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Covid-19: Learning and Teaching in the Senior Phase 
 
 
Dear Clare, 
 
Thank you for your letter of the 19th January.  I am now pleased to write and respond to the 
issues raised at the Committee meeting on the 13th January.  
 
Communication  
 
The National Qualifications 2021 Group, is considering whether any adjustments to the 
approach to assessment for 2020-21 are needed to take account of remote learning and 
ongoing disruption caused by Covid-19.  They have already announced an extension to the 
date for submission of provisional results to allow additional time for learning and teaching, 
and will continue to review the position to determine if further modifications are needed.  The 
priority for schools at this time should be on learning and teaching, with assessment taking 
place later in the 2020/21 academic session.   
 
Following the recommendations outlined in Professor Mark Priestley’s Rapid Review of the 
National Qualifications 2020 Experience, the SQA are developing the alternative certification 
model for this year’s qualifications through a co-creation approach with representation from 
teachers, parents and learners. 
 
The National Qualifications 2021 Group (NQ 21 Group) draws its membership from the 
Association of Directors of Education in Scotland, Colleges Scotland, Education Scotland, 
Scottish Qualifications Authority, the Educational Institute of Scotland, School Leaders 
Scotland, the Scottish Council of Independent Schools, the Scottish Government, the 
National Parent Forum of Scotland, and the Scottish Youth Parliament.  A key priority for the 
NQ 21 Group is to deliver a flexible evidence-based model based on teacher judgement, 
with quality assurance processes built in to demonstrate that national standards have been 
met. 
 
Specific tailored school, parent and learner communications outlining the agreed approaches 
are being issued by the SQA, on behalf of the NQ 21 Group.  
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Pupil Wellbeing 
 
We know that children and young people’s mental health and wellbeing will have been affected 
during lockdown, and we know that schools have a key role to play in supporting children’s 
and young people’s mental health when they return to school. Throughout this crisis, the 
impact on children and young people and on our education system has been at the forefront 
of our minds.  
 
Our work on supporting children and young people’s mental health and wellbeing is set within 
a context of much wider focus and support for children and young people’s mental health within 
communities and in relation to specific concerns. For example, we have provided £11.25 
million to local authorities to support their response to the pandemic’s impact on children and 
young people’s mental health and wellbeing. We have also provided an initial £3.75 million to 
local authorities for Community Supports and Services delivered between January and March 
2021, with an additional £15 million being made available in 2021/22 to support the continued 
establishment of new Community Mental Health and Wellbeing Services. 
 
My officials have worked closely with Education Scotland to ensure that advice and guidance 
including sources of quality support from external organisations is available.  This has been 
delivered through the Health and Wellbeing Wakelet which includes materials specific to 
mental health and wellbeing.  It also includes the Mind yer time and Aye Feel resources 
which provide sources of support and information for children and young people.  The 
Wakelet is currently being updated with a range of additional resources, many specifically 
focussed on supporting young people’s mental health during the pandemic.  
 
In addition, along with Education Scotland my officials have continued to engage with 
education authorities about the support that they have in place for children and young 
people’s mental health and wellbeing.  All education authorities have arrangements for this in 
place. These include a wide range of approaches such as telephone helplines, education 
psychology support, bespoke support packages and resources and virtual and telephone 
counselling, as well as whole-school approaches such as trauma informed and nurture.   
 
The provision of Educational Psychologists, school counsellors and school staff are a key 
part of this support being offered in schools across the country.  Our local authority partners 
made excellent progress during the school closures and have confirmed that access to 
counselling support services are in place across Scotland.  
 
When school’s reopen, children and young people’s mental health and wellbeing should be 
at the centre of recovery plans. School staff already have a wide range of approaches and 
strategies in place to support children and young people’s mental health. Education Scotland 
has also provided tools and guidance for school staff to further strengthen mental health 
support to children and young people.   
 
In addition, a Mental Health in Schools Working Group made up of key stakeholders with 
expertise in this area have informed the development of a new professional learning 
resource for all school staff which will provide essential learning required to support children 
and young people’s mental health and wellbeing. The resource will be available in Spring 
2021.  
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Through the Winter Plan Package £23.5 million will be made available to support services for 
vulnerable children and young people  

 This is to address the three areas in particular where the children and families social 
work resource is experiencing significant challenge in meeting demand: 

 £8m to address staffing pressures in residential care for children and young people;  

 £1m to secure care providers to deal with staffing and campus impacts of pandemic, 
introduce outbreak prevention measures and prepare for Promise implementation; 

 £6 million to local authorities to support services for vulnerable children and young 
people through direct aid to social work, support for youthwork and mentoring and 
augmented self-directed support ; 

 £8.5m to support local authorities to deal with extra social work demands posed by 
children’s hearings recovery plans and respond flexibly to support other social work 
activity targeted at vulnerable children. 

