
What is the Virtual School?
The Children and Families Act 2014 requires local 
authorities in England to appoint at least one person for 
the purpose of discharging the local authority’s duty to 
promote the educational achievement of its Children 
in Care (CIC). The Virtual School Head (VSH) - must be 
an officer employed by the local authority or, where local 
authorities agree to collaborate or share the role, another 
local authority in England. This officer in Gloucestershire 
is Jane Featherstone.

The VSH is the lead responsible officer for ensuring that 
arrangements are in place to improve the educational 
experiences and outcomes of the authority’s Children 
in Care, including those placed outside the home 
authority’s boundaries.

Previously Looked After 
Children (PLAC) Education 
Advisor 
In 2018, the Virtual School duties were extended to 
support children who are adopted, who are subject to 
a Special Guardianship Orders or a Child Arrangement 
Order with education matters. In Gloucestershire, a 
specific post was created to meet this duty.  
Currently holding this post is Nicola Hopper: 
Nicola.Hopper@gloucestershire.gov.uk • 07766 992025

Previously looked after 
children (previously-LAC)

These are children 
who are no longer 
in the care of a local 
authority in England 
and Wales because 
they became subject 
to: an adoption order; 
a special guardianship 
order (SGO); or a 
child arrangements 

order (CAO). For children adopted outside England and 
Wales, the child must have been looked after by a public 
authority, a religious organisation, or other provider of 
care whose sole purpose is to benefit society.
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PLAC training: 
Emma has delivered training on behalf of CCS 
Adoption to education staff for a number of years. 
She is a CCS adopter, qualified teacher and now 
running her own training and consultancy business 
specialising in attachment and trauma. www.
emmaspillane.co.uk/ emma@emma.spillane.co.uk 
• 07917 355 955

AC Education supply online courses (see p4) and 
face to face training for all those working with 
vulnerable children throughout the UK. We offer 
practical strategies to support traumatised and 
vulnerable children to achieve their full potential. 

PLAC Transition:
For many of our Y6, transitioning to secondary from 
primary school can present huge challenges. With the 
COVID pandemic, the 2021 cohort may find this more 
so and bear a thought for those who are particularly 
vulnerable due to their experiences of adverse childhood 
experiences (ACEs) such as our PLAC cohort. To ensure 
a successful transition we recommend the following:

• Parent/carer permission to share that their child is PLAC 
(and so Pupil premium plus monies can be claimed)

• Clear and concise communication about the needs/
known anxieties of PLAC

• Identified key adults with whom the young person 
can seek support – could pictures/videos be sent in 
advance of the new term starting?

• Agreed language and approaches from all adults to 
supporting PLAC across the school – the language 
used by adults is often a trigger for behaviour that 
challenges/increase anxieties. Where staff have 
considered this, this lessens the challenges for PLAC

• Visual aids such as time tables, map of  
school classrooms

• Seating plans – some children are better placed in 
certain parts of the classroom every time

• Graduated pathway – all paperwork is shared and 
timescale for EHCP reviews noted in advance

• Specific assessment tracking whilst in Y7 to capture 
any concerns at an early stage

https://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/product/1843100193/
ref=as_li_tf_tl?ie=UTF8&tag=wwwkatecairns-21&lin
kCode=as2&camp=1634&creative=6738&creativeAS
IN=1843100193
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PLAC Attendance:
Within the Virtual School, as part of our role to support PLAC, we like to explore that all these children access 
their education full time. Although it is the parent’s responsibility to ensure that their child of compulsory school 
age (between 5 and 16) is accessing a suitable, full-time education, I share these statistics with you as we 
should all help to make that happen.

Make every minute count

Attending school every day = 100% attendance

Attending 4 ½ days a week = 90% attendance = 4 weeks missed per year

Attending 4 days a week = 80% attendance = more than half a term missed per year or 2 full 
years missed over the course of their school career

Attending 3 ½ days each week = 70% attendance = more than a quarter of the school year missed
 
An average attendance of 80% or less across a child’s school career adds up to missing  
a whole 2 years from school

Being late for school reduces learning time:

If your child is 5 minutes late every day they will miss three days of learning each year.
If your child is 15 minutes late every day they will miss is 2 weeks of learning each year.
  
https://educationandadoption.wordpress.com

PLAC reading: 
With the summer holidays on the horizon, there may be time to read around supporting PLAC. Below is a list of 
recommended books from professional colleagues who support PLAC:

Greg Cotton (Interim Lead Educational Psychologist) “Parenting Strategies to Help Adopted and Fostered 
Children with Their Behaviour” by Christine Gordon

Julie Fisher (Team Manager, Friends and  
Family Assessment and Support Team) 

“Inside Kinship Care” by David Pitcher

Kate Cairns Associates “Promoting Resilience: Supporting children and 
young people who are in care, adopted or in need”  
by Robbie Gilligan

Oonagh Davies  
(Specialist Senior Educational Psychologist) 

