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Education and Skills Committee 

20th Meeting, 2020 (Session 5), Wednesday 9th September 2020 

Counsellors in school education – note from the Clerk 

1. At today’s meeting, the Committee will take evidence from representatives of 

ADES, ASPEP and COSLA about counsellors in school education. 

 

2. In the Scottish Government’s 2018 Programme for Government there was a 

commitment to enable all secondary schools in Scotland to have access to at 

least one qualified counsellor by September 2020. The Committee held a 

roundtable session with various stakeholders on 5 February 2020 on progress 

towards delivering this policy, specifically focussing on provision in schools. 

 

3. Following this meeting, the Committee wrote to the Cabinet Secretary for 

Education and Skills to highlight issues raised at the roundtable. The Cabinet 

Secretary responded on 1 June 2020. These letters are attached to this 

paper.  

 

4. Following today’s meeting and evidence session, the Committee will have the 

opportunity to raise any further issues with the Cabinet Secretary at its 

meeting on 16 September.  
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LETTER TO THE CABINET SECRETARY, DATED 21 FEBRUARY 2020 

 

Dear Mr Swinney, 

 

Counsellors in school education 

As you will be aware, the Committee held a roundtable evidence session on the topic 

of counsellors in school education on 5 February 2020. The Official Report of this 

session can be read here: 

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12511&mode=pdf  

 

The Committee agreed to write to you to highlight its initial thinking on this topic, and 

to seek a response to help inform our future work in this area. Overall, the Committee 

welcomes the intention to improve support for children and young people including 

early preventative action in relation to their mental health, but this needs to be done in 

a whole school way fitting in with existing support services including guidance staff, by 

people qualified in specifics of adolescent mental health and able to work in the school 

environment. Counselling also should not be viewed as a substitute for other important 

elements of the system. For example, the Scottish Guidance Association (SGA) told 

us: 

“Increasingly, we are finding that GPs are unwilling to make CAMHS referrals 

themselves, and are telling families to access counsellors through school, though they 

do not know if the school in question actually has a counsellor, and if they do, whether 

there is capacity. This can cause delays in getting help for the young people and 

waiting lists in schools can be long. This can lead to guidance/pastoral staff ending up 

trying to do the job, and while they can support, they do not always have the time or 

expertise to do this as effectively as a counsellor would.”1 

The aims and principles contained within the guidance suggested videolink as a 

possible means of delivering counselling. While this will undoubtedly be a suitable 

option in certain circumstances, face to face contact by someone visible and known to 

young people should be the preferred route and the Government’s work should ensure 

a weighting towards face to face contact in delivery of this policy. Deborah Gallacher 

of the SGA made this point in evidence: 

“It is a fundamental principle of counselling that, when we work with young people, we 

must seek to engage them and develop an alliance. I am concerned that, if digital 

platforms are considered to be a cost-effective solution or indeed a way of reaching 

remote and small rural communities, we may lose the ability to build an alliance with 

young people and have the improved outcomes that we look for from counselling.”2 

                                                           
1 Scottish Guidance Association written submission 
2 Official Report, 5 February 2020, Col. 42 

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12511&mode=pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/20200129Scottish_Guidance_Association.pdf
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This was supported by Joanna Holmes of the BACP, who said: 

“It is not a replacement for face-to-face work; it is an added offer. Some young people 

prefer to go down the digital route because they find that they are able to express 

things more quickly, particularly if they are using synchronous communication. They 

can type things and get them off their chest, and some evidence has shown that that 

accelerates the process. It is an offer, but it is not the solution on its own.”3 

More specifically, our comments on the session can be divided into six areas – 

workforce, training, funding, scale of provision, governance and information sharing – 

which appear to offer the most challenges and questions in this area. 

 

Workforce 

The Committee recognises that the timescale for delivery of these additional 

counsellors is challenging and ambitious. However, we are concerned that the short 

timescale and increased demand for staff adequately and appropriately trained to 

deliver on this promise is posing similar structural issues and challenges to those being 

experienced in the childcare sector. For example, workforce displacement and 

competition between different local authorities, not least those in rural and remote 

parts of Scotland, for a relatively small number of people, could pose challenges, even 

with a rurality weighting built into the model.  

One of our major concerns is the lack of baseline figures on the number of counsellors 

in school now, no projections on how many staff will come from the existing young 

people counsellor workforce, how many existing counsellors will need to retrain as 

counsellors for young people, and how many entirely new counsellors will need to be 

trained. A twin challenge is also posed by the impact of further and higher education 

recruiting at the same time, which The Spark said could be exacerbated “exacerbated 

if, for example, universities are able to pay their Counsellors at a much higher rate 

than the Third Sector”, and uncertainty over how many of those the BACP have 

assessed as holding an interest in retraining specifically in children and young people 

counselling will do so. 

Given these challenges, the Committee is not clear on what basis officials are 

confident of delivery by September 2020, particularly given the need for new 

counsellors to be thoroughly trained (as is covered later in this letter). The Committee 

would therefore appreciate additional details of workforce figures as they are 

developed and as we move towards the September 2020 target, as well as some 

information on what work is being undertaken to reach out to the counsellors showing 

an interest in converting into counsellors for children and young people, particularly 

given COSCA’s evidence that there is an annual surplus of counsellors for adults.  

The Committee believes, as part of its evaluation of the delivery of the policy, the 

Scottish Government should work with local authorities and schools to track where 

new staff come from and whether they are being replaced (for example, in local 

authorities such as Moray, which proposes offering it “as a secondment opportunity 

                                                           
3 Official Report, 5 February 2020, Col. 42 
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for existing Moray Council and Health and Social Care Moray employees who meet 

the criteria”4). We also ask the Scottish Government, as was raised in evidence, to 

track how many ‘new’ counsellors are counsellors currently paid for by Pupil Equity 

Funding that will now become funded by the additional funding under this policy. 

The Committee considers it likely there will be a more acute issue with sourcing staff 

in rural and remote areas including island communities, given this is the current 

experience with a number of other professions at present such as medical and 

teaching staff. The Committee welcomes your perspective on how this can be 

anticipated and mitigated. 

 

Training 

Participants highlighted the potential cost barriers to those wishing to train as 

counsellors. Brian Magee from COSCA set out some potential costs for those looking 

to train as school counsellors: 

“If a counsellor who has previously trained to work with adults wants to do the 

University of Strathclyde course, it will cost them £2,000. The course delivered at 

Simpson house in Edinburgh costs £1,600. There are other courses that we validate, 

which are generic, core diploma courses with a built-in component or module to train 

people to be counsellors of children and young people, such as The Spark’s course. 

We could see some of that being used going forward.”5 

Stella Gibson from the Spark set out the costs for those who train through her 

organisation: 

“The cost is another challenge. The Spark charges for our diploma—it costs more than 

£7,000 to train with us. People must also have done the COSCA counselling skills 

certificate course, which costs another £1,000. People who come to us have to cover 

their own fees. If they go to a university, they may be eligible for funding from the 

Student Awards Agency for Scotland. There is a real issue about diversity in 

counselling, because only people who can afford to train will come to organisations 

such as ours.”6 

Clearly, it would be inappropriate if individuals were priced out of a potential new 

career, not least one where there is a clear and urgent need for new entrants to the 

profession. The Committee would therefore welcome confirmation of whether those 

undertaking training through the new SQA qualifications will be able to access SAAS 

funding and support, and when the first cohort from these courses will be in the 

workforce. 