 
Children and young people who are shielding as part of current requirements at protection 
level 4 are being offered support for their learning in the same way as other pupils who are 
currently learning at home   Advice indicates that children and young people who are 
shielding may be able to attend school, under arrangements for vulnerable children or as 
children of keyworkers in the circumstances where this is agreed by their clinical adviser. 
However, it is expected that these children and young people will otherwise learn at home.  
 
The alternative certification model published by the National Qualifications 21 Group in 
December 2020 provides flexibility to allow disruption to learning to be managed at an 
individual level by schools.  Centres are free to generate that evidence in ways which are 
appropriate to the needs of both their practitioners and candidates. 
 
The Committee will be aware that I announced on 13 January an additional funding 
allocation of £45 million to local government to further support education recovery in 
providing funding for local authorities to deploy more support to their schools and families as 
they deal with the challenges of remote learning during lockdown. This additional funding 
may be used flexibly by councils to recruit additional staff, purchase additional digital devices 
and connectivity solutions, and to provide additional family support.  
 
This additional targeted support for families may involve interventions which will directly 
support individuals and families to engage effectively with remote learning, particularly in 
situations where vulnerability and deprivation are factors. This funding can also be used for 
additional or enhanced tutoring and mentoring programmes which help support vulnerable 
and disadvantaged children and young people, including those with care experience, and 
their families, to engage better with education. 
 
Local authorities have flexibility to use this funding to employ a variety of staff to meet the 
needs of children and young people in their local areas.  
 
The SQA is conducting a review of the appeals process to ensure it best meets the needs of 
young people and is in line with the principles of the United Nations Convention on the 
Rights of the Child.  They are working closely with key stakeholders, including young people 
and the Children’s Commissioner.  Full details of the SQA appeals process for 2021 will be 
set out in due course. 
 
Teacher Wellbeing 
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The continued support of our educators’ professional learning and wellbeing during this time 
continues to be an important part of our ‘recovery’, as the education workforce faces and 
meets the challenges of keeping their school communities learning, well and safe. Education 
Scotland are providing a range of support including the continued delivery of the Excellence 
in Headship (EiH) and EiH Stretch programmes, and the Stepping Stones programme which 
is designed with and for post-probation teachers to support them in their first four years post-
probation. ES is also providing a wide range of teaching resources and approaches to 
support teachers to manage the mental health and wellbeing of CYP, many of which are 
referenced in Positive mental wellbeing - resources to support children and young people 
 
To date, 569 teachers have signed up for Stepping Stones which comprises a series of 
online events including the following themes: the Scottish education system, interview skills, 
culturally responsive pedagogy and preparing for PRD. The GTCS and ES are also hosting a 
special 500 place webinar and follow-up discussion event with Gavin Oattes as part of this 
programme.  
 
Education Scotland is working with partner provider KnowYouMore to provide  a 1:1 
coaching offer for headteachers, teachers with a pastoral or child protection role, teachers 
new to post and participants of the Stepping Stones programme. They are also working with 
SAMEE to support BME teachers through a leadership and mentoring programme. 
Alongside this is an enhanced offer of coaching professional learning to help build coaching 
capacity in the system. This includes two programmes - an Introduction to Coaching and 
Coaching for Success.  Both coaching and ‘Stepping Stones’ have new dedicated online 
programme areas. Education Scotland and the GTCS are also working with Barnardo’s 
Scotland and mental health charity Place2Be to offer new mental health support for staff.  
 
The Teacher Leadership Programme delivered by the Professional Learning and Leadership 
Team ran a Teacher Leadership Programme+ workshop provided by Progressive Pathways 
titled, Understanding your Professional Identity in Times of Change which provided 
participants with thought-provoking, practical strategies to bolster their individual capacity to 
build resilience, learn from the past and effect positive change for the future, both individually 
and collaboratively with colleagues. 
 
From October to December, 167 HTs engaged in Excellence in Headship Learn Sessions 
which included areas such as: 
Facilitating Effective Professional Learning, Co-Creation, co-construction and co-production, 
Coaching – Developing a Community of practice, Developing Interdisciplinary learning (IDL), 
Socially Just Leaders: Anti-racism, Allyship and Action, Confident Online Communication 
(offered twice), Creating a Mentally Healthy School, Digital Learning Strategy, Supporting 
your teachers to lead from the ground up.  
 
In addition the Excellence in Headship Stretch programme participants are attending three 
new professional sessions in January and March 21 which focuses on headteacher 
wellbeing. 
 
