas, by 6p an hour for the three- and four-year-old entitlement. This 
will pay for a rate increase that is higher than the costs nurseries may face from 
the uplift to the national living wage in April. We are also increasing the minimum 
funding floor - meaning no council can receive less than £4.44 per hour for the 
three- and four-year-old entitlements. 
 
We are funding nurseries as usual and all children are able to attend their early 
years setting in all parts of England. Where nurseries do see a drop in income 
from either parent-paid fees or income from the department, they are able to use 
the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme (CJRS) scheme. Further information about 
financial support for education, early years and children’s social care is available 
at: tinyurl.com/Y7fw2JYh. 
 
We recognise childcare attendance has been affected by the COVID-19 outbreak. 
We saw attendance rise over the autumn term from 482,000 on 10 September to 
759,000 on 17 December.  
 
On 17 December the government announced a return to funding early years 
settings on the basis of attendance. In line with the existing and unchanged 
statutory guidance, LAs should ensure that providers are not penalised for short-
term absences of children, for example sickness or parental concerns over Covid, 
arriving late or leaving early, or a family emergency, through withdrawing funding, 
but should use their discretion where absence is recurring or for extended 
periods, taking into account the reason for the absence and the impact on the 
provider. A copy of the guidance is available at: tinyurl.com/Y7b6wxt8. 
  
We will fund LAs in the 2021 spring term based on their January 2021 census. If 
attendance rises after the census is taken, we will top-up councils to up to 85% of 
their January 2020 census level, where an LA can provide evidence for increased 
attendance during the spring term. This is intended to give LAs additional financial 
confidence to pay providers for increasing attendance later in the spring term.   
 
We continue to work with the early years sector to understand how they can best 
be supported to ensure that sufficient safe, appropriate and affordable childcare is 
available for those who need it now, and for all families who need it in the longer 
term. 
 
We continue to ensure early years providers can access all the support available.  
We have updated the CJRS guidance. Providers should consult the full guidance 
on the CJRS scheme before submitting a claim. A copy of the updated CJRS 
guidance is available at: tinyurl.com/Y7fw2JYh.  
 
Childminders may use the Self Employment Income Support Scheme and further 
information is available at: tinyurl.com/Y9m637nQ. The sector has also benefitted 
from business rates holidays and business loans as set out by the Chancellor of 
the Exchequer.  
 
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-financial-support-for-education-early-years-and-childrens-social-care/coronavirus-covid-19-financial-support-for-education-early-years-and-childrens-social-care
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-financial-support-for-education-early-years-and-childrens-social-care/coronavirus-covid-19-financial-support-for-education-early-years-and-childrens-social-care
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/claim-a-grant-through-the-self-employment-income-support-scheme


Regarding maintained nursery schools (MNS), the government has provided  
£60 million in supplementary funding for MNS this year, and we are re-confirming 
that funding, nationally, in 2021 to 2022. The government remains committed to 
the long-term funding of MNS. 
 
We are continuing to work closely with colleagues across government and local 
authorities (LAs) to secure the most effective approach to asymptomatic testing for 
the whole of the early years sector.  
 
We are rolling out DfE asymptomatic testing programme to primary schools with 
deliveries of test kits starting from the week commencing 18 January. The 
asymptomatic testing programme will offer all primary school, schools-based 
nursery and maintained nursery school staff home lateral flow device (LFD) test 
kits for twice weekly testing. This will help to break the chains of transmission of 
COVID-19 in education settings by identifying asymptomatic positive cases. Those 
who test positive will then self-isolate, helping to reduce transmission of the virus. 
 
In addition, community testing programmes are currently being rolled out across 
the country. They are led by LAs and provide asymptomatic testing through testing 
sites based in the local community. This testing is primarily focused on those who 
have to leave home to work during lockdown, with LAs able to focus on the right 
people in their areas and decide how the testing is best delivered. The purpose is 
to help people who are playing essential roles to keep the country going, and to 
give them knowledge to protect themselves, loved ones, and colleagues. LAs are 
in different stages of delivering community testing.  
 
We are having ongoing discussions about providing testing via the education 
testing programme, as well as encouraging LAs to prioritise appropriate testing for 
private, voluntary, and independent early years providers and childminders via the 
community testing programme. 
 
Early years staff, as critical workers, continue to have priority access to 
Department of Health and Social Care (DHSC) led symptomatic PCR testing via 
the online portal which is available at: tinyurl.com/Y99Jb4Qf. 
 
We understand that the sector is facing a number of challenges, and ensuring the 
safety of children, the workforce and families is our utmost priority.The Joint 
Committee on Vaccination and Immunisation (JVCI) advises that the first priorities 
for the COVID-19 vaccination programme should be the prevention of mortality 
and the maintenance of the health and social care systems. As the risk of mortality 
from COVID-19 increases with age, prioritisation is primarily based on age. 
 
The risk to children from COVID-19 remains lower than that to more vulnerable 
groups such as health and social care workers and the elderly. PHE is clear that 
the risk of transmission and infection is low in early years settings, if they 
implement the government guidance and system of controls. 
 
 
 



Regarding the next phase of vaccine rollout, the JCVI is considering essential 
workers in the next phase of vaccine rollout. Ministers will decide on the final 
policy and the Department for Education will input into this in collaboration with 
other government departments.  
 
Once again, thank you for your engagement on these important matters. I hope 
my response assures both you and your members of the rationale behind keeping 
early years settings open and the great efforts we are making to support the 
childcare sector to ensure the availability of sufficient safe, appropriate, and 
affordable childcare. 
 

 
Yours sincerely, 

 

 
 

Vicky Ford MP 
Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Children and Families 

 