 

 

                                                           
4 Moray Council written submission 
5 Official Report, 5 February 2020, Col. 11 
6 Official Report, 5 February 2020, Col. 12 

https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/20200129Moray_Council.pdf
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Funding 

At the roundtable session, Nicola Dickie from COSLA acknowledged there was a delay 

in funding arrangements being clear to councils which a number cite in written 

submissions as creating a delay in their work to deliver this policy. Argyll and Bute 

Council, for example, described the timescale for delivery as “likely to be 

problematic”7. 

During the roundtable session, officials could not confirm whether councils can rollover 

funding they do not spend in this financial year into the next. The Committee seeks an 

assurance from you that this funding will be rolled over. Some participants also raised 

the potential procurement issues; should larger local authorities offer single contracts 

for counselling rather than splitting these into smaller contracts, for example, this may 

stymie the ability of some organisations, including those who already provide 

counselling services, to participate.  

Given there is a finite amount of money for the policy, the Committee would also 

welcome any information about the anticipated additional cost of outsourcing and 

whether outsourcing impacts on the extent counsellors can integrate into schools.  

 

Scale of provision 

Another issue explored with participants was the extent to which the service will be 

used by school pupils. While we appreciate the extent of both current and future unmet 

demand is difficult to model, the discussion had led to some concern over what can 

realistically be provided. 

At the session, officials said they anticipated 10% of pupils potentially using the 

services; generally, it would be fair to expect many pupils may require numerous 

counsellor sessions over the longer term to be effective. In 2019, the secondary school 

population of Scotland was approximately 286,000 pupils, which would therefore 

equate to roughly 28,500 pupils using the service. If each counsellor able to provide, 

as a maximum, 20 sessions a week and may be moving between different schools, 

particularly in remote and rural areas, this would work out to 7000 sessions a week or 

28,000 in a month, which would in turn equate to roughly one session per pupil per 

month.  

The Committee appreciates the above provides a very rough estimate on a number of 

fronts, particularly as we do not currently hold a baseline figure for current counselling 

provision in schools. We would therefore welcome from the Scottish Government 

some more robust figures on what it anticipates the scale of provision to resemble, 

and whether it expects this to meet demand. 

 

 

 

                                                           
7 Argyll and Bute Council written submission 

https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/20200109Arygyll_and_Bute_Council.pdf
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Governance 

During the roundtable session, Laura Meikle of COSLA said: 

“As you will be aware from our submissions, we are currently in the process of drawing 

up our governance arrangements. Those draw on the plans from authorities in relation 

to where we are on the planning and the development of the commitment. We will 

know how many counsellors we have, but, at this moment, we are still in that process.  

We must complete our governance arrangements internally, prior to making the 

information public, but we intend to share information with the committee in due course 

on where we are with the plans, to give reassurance that we are on track or to say 

whether we need to take any mitigating action.”8 

The Committee welcomes this commitment to be provided with the details of the 

governance arrangements once they are finalised and available in April, and asks that 

it is also provided with local authority submissions from December to inform our future 

work in this area. 

A number of participants referred to similar work undertaken in Wales, and how it is 

beginning to reap positive outcomes after being established ten years ago. Joanna 

Holmes of the BACP told us: 

“Many years ago, the Welsh were worried that there would not be a sufficient number 

of people in the workforce and that they would not be ready. The situation was similar 

to what we are hearing about today. There has been a long process there, but they 

are now delivering in all secondary schools. They are beginning to look at delivering 

in primary schools, but they want to get it right first. The Welsh have a lot of experience 

to share, and we have worked closely with them to update a toolkit, which is a manual 

of good practice.”9 

 The Committee intends to learn more about the experience in Wales in the future. 

Interestingly, we understand that the Welsh approach is underpinned by a statutory 

duty, and the Committee would be interested to know if this is being considered as an 

option in the future in Scotland.  

 

Information sharing 

At the roundtable session, there was an extended conversation around the sensitivities 

and potential tension between information sharing and maintaining confidentiality. 

Laura Meikle informed us: 

“In the development of the policy and in all our conversations, the sharing of 

information and the safeguarding of confidentiality were raised again and again. Aims 

and principles are jointly agreed by the Scottish Government, local authorities and 

COSLA as part of our framework agreement and, as a consequence of all those 

discussions, one of the principles is: “Local policies and procedures in relation to child 

protection and information sharing should be followed. The requirements of the 

                                                           
8 Official Report, 5 February 2020, Col. 9 
9 Official Report, 5 February 2020, Col. 7 
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registering body, for example in terms of professional conduct and supervision, should 

also be followed”.”10 

The conversation also picked up on the challenges of both ensuring that counselling 

services can be accessed in a confidential way, and ensuring counsellors are 

perceived as separate to the school establishment as this may put some young people 

at ease to approach them. For example, it may be more difficult to meet these 

challenges in smaller, remote schools than in larger schools with more space and a 

higher school roll where confidentiality may be more easily preserved. 

The Committee would welcome further information from the Scottish Government on 

the work it is undertaking with COSLA to ensure that information sharing and 

confidentiality are balanced appropriately, particularly in settings where the size of the 

school (both physically and in terms of pupil roll) may pose additional challenges. 

Yours sincerely 
 

CLARE ADAMSON MSP 

CONVENER 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
10 Official Report, 5 February 2020, Col. 38 
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LETTER FROM THE CABINET SECRETARY, 1 JUNE 2020 

 

Dear Clare  

Counselling through Schools  

Thank you for your letter of 21 February 2020 following the roundtable evidence 

session on counsellors in schools which took place on the 5 February 2020.  As the 

Committee is aware, there have been significant alterations to the education system 

since both the evidence session on 5 February and the letter from the Committee of 

21 February.  We are absolutely committed to the provision of counselling through 

schools, and we will focus our efforts on resuming this work as soon as possible 

following the resumption of pupils’ attendance at school.    

I very much appreciate the Committee’s consideration of this very important issue. I 

hope the Committee find the following information helpful and reassuring in relation to 

the points that they have raised.   

I would like to reassure the Committee that we are in absolute agreement that 

counselling in schools needs to be delivered as part of the whole school approach, 

and appropriately linked to other services which will support children and young 

people’s mental health and wellbeing. This was clearly outlined in the ‘Guidance for 

Education Authorities Establishing Access to Counselling in Secondary Schools’ 

which was attached in my previous response. I would also like to reassure the 

Committee that first and foremost, the intent is to offer face to face counselling to 

children and young people wherever practicable. However, recognising the various 

circumstances of schools and education authorities, including for example issues 

concerning rurality, it is necessary to enable alternative methods of counselling 

provision also.  

In order to reassure the Committee of our intent, and as a preface to the answers to 

the points which the Committee has raised, I thought it would be useful to highlight the 

specific paragraphs from the guidance that reinforce our expectations outlined above: 

Para 2 

‘……..The counselling service is a universal service and should be available to all 

secondary school pupils and primary, ASN school pupils aged 10 and over. This will 

complement the range of whole-school and targeted approaches already available in 

schools to help support the mental, emotional, social and physical wellbeing of children 

and young people. Education Authorities and schools should ensure that counsellors 

are competent to practice with children and young people’.   

Para 4  

‘School counselling should be aligned to the Getting It Right for Every Child approach 

and related local policies/procedures, and recognised as a potential intervention for 

children and young people with additional support needs, within the overall framework 

of staged intervention in schools. Counselling will provide a low-level, preventative, 

support within that context’.   
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Para 10  

‘Counselling is one of a range of services that helps to support the health, emotional 

and social needs of young people and can help a healthy school culture. It is not 

intended to replace the support provided by adults in educational settings to promote 

the wellbeing of young people and should be seen as part of a whole school approach 

to supporting wellbeing. There may be times when maintaining and extending the 

support from a key adult is a more appropriate alternative to a child starting 

counselling. This can be identified through individual conversations with the child 

and/or parent/carer to inform the most appropriate form of ongoing future support’.   