Resourcing Issues 
 
Since this period of remote learning began on 11 January, and until it ends, eSgoil will 
provide a daily Lockdown Live programme to support teachers, learners and parents.  This is 
in addition to the range of live lesson programmes covering ages 3 to 18 that have been in 
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place since September 2020, augmenting the work of classroom teachers across the 
country.  eSgoil will continue to offer its very successful package of free interactive online 
study webinars for senior phase pupils, expanding these into their daytime programme 
during this period and extending the range of courses available. A total of 53 are now 
available, with more being added each week.  
 
Scottish Government are investing £25m to support digital inclusion amongst school-aged 
children. By the end of January 2021, over 63,000 devices and over 11,000 connectivity 
solutions had been distributed to learners across Scotland. More devices are being 
distributed by councils on a weekly basis. In total, the programme is expected to benefit over 
70,000 disadvantaged children and young people across Scotland.  Local authorities 
themselves are responsible for identifying those in need as well as securing and distributing 
devices to meet local demand. 
 

We are investing an additional £45m to assist families with remote learning.  This funding 
can be used flexibly by local authorities to purchase additional digital devices and 
connectivity solutions, recruit additional staff and provide wider family support. 
 
The Connecting Scotland programme was set up by the Scottish Government in response to 
the COVID-19 pandemic to reduce digital exclusion by providing devices, an internet 
connection, training and support for digitally excluded low income people.   In total, we are 
investing over £45m through that programme to bring around 55,000 people online by the 
end of 2021. 
 
Sampling 
 
In January 2020, the Deputy First Minister announced that HMIE would engage with local 
authorities, schools, parents/carers and young people to develop a national overview of 
practice in remote learning.  On 22 January 2021, HMIE published the first of these 
overviews following engagement with local authorities.  The report demonstrates that local 
authorities have built on the experience during the previous period of school closures and 
are using innovative methods to deliver learning.  A national overview reports was published 
on 29th January which focused on the experiences of schools as well as the views of 
parents/carers and young peoples.  
 
Education Scotland currently has no plans to independently evaluate the delivery of the 
SQAs alternative assessment model.  Education Scotland are a member of the National 
Qualifications 2021 Group and the working group on the ‘Quality Assurance of the 
Alternative Certification Model for National 5 Courses in 2020-21’.  Education Scotland are 
collaborating closely with SQA and other partners on determining appropriate arrangements 
for alternative assessment. 
 
Return to School 
 
The First Minister announced to Parliament on 2 February a proposal to return certain 
groups of children and young people to in-school learning from 22 February.  This proposal 
will be subject to review on 16 February.   
 
This proposal was informed by the latest advice from the COVID-19 Advisory Sub-group on 
Education and Children’s Issues which was published on 3 February.  This advice reflects 
the lower risk of transmission associated with young children and the benefits of having 
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smaller numbers of people in school at any time. It is subject to continued reductions in 
prevalence and community transmission, no significant changes to the evidence, and 
reassurance that mitigations are in place and are being adhered to. 
 
It is proposed that children in P1, P2 and P3 will return to full-time schooling from 22 
February along with a very small cohort of senior phase pupils on a limited basis to carry out 
practical tasks and ensure national certification.  No more than 5 – 8% of the secondary 
school roll should be in school at any time for this purpose, specifically to support learning in 
practical subjects that cannot be delivered remotely. There should also be a small increase 
in in-school provision for children and young people with significant additional support needs 
where there is a clear and demonstrable necessity.  Vulnerable children and the children of 
key workers will continue to attend school.   
 
As part of the process of phased return, every possible step should be taken to ensure the 
safety and wellbeing of children, young people and staff in schools.  It will mean that, in 
comparison to full school opening before Christmas there will be far fewer children and 
young people in schools and that those that are in school will mostly be younger children 
with lower transmissibility risks.  As an additional protective measure, all senior phase pupils 
returning to school will be required to keep 2m distance from each other as well as school 
staff.  All of this will be supported by rollout of an enhanced testing programme for all school 
staff and young people in the senior phase.   The proposed phased return will enable 
monitoring of data to assess the impact as we go along. 
 
Vaccines are being provided to people on a priority basis as set out by the Joint Committee 
on Vaccination and Immunisation (JCVI) and we will work through to reach other groups as 
quickly as vaccine supply allows and, hopefully, other vaccines are approved.  The JCVI 
prioritisation list clearly recognises that age presents the greatest risk of serious illness and 
death from COVID-19 - and therefore it is providing protection to those on that list which is 
the Scottish Government’s priority.  The JCVI priority lists represents 99% of the preventable 
mortality from COVID-19 and throughout the delivery of the vaccination programme we will 
be guided by the clinical expertise of the JCVI, the Medicines and Health Products 
Regulatory Agency (MHRA), and our own senior clinical advisers.  
 
