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EIS Submission to Scottish Parliament’s Education & Skill Committee for DFM 

Meeting (16.09.2020) 

 

1. The EIS (Educational Institute of Scotland), Scotland’s largest teacher union 

representing over 60,000 teachers and lecturers, is pleased to submit this short 

paper to the Education and Skills Committee of the Scottish Parliament in advance 

of the Deputy First Minister’s appearance before it on 16 September 2020. 

 

2. The lockdown and subsequent reopening of schools have shown that teachers and 

lecturers are committed to the children and young people they teach and support.  

 

3. The EIS believes that the Scottish Government was right to close schools when it 

did in order to safeguard the health and safety of pupils, staff and wider society. A 

recent EIS survey has that a majority of members supported reopening schools for 

the new academic year on August 12th. It is a credit to the teaching profession that 

whilst a majority of teachers support the re-opening of schools, they did so despite 

the majority also having concerns around their safety and wellbeing during the re-

opening and operation of schools.   

 

4. The EIS supports the way in which the Scottish Government has worked inclusively 

with trade unions since the start of the lockdown and acknowledges that the Scottish 

Government has listened to EIS views. 

 

5. The Scottish Government formed the CERG group at the start of the lockdown and 

this has been an effective means of reviewing developments, consulting on Scottish 

Government’s forthcoming publications and giving advice to the Scottish 

Government. Whilst the EIS feels that CERG has played a positive role and has 

added value to the Scottish Government’s decisions and publications, it notes that 

ultimately it is the Scottish Government which  has made the decisions regarding 

education and published its guidance to the education sector – not all of which have 

the support of the EIS e.g. the EIS view is that the guidance on physical distancing 

amongst pupils, especially in secondary schools, is woefully inadequate.  

 

6. The Scottish Government announced in 21 May 2020 that schools would re-open 

in August 2020 with pupils physical distancing using a blended teaching approach. 

Teachers spent some considerable time preparing resources and planning for such 

a return. Much of that work was lost as the Scottish Government announced on 23 

June 2020 that the Covid-19 virus was sufficiently suppressed to allow all pupils to 

return on August 12, 2020. The revised Scottish Government Guidance for re-

opening schools was issued on 31 July, during the school holidays and this led to 

many teachers returning to schools the week prior to re-opening to ensure the pupils 

return was as successful and safe as possible. 
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7. Blended learning remains a contingency if schools are closed (or pupil physical 

distancing becomes mandatory) either at a local or national level in the future. The 

national or local triggers for the contingency do not seem well understood. It is also 

not clear to the EIS how teachers are expected to teach face-to-face a cohort of 

pupils and to prepare simultaneous online teaching materials – with both sets of 

work being marked and fed-back on. A sustainable model should be developed in 

advance of any blended learning ever being needed.   

 

8. The Scottish Government published its updated guidance on re-opening schools on 

31 July 2020, further updated on 11th September. The government consulted on the 

document at CERG, and, whilst the EIS supported the guidance, it had argued for 

the guidance to go further in places. The guidance did provide succor for teachers 

in preparing risk assessments with trade union input and this was carried out 

consistently well across Scottish local authorities. The enhanced cleaning regime, 

access to symptomatic and asymptomatic testing were also welcomed.  

 

9. The EIS’ main concern with the full pupil return to school and associated Scottish 

Government Guidance (of 31 July 2020) was that physical distancing between 

pupils was being sacrificed in order for all pupils to return to school. Furthermore, 

full pupil returns meant that teachers would be exposed to more pupils compared to 

a blended approach and it made schools more crowded. The Scottish Government 

guidance did not set out concrete steps to facilitate greater physical separation 

between pupils such as requiring modified timetables or temporary expansion of the 

school estate to split classes.  

 

10. Whilst the Scottish Government announced more funding1 for extra teachers, the 

funding was insufficient to make a meaningful difference. There are still a large 

number of recently qualified teachers that have no posts or have been put in supply 

pools to backfill future vacancies. As the EIS has previously advised, Scottish 

education has amongst the largest average class size in the OECD with almost the 

highest teacher contact hours in the OECD2. Without an expansion in the school 

estate and increase in teacher numbers, the high pupil density Scottish school 

system will be vulnerable to Covid-19 outbreaks relative to other OECD countries. 