Para 17  

‘It is important for all professionals involved in emotional and mental health wellbeing 

provision to be well connected to and collaboratively engage to ensure the most 

effective and integrated response to ensure the best possible outcomes for children 

and young people are achieved’.   

I will now respond to the Committee’s specific questions around workforce, training, 

scale of provision, governance and information sharing.   

 

Workforce  

The Committee raised a number of concerns in relation to workforce including demand 

for counsellors for the schools and the Further and Higher Education Commitments, 

current workforce and training.   

The number of counsellors currently working in schools is not known. We do know 

that, as a result of Pupil Equity Funding (PEF), there are counsellors working in 

schools across Scotland, and also that a number of authorities have counsellors 

working in schools as part of complementary approaches to mental health and 

wellbeing.  It has not been possible to quantify these exactly, however, and therefore 

officials have not been able to develop a baseline.  Instead, as my official Laura Meikle 

outlined during the Committee evidence session on the 5 February 2020, we have 

worked closely with BACP and COSCA over the course of 2019 to assess workforce 

capability and to identify ways to meet the demand.  As a result of this partnership 

approach, both organisations were able to consult their members with regards to 

current and future working patterns with children and young people.  We were 

reassured by both organisations that there is sufficient capacity amongst existing 

membership, either now or in the future in order to meet the demand of new posts 

created by this policy, both in relation to schools and Further and Higher Education.  

The Committee will be interested to know that in 2018, the BACP undertook a Scottish 

Workforce Survey. There was a 25% response rate from their 2,300 members in 

Scotland. The survey found that:   

• 40% of respondents indicated they are currently working with children and 

young people aged 4-10 and/or children and young people aged 11-18. 
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• Two-thirds of those working with children and young people have more than 5 

years’ experience with this client group 

• Just over two-thirds of those working with children and young people (68%) 

indicated they currently have capacity for more paid client hours 

• For those not currently working with children and young people,  47% were 

interested in going down this route, if opportunities were available 

• Those members who expressed an interest of working with children and young 

people were asked if they would be interested in undertaking training to work 

with this client group. Over three-quarters (77%) indicated they would be 

interested (17% didn’t know). 

• Almost three-quarters (73%) of those interested in future working with children 

and young people currently have capacity for more paid client hours. 

• Of those interested in undertaking training to work with children and young 

people, 114 (72%) currently have capacity for more paid client hours. 

As Joanna Holmes from BACP outlined in the evidence session on the 5 February:  

“Some of our qualified counsellors do not always work, some work voluntary hours or 

there could be a combination. The workforce is there but people might need additional 

CPD.”  

In addition, my officials also continued to work closely with the SQA to ensure there is 

training available for those who need it. As outlined in my previous letter a number of 

colleges are offering conversion courses for existing counsellors to complete units to 

allow them to become qualified to work with children and young people.  This means 

that those who are already qualified as adult counsellors will be able to have enhanced 

training in order to be able to support children and young people within schools.  This 

training can be delivered in a flexible way that reflects working practices and the need 

to develop the necessary competencies which may vary on an individual basis. This 

is likely to follow a model of evening/day release classes with evidence of hours in 

workplace practice.  

As was acknowledged within the evidence session, it is not possible to train a ‘fresh’ 

counsellor within the timescale for delivery of this commitment.  Therefore, these is a 

need to rely on those who are already trained as counsellors.  As outlined above, 

whilst this is finely balanced, it is achievable.  The Scottish Government has worked 

with SQA to enable training courses to be available for those who wish to train as 

counsellors as part of ensuring a sustainable and suitably qualified workforce in the 

long-term.  

We have agreed with local authorities the arrangements on submitting plans and 

progress in supporting the delivery of this commitment. Local authorities have 

submitted their plans for implementation which we are currently considering as part of 

our Governance arrangements. We will inform Ministers and the Children and Young 

People’s Mental Health and Wellbeing Project Board on the readiness for 

implementation, and provide an update to the Committee in due course.  

In terms of workforce developments, as the Committee is aware, we have been 

working with BACP and COSCA to strengthen the available workforce. COSCA has 
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actively promoted to all its members the two post-qualifying courses in counselling 

children and young people that they validate through their e-bulletins and website.   

BACP has agreed to engage their members in Scotland to ascertain how many are 

likely to take up the new counselling roles and have agreed to share this with my 

officials as appropriate. BACP has also agree to work with their Children and Young 

People's Division to help promote the new counsellor roles with members.   

The Committee has asked the Scottish Government to track the routes of staff as they 

come to support the delivery of these commitments.  It is important that local 

authorities continue to have flexibility in delivery of this commitment. As the Committee 

will be aware, there may be alternative models that are adopted to recruitment of 

counsellors dependent on the delivery option chosen by the local authority. Officials 

will continue to work closely with local authority partners to support the delivery of the 

commitment. As outlined above, we have been reassured by BACP and COSCA that 

there is sufficient capacity amongst existing membership to work with children and 

young people, either now or in the future in order to meet the demand of new posts 

created by this policy.  As was suggested by BACP in evidence, in addition to those 

who would wish to have enhanced training in order to work with children and young 

people, many of their members also indicated that they have additional capacity in 

terms of their working hours to provide counselling alongside their current roles.  In 

those circumstances there would be no need for replacement as such.  

In terms of those counsellors who are in place as a result of PEF funding, the 

information on the number who would be now funded through this approach would be 

known to authorities but not by the Scottish Government.    

The Committee raised concerns about the staffing of this commitment within rural 

areas.  As the Committee are aware, this was factored into the preparation of the 

approach and additional funding has been provided to local authorities affected by 

rurality. As highlighted at the outset of my response, the challenges of delivering 

counselling within rural communities where there are longer distances for counsellors 

to travel in order to provide a service is acknowledged.  As a result, the aims and 

principles are also clear that:  

“Counselling services should be accessible. Utilising technology, virtual approaches 

and delivery in non-educational settings where communities need it, particularly in 

rural communities.”  

 

Training  

The Committee highlighted the potential cost barriers to those wishing to train as 

counsellors. I agree with the Committee that any training needs to be affordable and 

accessible. Unfortunately under current funding arrangements neither of these 

courses are eligible for Student Awards Agency Scotland (SAAS) support under 

current funding arrangements. Professional Development Awards (PDA) courses are 

typically designed for those who are already employed in a particular field and the 

course is a means to develop their skills in the professional environment. As such, it 
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is more typical to see these courses being funded independently through their 

employer or via funds which are drawn down through Skills Development Scotland.   

 

Funding  

The Committee commented on funding arrangements including rollover of funding into 

the 2020/21 financial year and procurement processes.  

Due to appropriate and thorough consideration of the funding model being undertaken, 

there was a slight delay to the allocation of funding. However, in July 2019 the Cabinet 

Secretary for Health and Sport issued a Letter of Comfort to all local authorities about 

the funding and encouraged all local authorities to continue with the planning and 

preparation for the implementation of the commitment in September 2020.    

Local authorities can decide if the funding can be carried forward, we have not been 

restrictive on this. Overall spend of £12m for 2019/20, rising to £16 million in each of 

the three financial years 2020/21, 2021/22 and 2022/23 has been allocated to support 

this commitment. This funding will then be baselined in the Local Government 

settlement thereafter. This will form part of the overall core funding to local authorities 

and will be in addition to funding provided though other sources e.g. Pupil Equity 

Funding and Scottish Attainment Challenge.   