“Inside I’m hurting” by Louise Bomber

Nicola Hopper  
(Education advisor for PLAC, Virtual School)

“Becoming an Adoption-Friendly School” by Dr 
Emma Gore Langton and Katherine Boy

Pip Walker (Targeted Intervention Co-ordinator/Data 
and Training Lead for Children in Care, Virtual School)

“Attachment, Trauma and Resilience” by Kate and 
Brian Cairns

Rebecca Kay (Deputy Team Manager, Adoption West) “New Families, Old Scripts” by Caroline Archer and 
Christine Gordon (understanding the behaviour of 
adopted children and its impact at home and school.)

https://www.gloucestershire.gov.uk/vschool
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Shared practice from  
GCC schools:  
Over the last 12 months, we have watched a PLAC 
child, move from crisis point to developing into a more 
confident and happy individual, beginning to be able to 
make their own choices and to verbalise how they are 
feeling to their trusted adults. In Feb 2020, home life 
became challenging due to extreme behaviours which 
were having a hugely detrimental impact on the child and 
their family’s wellbeing and safety. This started to impact 
on their ability to be able to access learning in school due 
to their frequent and extreme periods of dysregulations. 
At this point, Virtual school (Education Advisor for 
previously looked after children) became involved,  which 
created a crucial bridge between home and school, 
through giving the carer opportunities to get the support 
and understanding from a different perspective. With 
this support in place, key trusted adults in school (class 
teacher, learning mentor and SENDCo) along with other 
key professionals (EP, ATS, GP, social care) were able 
to work closely as a team, planning the best possible 
strategies and approaches to support them  in order to 
meet their needs holistically. Regular online TAC meetings 
(due to COVID) enabled a swift course of action along 
the graduated pathway to give them the ongoing support 
needed in school, resulting in the recent agreement of 
an EHCP. The carers now have the assurance that their 
child’s needs have been fully identified and can be met 
in school with  the appropriate level of support remaining 
in place to enable them to continue to thrive, particularly  
during next steps of life story work and transition to 
secondary school. 

(SENDCo at Gloucestershire mainstream Primary school)

The transition to secondary school is always a 
challenging one, especially for young people with 
additional needs and those Previously Looked After. This 
year, more than ever, this adjustment has been tough. 
Despite not being able to hold our usual transition days 
at the end of Year 6, we invited students with an EHCP 
into school for visits in July and September. This included 
a young person and their adoptive parents. For me, 
establishing strong relationships with families is key when 
supporting students in school effectively. 

Previously Looked After Children can struggle to feel safe 
and this feeling of safety at school is crucial. Therefore, 
many of the key strategies we have put in place this year 
have sought to achieve this. 

Firstly, we have worked closely with parents every 
step of the way. They know their child best and they 
have been able to support us in understanding him 
better so that our staff can carefully consider what they 
say and do, especially when the child is emotionally 
dysregulated. There have been challenging times and, 
as a school, there have been some difficult decisions 
regarding consequences to negative behaviours, but 
working with the family and listening to their feelings 
and views has helped us to be positive as a team and 
continue moving forward. We have also supported them 
in making contact with a family of an older child who had 
similar experiences and questions when he first started 
secondary school. 

Secondly, we have continually collaborated with external 
agencies and professionals. This has included our 
Advisory Teacher, Educational Psychology, Adoption 
West and the Virtual School. We have needed to adapt 
and try new strategies and these professionals have been 
invaluable at both providing ideas and strategies, but 
also giving reassurance that we are taking the right steps. 
Getting everyone around the (virtual) table all at the same 
time can be difficult but I have found that these Team 
Around the Child meetings are extremely worthwhile. 

Finally, we have sought to provide as much consistency 
throughout the school day as possible. Secondary 
colleagues will know that this is challenging when the 
student may walk into a classroom with numerous 
different teaching and support staff across the school 
week. With the support of the Virtual School, we have 
written a Relational Support Plan which details how, as a 
team, we can build positive relationships with this young 
person and provide consistent support using emotion 
coaching techniques. We have also adapted part of our 
behaviour policy to simplify processes and consequences 
within lessons to hopefully provide greater consistency 
and structure. In addition, we have provided a 1:1 session 
with his key worker at the start of each day, to support 
the transition from home to school and ensure there is a 
positive start to each day. 

Previously Looked After Children are all different, and it is 
important to be ready to work closely with parents, other 
professionals and colleagues in school to find what works 
best for each individual so that they can be successful 
and happy at school.

(SENDCo at Gloucestershire mainstream  
Secondary school)

https://www.gloucestershire.gov.uk/vschool

For thought… 
https://res.afa3as.org.uk/Blogs/Screens-Mental_Health-Innovation-Covid19.pdf

https://www.theguardian.com/society/2020/sep/29/a-quarter-of-adopted-uk-children-affected-by-
drinking-during-pregnancy

https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/child-health-development/attachment-early-years
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