Furthermore, the smaller class sizes that more teachers and increased school 

estate bring will also support improved educational outcomes. 

 

11. The 2020-21 school year will be a challenging year and unusual year. Prior to school 

re-opening, it was thought that the well-being of pupils would be the priority for 

schools, as consistent with the Maslow's hierarchy of needs, in a recovery phase. 

In general, however, it has become clear that most schools have got on with 

delivering their curriculum. Greater access to counsellors in secondary schools will 

                                                           
1 A total of £80 million for the current session, and up to £50 million to support broader education recovery. 
2 https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/docserver/f8d7880d-en.pdf  Page 422  

https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/docserver/f8d7880d-en.pdf
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help in future, but the EIS suspects that further support will be required to address 

consequences for pupils’ mental health arising from the lockdown. Targeted pupil 

support will require more resources. Furthermore, it is probable that pupils from less 

affluent backgrounds will be the hardest hit by the lockdown in educational terms, 

and they may require increased support.  The EIS recognises that some additional 

funding has been made available for additional staffing, and welcomes that 

investment, but believes it falls well short of what is required in terms of genuine 

education recovery. In reality it is little more than the Barnet consequentials of 

additional UK Government spending on Education and therefore disappointing in 

the context of the Scottish Government’s professed priority on Education..  

 

12.  The DFM has previously accepted responsibility for the SQA external exam results 

earlier this summer that reinforced social injustice, before overturning the 

moderated results by relying on teacher professional judgement. The EIS view is 

that the SQA had a significant locus in the decision making process and itself failed 

to listen to the concerns being expressed by bodies such as ourselves. There are a 

number of consultations in place to learn the lessons from the episode, but the EIS 

is clear that this is an opportunity to look again at national qualification assessment 

and reconfigure it to be more consistent with the original aims of Curriculum for 

Excellence and to be more progressive to avoid exacerbating social injustice.  

 

13. The EIS also believes that the Scottish Government should direct the SQA to be 

more inclusive with it plans and engage with a wider section of stakeholders in order 

to avoid repeating recent mistakes. Pupils have lost much learning over the last six 

months, and college students will have a shorter academic year in which to prepare 

for SQA awards. The SQA obstinacy in sticking to a planned exam diet later this 

year whilst asking teachers and lecturers to also collect additional pupils work in 

case exams are cancelled does not augur well. 

 

14. The Scottish Government moved to implement face coverings in secondary schools 

in light of revised WHO guidance. The Scottish Government has followed the 

science, but sometimes may need to consider whether it could act proactively - 

ahead of the science -  regarding the safety concerns of (public sector) workers 

such as teachers. The Scottish Government has facilitated asymptomatic testing for 

teachers and thereby recognised that the morale boost to teachers this brought 

outweighed the cost of additional testing.  

  

15. The DFM is also responsible for further and higher education; areas in which the 

EIS is very active. The Scottish Government has recognised the key role both 

sectors have in mitigating the future effects of a Covid-10 caused recession that is 

likely to be compounded by Brexit. However, the EIS would caution the Scottish 

Government not to consider colleges and universities’ primary role as supporting 

the Scottish economy by reconfiguring their funding accordingly. The role of 

education to allow learners to develop and flourish, whatever their background, in 
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order to empower them to lead fulfilled lives that contribute to society. Work is simply 

one part of this. 

 

16. The EIS would expect leadership from the Scottish Government and its national 

agencies in this school year, and it expects the teacher unions to be closely involved 

in order to deliver the best possible strategies for the sector, in the safest way.  

 

17. Most teachers support the Scottish Government view that the potential harm to 

pupils’ social and educational development is currently greater than the harm from 

Covid-19 by re-opening schools, i.e. the balance of harm argument. Nevertheless, 

it is teachers that are travelling to school on public transport during rush hour to sit 

in poorly ventilated classrooms all day to teach up to hundreds of pupils each week 

whilst other graduate professions heed Scottish Government advice and work from 

home.  Localised outbreaks have already closed some schools, and intra-school 

transmission of Covid-19 has been reported in one school. The Scottish 

Government cannot afford to take teachers for granted and should ensure that its 

Guidance is comprehensive, prescriptive, and sufficient resources are available for 

it to be implemented in full in all schools. 

 

 