The framework for the provision of counselling through schools was set in such a way 

that would allow authorities either to recruit and employ counsellors directly or to buy 

in a service. It is for authorities to consider their approach in line with the joint 

agreement, guidance and the funding allocation provided to them.  Therefore it is not 

expected that there will be any concerns in relation to additional costs in relation to 

procurement, or integration or alignment with other services.  

 

Scale of Provision  

The Committee requested robust figures on what the anticipated scale of provision 

would look like.   

As my official indicated during the roundtable session, as part of the preparation for 

the provision of counselling through schools, we were able to access a number of 

evaluations of services currently providing counselling in schools.  Those evaluations 

indicated that between 2.8 per cent and 5.5 per cent of pupils currently access 

counselling through schools, where there is a service in place.  BACP guidance on 

counselling in schools indicates that around 10% of young people may have mental 

health difficulties at any one time.  The purpose of the commitment is to provide access 

to support as early as possible, and as closely to pupils as possible, therefore it is 

expected that the figure will be higher than the current picture.  As a result we have 

estimated that 10% of the pupil population may access services which is inline with 

the BACP guidance on counselling in schools.  

As outlined previously my officials have been working closely with BACP and COSCA 

who have been involved with implementing delivery of counsellors in schools in Wales 



Agenda item 2      ES/S5/20/20/1 

13 
 

and we have been using their expertise and the experience of the Welsh Government 

in taking this work forward. In preparation, officials also considered a range of research 

and evaluation of approaches in other UK countries to inform learning about what 

works well and less well in these approaches.  These were considered during the 

preparation and development of the aims and principles for counselling in schools. 

 

Governance  

As outlined at the evidence session and above, I will provide the Committee with the 

details of the governance arrangements once they are finalised.   

I can confirm to the Committee that there are no plans for the counsellors in schools 

commitment to be underpinned by a statutory duty. As I mentioned previously, this 

commitment has been developed and will be delivered in partnership with COSLA as 

part of our joint approach to supporting children and young people’s mental health and 

wellbeing.  Consequently, it is not necessary to put in place statutory arrangements to 

enable the delivery of this commitment.  

 

Information sharing  

The Committee requested further information around work with COSLA to ensure that 

information sharing and confidentiality are balanced appropriately, particularly in 

settings where the size of the school (both physically and in terms of pupil roll) may 

pose additional challenges. The agreed aims and principles are clear that: 

• Local policies and procedures in relation to child protection and information 

sharing should be followed.  The requirements of the registering body, for 

example in terms of professional conduct and supervision should also be 

followed. 

In addition, the guidance is clear that: 

• Formal counselling should be undertaken by a professional counsellor, acting 

in their specialist role, and in accordance with a strict code of ethics, which 

requires confidentially, accountability and clinical supervision. 

I trust that the above provides reassurance that the Committee has sought in relation 

to the provision of counselling through schools. 

 

John Swinney MSP 
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INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 

The Committee agreed to undertake an evidence session to examine the progress on the 
Scottish Government’s pledge to invest £60m in school counselling services. 

The Committee will take evidence from— 

• Laura Caven, Policy Manager for Children and Young People, COSLA 

• Jennifer King, ADES network chair for Children and Young People/ASN Services, 
ADES 

• Barry Syme, Association of Scottish Principal Educational Psychologists 

The Scottish Government’s mental health strategy 2017-2027 committed to reviewing 
counselling services in schools, along with Personal and Social Education (“PSE”) and the 
role of pastoral guidance.  The PSE review published in January 2019 found— 

“There was strong agreement on the importance of school counselling in delivering 
effective support to young people, however, this is within a wide spectrum of mental 
HWB support. School counselling should not be seen as the only effective delivery 
mechanism to support young people; existing approaches already being delivered 
by schools, such as nurture, should be complemented by a school counselling 
service.” 

In the 2018-19 Programme for Government, the Scottish Government made a number of 
announcements in relation to mental health in schools and other education establishments. 
This included to— 

“invest over £60 million in additional school counselling services across all of 
Scotland. This will create around 350 counsellors in school education across 
Scotland ensuring that every secondary school has counselling services.” 

The remainder of this paper covers four potential themes that the Committee may wish to 
explore with the panel: progress on delivering the policy; funding; governance and 
evaluation; and Health and Wellbeing and the return to schools.  

THEME 1: PROGRESS IN DELIVERING SCHOOL-BASED COUNSELLING 

The Committee had a roundtable on this topic on 5 February 2020.  Following that meeting 
the Committee wrote to the Cabinet Secretary for Education and Skills the Committee’s 
letter stated— 

“Overall, the Committee welcomes the intention to improve support for children and 
young people including early preventative action in relation to their mental health, 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/mental-health-strategy-2017-2027/pages/1/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/review-personal-social-education-preparing-scotlands-children-young-people-learning-work-life/
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12511
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but this needs to be done in a whole school way fitting in with existing support 
services including guidance staff, by people qualified in specifics of adolescent 
mental health and able to work in the school environment. Counselling also should 
not be viewed as a substitute for other important elements of the system.” 

The Committee also highlighted the following issues: 

• Workforce – the Committee highlighted concerns about meeting the workforce 
requirements to deliver the pledge, a “lack of baseline figures”, potential 
displacement of the workforce, and demand for counsellors. 

• Training – particularly the cost barriers to training as a counsellor. 

• Funding – clarity over how and when local authorities would be able to access 
funds. 

• Scale of provision – the extent to which unmet demand for counselling services is 
understood and whether the proposals are likely to meet that demand. 

• Governance – clarity of the governance arrangements for the oversight of the policy. 

• Information sharing – the extent to which counselling, normally a confidential 
service, would fit into a whole-school approach.  Further the committee noted that 
confidentially might be challenging in schools with smaller rolls. 

The Cabinet Secretary responded to the Committee’s letter on 1 June 2020.  The 
Exchange of letters can be found in Paper 1 of Members’ briefing pack. 

A key theme to arise from the Committee’s work on this topic in February was ensuring 
that the counselling service should complement the approach to supporting pupils’ health 
and wellbeing.  The Cabinet Secretary’s letter to the Committee stated— 

“I would like to reassure the Committee that we are in absolute agreement that 
counselling in schools needs to be delivered as part of the whole school approach, 
and appropriately linked to other services which will support children and young 
people’s mental health and wellbeing. This was clearly outlined in the ‘Guidance for 
Education Authorities Establishing Access to Counselling in Secondary Schools’” 

The Cabinet Secretary said that the Scottish Government will refocus efforts to resume the 
work to roll-out the policy once pupils return to school.  Guidance to local authorities and 
schools relating to the return to school after the pandemic was to focus on pupils’ health 
and wellbeing. 

The Scottish Government’s intention was that the additional counsellors would all be in 
place in September 2020. Clearly since then, the landscape has changed.  The Scottish 
Government’s Programme for Government indicated that the policy would be delivered by 
October, only one month later than intended.  The PfG stated— 

“All education authorities have an implementation plan in place for providing school 
counsellors and many have accelerated the implementation of their plans in 
response to COVID-19. We expect counsellors to be in place by the end of 
October 2020.” 

https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/General%20Documents/20200601DFMreplyonCounsellorsInSchools.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/publications/guidance-education-authorities-establishing-access-counselling-secondary-schools/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/guidance-education-authorities-establishing-access-counselling-secondary-schools/
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The Committee noted the length of time it takes for an individual to train to become a 
counsellor.  The Spark’s Stella Gibson explained that a qualification takes around two 
years. The Sparks’ recent submission said, “we believe that there are insufficient numbers 
of qualified, quality Counsellors to deliver the Scottish Government commitment re school 
counselling”. The possibility of qualified counsellors converting to working with children and 
young people was explored.  Joanna Holmes from the British Association for Counselling 
and Psychotherapy told the Committee in relation to a 2018 survey— 

“40 per cent of the respondents said that they were currently working with children 
and young people. … They indicated that there was capacity for people to retrain to 
gain those skills to work with children and young people and to increase client 
hours. We do not know whether those members are working in private practice, in 
public services and agencies, freelancing in schools or employed by schools. We 
have not got the breakdown, but there is an appetite for that work if the right training 
is in place.”  (OR 5 February 2020, Col 11) 

Local authorities have flexibility in how they design the service.  They could choose to 
employ the counsellors directly or commission another party to deliver the service in its 
schools.  SAMH’s submission prior to this session stated— 

“We would be interested to know if there will be consistency in delivery across 
Scotland, as our research shows that consistency of delivery is important for 
ensuring equity of access for all children and young people. Similarly, we would like 
the Scottish Government to clarify whether it has provided direction to local 
authorities on delivery, and if so, what model of delivery has been implemented.” 

