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Dear Clare 

Thank you for your letter of 11 June 2020, and for the opportunity to provide the Education 
and Skills Committee with further information from the Education Recovery Group (ERG).  

As you will have seen, the ERG met again yesterday, 25th June, to progress plans for 
reopening schools full-time for all pupils in August, provided that there is the scientific and 
clinical evidence that supports that position. The ERG will work together over the summer to 
ensure that those plans are developed collaboratively for a smooth transition back to school 
for all children and young people. To provide clarity to staff, parents and pupils, the group 
agreed to provide advice that enables a decision on whether it is safe for pupils to return to 
schools on a full-time basis as soon as possible, and no later than July 30th. 

Regarding the Committee’s specific points, these are addressed in turn below: 

• Scientific advice – the ERG has considered the scientific advice from the Covid-19
Advisory Group throughout their deliberations, and members of that group also joined an
ERG meeting on 11 May 2020. The minutes of that meeting are published online here:
https://www.gov.scot/publications/covid-19-education-recovery-group-minutes-11-may-
2020/

We have been conscious throughout of the need to be transparent regarding the
scientific advice on the reopening of schools. This transparency is critical in providing the
appropriate assurance to all concerned, and we published a summary of the scientific
advice here:
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-schools-early-learning-and-
childcare-settings---scientific-evidence/

The Strategic Framework for Reopening Schools and Early Learning and Childcare
Provision was published on 21 May, and was based upon this scientific evidence. At that
time there the outlook on Coronavirus was bleak, and the majority view of the Covid-19
Advisory Group was that physical distancing should be considered if schools were to
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open. Blended Learning was developed, therefore, to restore some form of face-to-face 
education against that outlook. At that point – dependent upon the data that was 
available to us all – there was broad consensus that this was the right decision given the 
circumsatnces.  
 
That data is now significantly more positive. There has been a sustained downward trend 
in COVID-19 deaths since the end of April which means that the central planning 
assumption for school reopening in August is now that all children will be able to return to 
school full-time. This will be kept under review, and a final decision on which model will 
be implemented in August will be made by 30 July. As part of that review process, a new 
sub-group of the Covid-19 Advisory Group has been established to focus on education 
and children’s issues. They met for the first time this week, and the ERG will have ready 
access to the expertise of that group over the summer. We will, of course, continue to be 
open about what their advice is telling us. 
 
In the meantime, it is only responsible that we maintain blended learning as a 
contingency plan. This may still be required in the event of a second wave of Covid-19, or 
potentially in response to local outbreaks. That may still require previous physical 
distancing assumptions to be implemented, and this information has been used to inform 
the Local Phasing Delivery Plans (LPDP) being developed by local authorities. The 
extensive work that has gone in to preparing blended learning models for every locality 
across the country has been essential preparation. It is vital that we have these models 
ready if we need them. 
 

• Approaches taken elsewhere – the ERG reviewed the approaches taken by a number 
of countries, including Austria, Belgium, Denmark, France, Germany, Israel, Italy and 
Norway. Common themes among countries restarting formal education include phased 
re-opening with nurseries and primary schools opening before secondary schools, 
smaller class sizes with shift patterns on alternate days, and modifications in classrooms 
such as designated distance between desks and signs. The Scottish model is not based 
exclusively on any one of these approaches, but the framework and associated guidance 
documents aim to learn from these approaches where aspects are applicable in 
Scotland. 

 
• Online curriculum and IT support – on 14 May 2020 Education Scotland launched 

Scotland Learns – a resource bank of straightforward, open-ended learning activities for 
literacy and English, numeracy and mathematics, health and wellbeing, and 
interdisciplinary learning – which are challenging and that develop children’s and young 
people’s independence in learning. These learning activities are designed to support 
learning that takes place at home. We will continue to update our resource bank of 
learning-at-home activities to support a model of blended learning. 
 
Education Scotland also provides professional learning for practitioners in leading 
learning and teaching through remote online environments: 
https://blogs.glowscotland.org.uk/glowblogs/digilearn/ 
 
We have asked Education Scotland to expand their partnership offer with the ESgoil 
digital learning platform to develop a strong national e-learning provision. This will be a 
significant national asset regardless of future scenarios. 