It is hoped that all those on the JCVI prioritisation list will be vaccinated by the end of spring 
2021, supplies permitting.  A proportion of school staff will fall within the JCVI priority list and 
will be offered the vaccine in line with this. This includes staff working with children and 
young people with specific complex additional support needs. 
 
Consideration is underway as to whether other key worker groups, including school staff and 
childcare workers could be considered a priority for vaccination, once the clinically high-risk 
groups have been vaccinated. 
 
Early Learning and Childcare 
 
The First Minister announced on 2 February the Scottish Government’s intention that 
childcare settings can re-open to all pre-school children from 22 February. This is subject to 
continued progress in suppressing the virus and will be subject to final confirmation in two 
weeks’ time. 
 
The decision to plan for the re-opening of early learning and childcare (ELC) reflects the 
crucial role that ELC plays in supporting children’s development, and the challenge of 
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delivering this crucial support remotely.  It has been informed by the evidence that younger 
children are less susceptible to acquiring and transmitting the virus than adults and older 
children, and the low risk to staff of ELC-associated transmission and outbreaks, when 
community prevalence is low, including risks associated with the new variant. 
 
At present, access to childcare for children of school age will not be extended.  Only children 
of key workers and vulnerable children should continue to attend school age childcare 
services (other than childminding services caring for fewer than 12 children). 
 
When community transmission levels allows, this will be extended to a wider range of 
children, as part of a phased re-opening of education 
 
Financial support for childcare providers 
 
The Scottish Government continues to work with the whole childcare sector to help us be 
responsive, when we can, to the continued pressures faced while progressing the recovery. 
 
I announced on 13 January that the Scottish Government will make £3.8 million available for 
each four week period of restrictions to offer temporary financial support to those services 
who are open but currently only permitted to operate for vulnerable children or those of key 
workers. This includes day care of children’s services operating at any registered capacity; 
childminders who currently care for 12 or more children; and, out of school care providers. 
 
The Temporary Restrictions Fund is intended to help mitigate the reduction in income 
resulting from operating below capacity and ensure these settings can remain open. The 
Fund opened to applications on 4 February for grants covering the first four week period of 
restrictions from 4 January - 29 January 2021. 
 
Based on present plans ELC settings are likely to reopen to all children ahead of school 
aged childcare settings but it is the Scottish Government’s intention that the Fund will remain 
open until all services are permitted to welcome all children back. 
 
Targeted support for Childminders 
 
The majority of childminding services are not subject to the temporary restrictions on 
attendance and are currently able to remain open to all children. However, the Scottish 
Government is aware that many childminders are experiencing challenges and that some may 
be facing lower levels of demand for their services. 
 
We have considered carefully those challenges, and the urgent need to get financial support 
as quickly as possible to those who need it. That is why we announced on 9 February that the 
initial £1m fund announced in January would be expanded. We are now making available at 
total of £3,228,750 for a Childminding Business Sustainability Fund. The fund will provide a 
grant of £750 for every registered childminding setting in Scotland to support their businesses 
at a time of increased cost pressure and lower demand.  
 
We are working urgently to establish the application mechanism for this fund and see grants 
issued in the coming weeks. 
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This will build on the support already provided to over 1,000 childminders through the 
Childminding Workforce Support Fund, and to which the Scottish Government provided 
£420,000 to support delivery. 

Support for parents 

We know that childcare settings continue to keep in touch with parents/carers and that some 
parents/carers may be worried about whether childcare settings are safe for their 
child/children to return to. 

Day care of children services and childminders continue to work hard to create low risk, high 
quality and nurturing environments for children to develop, play and have fun. All the 
evidence and public health data tells us that ELC settings remain low risk environments, and 
that risks to children are very low. 

Parent Club continues to be updated regularly to give parents and carers updated 
information relating to Covid-19 restrictions or changes.  

For families with children at home, we have created a new page on Parent Club to share 
resources that might be helpful. Specific resources have been created for parents to support 
understanding of outdoor learning, and to support families to take up outdoor play 
opportunities.  

We are also working with local authorities to share promotional materials around the 1140 
offer, as for many parents we are aware that this is the time when they will be thinking about 
their August 2021 application. 

I hope this information is useful for the Committee. 

Yours sincerely, 

JOHN SWINNEY 

http://www.lobbying.scot/
https://www.parentclub.scot/articles/early-learning-and-childcare-in-scotland-is-changing
https://www.parentclub.scot/articles/early-learning-resources