The Committee may wish to explore with the panel— 

• Whether the panel is confident that there will be counselling services in every 
secondary school and available to all pupils aged 10 and over by October.   

• Whether there have been issues in recruiting appropriately trained counsellors. 

• The benefits of different models of delivery, such as in-house provision or 
commissioned services.  The extent to which individual schools have autonomy 
over the design of the service in their schools. 

• How schools and other services supporting pupils’ health and wellbeing are being 
supported to incorporate new counselling services into holistic approaches to 
wellbeing. 

THEME 2: FUNDING 

The Scottish Government allocated £60m over four financial years, starting with £12m in 
the 2019/20 and £16m per year for the following three financial years.  The distribution of 
funding was based on a fixed sum of £45,000 for each local authority plus an allocation 
based on the numbers of secondary school pupils and the number of schools located in 
remote rural locations.  The fixed sum is intended to cover the salary of a manager of the 
service in each local authority. The allocation of funding was agreed between COSLA and 
the Scottish Government and the funding for individual local authorities can be found in the 
Annexe to this paper. The funding will not be ringfenced. 

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12511&mode=pdf
https://www.gov.scot/news/mental-health-in-schools/
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The Committee asked the Cabinet Secretary whether 19/20 funding could be rolled into the 
current financial year.  The Cabinet Secretary’s letter stated— 

“Local authorities can decide if the funding can be carried forward, we have not 
been restrictive on this. Overall spend of £12m for 2019/20, rising to £16 million in 
each of the three financial years 2020/21, 2021/22 and 2022/23 has been allocated 
to support this commitment. This funding will then be baselined in the Local 
Government settlement thereafter. This will form part of the overall core funding to 
local authorities and will be in addition to funding provided though other sources e.g. 
Pupil Equity Funding and Scottish Attainment Challenge.” 

The Committee may wish to explore with the panel— 

• Whether the funds earmarked for the delivery of this policy in 19/20 and 20/21 are 
likely to spent by the end of the financial year. 

• Whether the funding is providing additionality where counsellors were already 
employed through PEF or by local authorities.  Whether in the future PEF could be 
used to provide counselling in the future, given that PEF “must enable schools to 
deliver activities, interventions or resources which are clearly additional to those 
which were already planned.”[1] 

THEME 3: GOVERNANCE AND EVALUATION 

During the evidence session in February, Laura Meikle from the Scottish Government 
explained that the Scottish Government was, at that time, still working on its “governance 
arrangements”  which would allow the Government to determine whether local authority 
plans align with the aims and principles of the policy. 

There are existing counselling services within schools already, some have been funded 
through Scottish Attainment Challenge or Pupil Equity Funding.  The flexibility of these 
funds and the intention of providing school-level autonomy means that practitioners may 
have been directly employed or through a private or third sector provider – indeed there 
could be variation within local authorities.  The picture of current provision is not clear, 
however.  The Cabinet Secretary said in his June letter— 

“The number of counsellors currently working in schools is not known. We do know 
that, as a result of Pupil Equity Funding (PEF), there are counsellors working in 
schools across Scotland, and also that a number of authorities have counsellors 
working in schools as part of complementary approaches to mental health and 
wellbeing. It has not been possible to quantify these exactly, however, and therefore 
officials have not been able to develop a baseline.” 

The Committee’s letter to the Government noted the absence of base-line data and 
described the timescales as “challenging and ambitious”.  It said that there was insufficient 
detail “on how many staff will come from the existing young people counsellor workforce, 
how many existing counsellors will need to retrain as counsellors for young people, and 
how many entirely new counsellors will need to be trained.”   

Submissions from the sector are very positive about the potential impact of counselling.  In 
2015 BACP published School counselling for all which called for school counselling in all 

                                                
[1] PEF Operational Guidance. 

https://www.bacp.co.uk/media/2127/bacp-school-based-counselling-for-all-briefing-dec15.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/advice-and-guidance/2019/02/pupil-equity-funding-national-operational-guidance-2019/documents/pupil-equity-funding---national-operational-guidance-2019/pupil-equity-funding---national-operational-guidance-2019/govscot%3Adocument/Pupil%2Bequity%2Bfunding%2B-%2Bnational%2Boperational%2Bguidance%2B2019.pdf
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schools in England.  That document referenced a variety of pieces of research that have 
identified a number of benefits from school-based counselling, including: 

• improvements in wellbeing and mental health, yielding reduced levels of school 
exclusion by 31% and improved pupil attainment 

• school-based counselling is perceived by children and pastoral care staff as a highly 
accessible, non-stigmatising and effective form of early intervention for reducing 
psychological distress 

• positive impacts on studying and learning 

• improvements in attainment, attendance and behaviour of young people (as 
perceived by school management) 

• effectiveness for pupils who have been bullied 

The same paper argued that school-based counselling could be used in a number of ways: 
a preventative measure; early intervention; and use alongside or following CAMHS 
support.  The SPICe briefing paper1 noted that some academics had called for more robust 
evidence on the efficacy of school-based counselling.  

Children 1st’s submission called for a more family-centred approach to supporting 
wellbeing, albeit the submission noted that counselling may be part of the solution.  Its 
recent submission stated— 

“We are particularly concerned by the way that some children and young people are 
presenting at universal services with requests for support around anxiety, 
depression and associated behaviours with their distress being interpreted as 
mental illness in need of medication or clinical diagnosis often without follow up 
treatment.2 Our practice experience, and informed by the children and families we 
support, has shown that the more likely hypothesis that many of these children are 
presenting coping behaviours (such as self-harming) which are actually 
symptomatic of family stress, pressure on relationships  and unresolved trauma and 
loss issues. With nowhere else to turn, professionals such as GPs are forced to 
refer children to vital but specialist clinical services like CAMHS when we believe 
that more often children require skilled, relationship- based support for the 
entire family to help build understanding of what has led to the current issues, 
strengthen family relationships and improve emotional wellbeing.” (emphasis 
in original) 

During evidence in February, Brian Magee from COSCA highlighted to the Committee a 
study by the University of Roehampton, ETHOS, which seeks to “examine the 
effectiveness and cost-effectiveness of counselling by conducting the first fully-powered 
randomised controlled trial of this intervention”.  This study was due to publish its findings 
in Spring 2020, but it does not appear to have done so yet.   