 
• Equipment for disadvantaged children and young people – we recognise that digital 

technology will play a key role in delivering continuity of education in that event that a 
blended model is required, and that this is likely to be a key issue for some of our more 
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disadvantaged families, children and young people. It is unacceptable for children and 
young people in any part of the country to be left without access to usable devices or 
connectivity solutions in these exceptional circumstances. That is why a commitment has 
been made to invest £30 million in digital devices and connectivity to provide that extra 
help to young people who don’t currently have access to appropriate technology. 
 
The aim of this investment is to lift as many children and young people out of digital 
exclusion as quickly as possible, enabling them to remain connected with their learning if 
they are not physically attending school. 
 
Establishing the precise extent of digital exclusion amongst children and young people is 
a huge challenge in itself. There is no single dataset that can be interrogated to 
determine who is and who is not digitally excluded. This of course has been an ongoing 
challenge for local authorities during the period in which schools have been physically 
closed. 
 
Exploratory work was undertaken between the Scottish Government and local 
government in April, which provided an initial indication of the scale of the national 
challenge. On that basis, we moved at pace to secure an initial tranche of 25,000 laptops, 
which will be bundled with a free internet connection where required, for pupils who need 
this help most. This is supported by an initial investment of £9 million. We moved quickly 
to secure these devices given the huge global demand for digital technology as people 
work, learn, engage and connect from home, and we expect this provision to be in place 
for the start of the new term in August. We are working closely with local government to 
determine the full extent of the need, and how best to meet this in the next phase of our 
£30 million commitment. These are challenging issues and require considered and 
detailed discussions with local authorities.  

 
• Pressure on parents and carers – local authorities will continue to take the decisions 

about who qualifies for keyworker critical childcare in line with the national guidance that 
has been agreed between Scottish Government, CoSLA and other local government 
partners. This guidance defines key workers as those delivering essential services in 
local communities to support the vulnerable and aid community resilience. This may be 
slightly different in each community to allow councils to address local priorities for critical 
childcare.  
 
We recognise the increased pressure that there has been on working parents and carers 
during this period. The Scottish Government joint statement with the STUC called on all 
employers to support workers with caring responsibilities and to put in place flexible 
working practices that enable children to be cared for at home in cases where workers do 
not qualify for keyworker critical childcare. We expect that critical childcare for key 
workers will continue to be provided during the phased re-opening of schools and over 
the summer holiday period. 

 
• Targeted support – we are committed to supplementing the existing workforce in 

schools where required. Our workforce planning guidance makes clear that deployment 
of existing staff should be prioritised. We are currently working with local authorities to 
establish what additional staff are needed. A top priority will be to work together with the 
objective of ensuring that every probationer teachers who has reached the standard for 
full registration is able to secure a teaching post for the next school year. In addition, will 
work with the GTCS to encourage retired teachers and those who are not currently 
teaching back into the profession wherever this proves necessary. 
 



• Subject choices – on 2 June 2020, Education Scotland announced that HM Inspectors 
of Education have temporarily suspended the early learning and childcare and school 
inspection programme to enable teachers and practitioners to concentrate on reopening 
schools. HM Inspectors will focus on supporting schools when they reopen in August and 
schools take forward plans for recovery and continuity of education provision with the 
delivery of a blend of learning in school and at home. They will resume inspections during 
the school year 2020/21 when it is safe and appropriate to do so. 
 
The role of HM Inspectors will form part of the totality of support from Education Scotland 
for schools, local authorities and regional improvement collaboratives next academic 
year. This will build on the support in place through regional teams and ensure that there 
is a coordinated offer to the system. 
 
Local authorities and schools have responsibility to monitor subject choice, based on a 
school’s curriculum for the Recovery Phase. CERG published Guidance on 5 June 2020 
to support teachers and other professional practitioners in preparing their curriculum offer 
for and during the Recovery Phase: 
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-curriculum-for-excellence-in-the-
recovery-phase/ 
 

We would like to acknowledge the flexibility, professionalism and commitment shown by 
colleagues throughout the education, early learning and childcare sectors, in supporting the 
care and education of Scotland’s children and young people during the recent period of 
closures, and as we prepare to welcome back children and young people to school and ELC 
settings in the new session.  
 
 
 
 
 
JOHN SWINNEY    STEPHEN McCABE 
Deputy First Minister and   Children and Young People 
Cabinet Secretary for Education and Skills Spokesperson, CoSLA 
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