The Guidance states that local authorities should “consider how to evaluate the impact of 
the service” and suggests referring to BACP’s advice to collect data on individuals’ 

                                                
1 For example see the submission from the Association for Child and Adolescent Mental Health to a 2017 
joint inquiry undertaken by the Education and Health Committees of the House of Commons. 
2 See, for example: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-44934589; https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/big-regional-divide-over-
children-on-adhd-drugs-fvws5wbpt, etc. (Footnote taken from submission) 

https://www.roehampton.ac.uk/research-centres/centre-for-research-in-social-and-psychological-transformation/ethos/
https://www.bacp.co.uk/media/2355/bacp-cyp-prn-toolkit-for-collecting-routine-outcome-measures.pdf
http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/health-and-social-care-committee/children-and-young-peoples-mental-healththe-role-of-education/written/45836.html
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-44934589
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/big-regional-divide-over-children-on-adhd-drugs-fvws5wbpt
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/big-regional-divide-over-children-on-adhd-drugs-fvws5wbpt
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outcomes through questionnaires.  The guidance here is referring to evaluating whether 
the counselling service is effective.  However, the Scottish Government also askes for six 
monthly reports “in order to measure the impact and effectiveness of the national 
programme of providing access to counsellors in secondary schools”.  The Scottish 
Government’s template for local authorities asks (among other things) for local authorities 
to report on— 

“Number of children who have reported an improved outcome following access to 
counsellors “ 

The Committee may wish to explore with the panel— 

• Whether there has been progress on a governance arrangement for the policy.  The 
level of oversight that local authorities would expect from the Scottish Government. 

• Whether the panel agrees with the benefits of Counselling in schools identified by 
BACP in 2015.  If so, what have been the barriers to local authorities establishing 
counselling services independently of national policy commitments. 

• How should the overall policy be evaluated and compared to alternative 
approaches?  As a result of the policy, would the panel expect to see improvements 
in, for example: national wellbeing data3, attendance, or reductions in CAHMS 
referrals? 

• Have local authorities sought partnerships with universities to evaluate their 
schemes and develop the knowledge base for health and wellbeing interventions in 
Scottish schools. 

THEME 4: HEALTH AND WELLBEING AND THE RETURN TO SCHOOLS 

A major concern through lockdown was the impact on the mental wellbeing of children and 
young people. A joint report by SOLACE4 and the Scottish Government, dated 15 May, set 
out a range of evidence on the impact of the lockdown on our young people as well as how 
local authorities and other partners are responding to the challenges of supporting 
vulnerable children.  This report stated— 

“There are increased risks of abuse, and of neglect within families, with additional 
stresses from changes to early learning and childcare, school and business 
closures, family confinement and isolation, alongside physical and psychological 
health impacts.” 

A submission to the Committee from researchers from the University of Glasgow reported 
on a survey they had undertaken asking teachers for their views on lockdown.  It found, 
“teachers expressed serious concerns for the mental and physical wellbeing of children. 
38.9% of teachers expect many more of their children to be labelled at risk or have 
interventions from social services by the end of the lockdown, and this rises to 68.4% for 
teachers working with more deprived populations.” 

                                                
3 E.g. in the Scottish Schools Adolescent Lifestyle and Substance Use Survey (“SALSUS”) provides data on 
the mental health of young people, aged 13 and 15. 
4  Society of Local Authority Chief Executives and Senior Managers 

https://www.bacp.co.uk/media/2355/bacp-cyp-prn-toolkit-for-collecting-routine-outcome-measures.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/Counsellors_in_schools_-_Guidance_for_Local_Authorities_Establishing_Access_to_Counsellors_in_Secondary_Schools_-_October_2019.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/publications/vulnerable-children-report-15-2020-scottish-government-solace/pages/1/
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/General%20Documents/20200526University_of_Glasgow_Scotland_teachers__Survey_Report_Final.pdf
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Jim Thewliss told the Committee on 5 June that in the context of moving very quickly into 
lockdown, the support for vulnerable children was “addressed in perhaps the best and 
most effective way in which it could have been”.  He continued— 

“Gradually, through the past 10 to 12 weeks, schools—particularly the guidance 
staff— have begun to better understand the dynamic of vulnerable young people not 
engaging with the system. Through the existing systems in schools, we have started 
to make contact and engage with difficult-to-reach families and young people.” (Cols 
14-15) 

Mr Thewliss also argued that schools are going to have a challenge in identifying the 
children who may need more support as they return to school, due to the impact of the 
lockdown and the pandemic itself.  He said schools will need to develop “a completely new 
system and a completely new understanding of the lives and the lifestyles that young 
people have experienced during the [lockdown] period.” (Col 16) 

Connect’s recent submission to the Committee stated— 

“The past six months has been a period of great upheaval and uncertainty for 
families. They have had to deal a wide range of challenges: lockdown; school 
closures; supporting their children’s learning at home full time; working from home 
or dealing with the stresses of being a key worker; financial uncertainty on furlough; 
concern over or reality of the health impact of the virus. More resources for 
supporting young people’s mental health have always been a high priority, but now 
even more children and families, including those who were managing before the 
pandemic, will be in need of help.” 

In an answer to a written question (S5W-30083, 1 July 2020)), Mr Swinney said— 

“Any counselling provision that was in place prior to the COVID-19 pandemic will be 
continuing and in a way that meets the needs of the individual child or young person 
and delivered in a way to accommodate COVID-19 restrictions.” 

There was some discussion in the roundtable in February about the delivery of counselling 
digitally.  Deborah Gallacher from the Scottish Guidance Association expressed concerns 
over the use of the practice; and Joanna Holmes from BACP highlighted the work of one 
provider using digital platforms to deliver counselling.  Ms Holmes said— 

“Some young people prefer to go down the digital route because they find that they 
are able to express things more quickly, particularly if they are using synchronous 
communication. They can type things and get them off their chest, and some 
evidence has shown that that accelerates the process. It is an offer, but it is not the 
solution on its own.“ 

The Scottish Government’s Coronavirus (COVID-19): guidance on preparing for the start of 
the new school term in August 2020 indicated access to schools by adults should be 
restricted.  Only “those that are necessary to support children and young people or the 
running of the school” should access schools. (Para 62) 

The guidance also stated that health and wellbeing should be central in local authority’s 
plans to reopen schools and welcome pupils back to school. the guidance stated— 

“The wellbeing of all children, young people and staff should be the central focus 
when preparing for the reopening of schools at a local level. The Getting it right for 

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12680&mode=pdf
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-preparing-start-new-school-term-august-2020-version-2/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-preparing-start-new-school-term-august-2020-version-2/
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every child (GIRFEC) approach is key to that, ensuring that local services are co-
ordinated, joined up and multi-disciplinary in order to respond to children and young 
people who require support, and everyone who works in those services has a role to 
play.” (Para 176) 

And— 

“Approaches that advocate positive, nurturing relationships are a key foundation of 
Scottish education and efforts to address trauma and adversity and will support 
children and young people who may be experiencing significant symptoms of 
anxiety, depression or significant behavioural changes. They may require additional 
support from their class teacher, pastoral care staff, school counselling or 
Educational Psychology Services, or specialist family and health services.” (Para 
181) 

The Scottish Government’s International Council of Education Advisers made similar 
points.  Minutes from its meeting on 13 July 2020 state— 

“Council members believe that as part of the reopening of schools, the system 
should focus on how schools can help support children to feel safe, cared for, and 
healthy.  Health and wellbeing should be seen as being as much of a priority as any 
perceived  loss of academic learning while the schools were closed.” 

SAMH’s recent submission to the Committee stated— 

“Children and young people urgently need access to mental health support, such as 
school-based counselling. This is underpinned by the latest figures on CAMHS 
referrals, which show there was a 55% drop in referrals in the quarter ending June 
2020, suggesting that unmet need for support has been building in the last few 
months.” 

The Committee may wish to explore with the panel— 

• The extent to which school-based counsellors have supported young people 
through lockdown.   

• Whether online delivery has become a greater part of local authorities’ plans in 
delivering counselling in schools longer term.  Would this allow for efficiency savings 
in delivery of the service and allow the service to reach greater numbers of young 
people, or help extend delivery through holiday periods. 

• Since pupils have returned, whether there has been evidence of lockdown creating 
severe additional stresses on young people.  How the range of services supporting 
pupils’ wellbeing have responded. 

• How counselling services have supported pupils’ return to school.  How does the 
counselling service dovetail with other services supporting wellbeing.  

Ned Sharratt 
SPICe Research 
3 September 2020 
 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/international-council-of-education-advisers-virtual-meeting-13-july-2020/
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Note: Committee briefing papers are provided by SPICe for the use of Scottish 
Parliament committees and clerking staff.  They provide focused information or respond 
to specific questions or areas of interest to committees and are not intended to offer 
comprehensive coverage of a subject area. 

The Scottish Parliament, Edinburgh, EH99 1SP www.parliament.scot 

 
  

http://www.parliament.scot/
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ANNEXE 

Funding distribution and allocations - Scottish Government funding for delivering 
access to counsellors in schools (As at November 2019) 

    £ 

Local Authority 2019/20 2020/21 2021/22 2022/23 

Aberdeen City 350,000 466,000 466,000 466,000 

Aberdeenshire 574,000 774,000 774,000 774,000 

Angus 264,000 346,000 346,000 346,000 

Argyll and Bute 286,000 377,000 377,000 377,000 

Clackmannanshire 131,000 164,000 164,000 164,000 

Dumfries and Galloway 385,000 514,000 514,000 514,000 

Dundee City 299,000 395,000 395,000 395,000 

East Ayrshire 287,000 378,000 378,000 378,000 

East Dunbartonshire 308,000 407,000 407,000 407,000 

East Lothian 242,000 317,000 317,000 317,000 

East Renfrewshire 311,000 411,000 411,000 411,000 

Edinburgh, City of 705,000 955,000 955,000 955,000 

Eilean Siar  140,000 177,000 177,000 177,000 

Falkirk 352,000 468,000 468,000 468,000 

Fife 738,000 1,000,000 1,000,000 1,000,000 

Glasgow City 955,000 1,300,000 1,300,000 1,300,000 

Highland 754,000 1,022,000 1,022,000 1,022,000 

Inverclyde 195,000 251,000 251,000 251,000 

Midlothian 220,000 286,000 286,000 286,000 

Moray 208,000 270,000 270,000 270,000 

North Ayrshire 329,000 437,000 437,000 437,000 

North Lanarkshire 765,000 1,037,000 1,037,000 1,037,000 

Orkney Islands 146,000 185,000 185,000 185,000 

Perth and Kinross 328,000 436,000 436,000 436,000 

Renfrewshire 389,000 519,000 519,000 519,000 

Scottish Borders 263,000 345,000 345,000 345,000 

Shetland Islands 197,000 255,000 255,000 255,000 

South Ayrshire 253,000 332,000 332,000 332,000 

South Lanarkshire 709,000 961,000 961,000 961,000 

Stirling 262,000 344,000 344,000 344,000 

West Dunbartonshire 226,000 294,000 294,000 294,000 

West Lothian 429,000 574,000 574,000 574,000 

SCOTLAND 12,000,000 16,000,000 16,000,000 16,000,000 

https://www.gov.scot/news/mental-health-in-schools/ 
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Children 1st  
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Children 1st is Scotland’s national children’s charity. For many years Children 1st has 

been alarmed by the way that children’s right to appropriate, high- quality support to 

help improve their mental health and emotional wellbeing is not being fully realised in 

Scotland.  

We have written more extensively about our concerns in this area and our views on 

emotional distress in our initial submission to the Education Committee’s Inquiry.1 For 

the purpose of this short follow- up response we wanted to specifically highlight our 

joint work alongside East Renfrewshire Council and the Robertson Trust to develop 

an alternative way of supporting families. 

The findings from this model, set out below, as well as the learning from the current 

pandemic, offers an opportunity to think about a different approach to addressing 

children’s emotional and mental health needs at a much earlier and universal stage. 

While school counsellors may be part of the solution, we believe that there 

needs to be a much more radical approach to helping children who are 

emotionally distressed that includes support for the whole family. This has never 

been more important as we begin to consider the emotional toll of lockdown, isolation, 

distress, loss, bereavement and family breakdown on children as they begin to go 

back to school. 

Why school counselling alone is not enough for families 

We are particularly concerned by the way that some children and young people are 

presenting at universal services with requests for support around anxiety, depression 

and associated behaviours with their distress being interpreted as mental illness in 

need of medication or clinical diagnosis often without follow up treatment.2 Our 

practice experience, and informed by the children and families we support, has shown 

that the more likely hypothesis that many of these children are presenting coping 

behaviours (such as self-harming) which are actually symptomatic of family stress, 

pressure on relationships  and unresolved trauma and loss issues. With nowhere else 

to turn, professionals such as GPs are forced to refer children to vital but specialist 

clinical services like CAMHS when we believe that more often children require 

skilled, relationship- based support for the entire family to help build 

understanding of what has led to the current issues, strengthen family 

relationships and improve emotional wellbeing.  

We recognise that many organisations are skilled providers of counselling and there 

is a determination at all levels of national and local Government to address the existing 

gaps in mental health provision for children and young people. However, we are 

concerned that a focus on school counselling for individual children leaves a 

significant gap in terms of what we believe would make the biggest difference 

to improving children and young people’s mental health and emotional 

wellbeing: relationship- based whole family support. It is essential that parents 

                                                           
1 https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/20200129CHILDREN_1ST.pdf  
2 See, for example: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-44934589; https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/big-regional-divide-
over-children-on-adhd-drugs-fvws5wbpt, etc. 

https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/20200129CHILDREN_1ST.pdf
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-44934589
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/big-regional-divide-over-children-on-adhd-drugs-fvws5wbpt
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/big-regional-divide-over-children-on-adhd-drugs-fvws5wbpt
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and carers are supported to understand their child’s distress and are included in any 

support plans to alleviate it. 

Emerging research is demonstrating that many children and young people are 

experiencing emotional distress following lockdown and the impact of the coronavirus 

pandemic. For some children it will be helpful for them to access a school counsellor 

to talk through their experiences and help them to recover. However, we know that 

children’s emotional wellbeing is most often compromised within family relationships—

and it is also protected and recovered within family relationships. In our view this 

approach may help an individual child but would not necessarily address the root 

causes behind their distress, which are often rooted in family relationships. 

Many of the children who require support following the coronavirus pandemic will be 

experiencing perfectly natural responses to being at home for prolonged periods of 

time—sometimes when home is not a safe or nurturing environment. There is 

therefore an urgent need to address the significant underfunding of trauma-informed 

and recovery focussed approaches that encompass support for the whole family and 

draw on family and community strengths to alleviate the way that children’s emotional 

distress is understood and manifests. This is opposed to medicalising children’s 

distress and labelling them as requiring ‘counselling’ when their reaction is indeed line 

with their experiences. 

We do not believe that most children need ‘counselling’ but rather a strong and trusting 

relationship with someone that can get alongside them, challenge them, believe in 

them, advocate for them and help them to connect better to their family and 

community. Support may encompass family members or may lead to a one-to-one 

relationship, but it must involve a flexibility and choice that is child- centred and mindful 

of the family and community in which a child lives. 

This is why we developed the Family Wellbeing Service in East Renfrewshire. 

East Renfrewshire Family Wellbeing Service 

In recognition that there is an alternative way to support families to respond to and 

address the root causes behind emotional distress and build on their strengths 

Children 1st and East Renfrewshire Council have collaborated on a dynamic new 

project co-located in GP surgeries in East Renfrewshire.  

Children 1st have worked alongside a range of young people (and their families) 

experiencing issues ranging from self harm, anxiety and low mood to difficulty in 

managing emotions, loss and bereavement, bullying and sexual violence. Some of the 

children we worked alongside have experienced the impact of their parents’ own 

unresolved difficulties or adversities.  

Many of these children would ordinarily have been referred by their GP to CAMHS—

and potentially faced long waiting lists or been rejected for not meeting the criteria, 

leaving families with nowhere to turn. Instead, we have worked hard to establish 

relationships with both the child and the family to address the underlying causes 

behind a child’s emotional distress and resulting behaviour. Our approach is child- 

centred but family- minded. It also incorporates money advice, where necessary, given 

the links between money worries and parents’ abilities to cope with external pressures. 

The main framework in our approach is drawn from attachment, trauma sensitive 
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practice and systemic family therapy.   

The results have been significant. In the two years since the project has been running 

we have seen a 50% reduction in repeat presentations to GPs for young people 

referred to the Family Wellbeing Service with emotional distress. 75% of children and 

young people feel calmer and are less anxious while 75% parents told us that they 

were better able to understand and support their children emotional wellbeing. 75% of 

families have increased emotional warmth within their family and 75% of children, 

young people and families are able to cope better with stressful events and change. 

We are keen to work alongside the Scottish Government to discuss our learning from 

this approach and how it might help us to embed a rights- based approach to 

responding to children’s emotional distress and wellbeing concerns by working 

alongside the whole family. We believe that this is in line with the fundamental 

principles identified in the report from the independent care review, The Promise.  

We urge the Parliament to consider how the funding allocated to school counsellors 

could be used in a much more flexible way to incorporate whole family support rather 

than focusing on individual children. 
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Connect 

Additional Evidence on Counsellors in School Education, 3 September 2020 

Connect is a long-standing independent parents’ group and a registered charity which 

provides support to parents and carers all over Scotland. We provide membership 

services to individual Parent Councils and PTAs, as well as offering advice and 

information to individual parents who have concerns about any aspect of the education 

of their child, or the wider education system. We support education professionals in 

developing their skills and understanding around effective partnership working with 

families and the wider community.  

Connect welcomes the opportunity to provide an update to our written evidence 

submitted in January, ahead of the Committee’s evidence session on school 

counseling. 

Impact of Covid-19 

The past six months has been a period of great upheaval and uncertainty for families. 

They have had to deal a wide range of challenges: lockdown; school closures; 

supporting their children’s learning at home full time; working from home or dealing 

with the stresses of being a key worker; financial uncertainty on furlough; concern over 

or reality of the health impact of the virus. More resources for supporting young 

people’s mental health have always been a high priority, but now even more children 

and families, including those who were managing before the pandemic, will be in need 

of help. 

Progress on the promise to provide all children with access to school counsellors has 

been slow, and we welcome the Scottish Government’s statement in the 2020-21 

Programme for Government that these are now expected to be in place by the end of 

October. 

While it is important that young people get the support they need in school, the 

wellbeing of the entire family unit must also be considered. Consistent information 

needs to be shared with families so parents know where to get support for their 

children everyone supports children and young people with the same messaging.  

The provision of school counsellors can only be one element of the support package 

required. Health and wellbeing education for young people, school staff, and families 

is also important: the key messages of this must be shared with parents so they can 

help support their child’s mental health. Positive mental health for young people 

requires everyone to work together, to prevent mental health distress and crisis. 

Connect’s lockdown survey 

In our lockdown survey of parents and carers which ran from 27 May to 30 June 2020, 

we asked what most concerned parents. Concern about their child’s health and 

wellbeing was the second highest concern at 57% (4509). 39% (3002) of parents also 

expressed concern about their own health and wellbeing. 

A brief sample of parent comments: 

https://connect.scot/news/connect-report-our-second-parentcarer-lockdown-survey-findings
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‘I feel that the social aspect of school is something my daughter is really missing and 

believe that if this continues for too long her mental health and confidence will be 

affected.’ 

‘I have seen the videos from the Scottish Government about mental health and 

worrying about coming out of lockdown. I worry particularly about my P2 regarding this 

and how she will cope with going back to school.’ 

‘Overall though the major worry is my child’s mental health, which has seriously 

deteriorated during lockdown (a pre-existing condition). She is very suicidal and at 

high risk. So every day is just about getting by and doing what we can.’ 

‘After such a long period away from school I think full time in school in August is a 

huge change for young children and feel it could have a very negative impact in their 

mental health.’ 

‘I would like to see what plans the government are putting in place to support the 

mental health of children on return to lessen the impact of what’s happened.’ 

‘Children of poorer families have simply been forgotten about, they cannot join in with 

school friends, teachers or the community through no fault of their own and this in itself 

will be having a negative effect on their mental health.’ 
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Counselling Care Skye and Lochalsh  

Dr Diane Van Ruitenbeek, 

Board Secretary, Counselling Care Skye and Lochalsh  

Counselling Care Skye and Lochalsh (CCSL) has provided on site, schools- based 

counselling in primary and secondary schools across two Highland ASGs, Portree and 

Plockton, for the last ten years. We very much welcomed the news in 2019 that the 

Scottish Government was to provide funding to Local Authorities to pay for this service, 

as CCSL has previously had to rely on grant funding to meet the delivery costs of this 

service, which is in the region of £40k per annum. In January 2020, we contacted the 

Highland Council to request information from them about how they planned to use the 

funding provided by the Scottish Government to commission schools- based 

counselling services in future. But despite repeated approaches to the Council over 

the last 8 months, we have still not received any clear response. A decision on this 

has unfortunately now become time critical for CCSL. If no guarantee of continuation 

funding is received in the next few weeks, we will have to close our schools counselling 

service in December 2020 and make our two very experienced counsellors redundant.  

CCSL does not know whether similar delays in putting in place new commissioning 

arrangements are happening in other local authorities across Scotland. If this is the 

case, then we would like to highlight to the Committee the significant risk that other 

valued and well respected schools counselling services like ours, may be also be 

forced to close because of funding constraints, precisely at the time, post lockdown, 

when young people will need them the most.  

Given that the deadline, set by the Scottish Government, for the roll out of schools 

based counselling in all areas is September 2020, we therefore would ask the 

Committee to request that all local authorities report on what specific plans they have 

made to put new commissioning arrangements in place; and if they have not yet done 

so, what mitigation/transitional  measures they will put in place to avoid the risk of 

existing schools counselling services having to be closed or withdrawn in the 

meantime.  

Thank you.  



Agenda item 2  ES/S5/20/20/3 

8 
 

Place2Be   

September 2020  

Counsellors in School Education:  

Place2Be is a children’s mental health charity, providing mental health support in 

schools for pupils, families and school staff as well as offering a range of courses and 

specialist training for teachers, school leaders and wider school staff.   As per our 

previous statement we welcome the Scottish Government’s commitment to invest in 

school counselling services.  The impact of Covid-19 and the widely agreed pressure 

that this will place on the mental health of our children and young people emphasises 

even further the need for school-based support, now that pupils have returned to 

school.  We would emphasise again that ‘whole-school’ approaches are required in 

order to intervene early and with maximum effectiveness right across a school 

community, seeing the child as part of a ‘whole system’ which includes family and 

those in the learning setting.  

Counselling to a small percentage of a school population, we feel is not enough in 

terms of meeting the needs of all pupils. Our approach has always been to see 

counselling working alongside school-wide options such as a self referral service 

(open to all pupils) and group interventions – supporting pupils for whom 1:1 

counselling would not be appropriate.   

As an example, we have recently introduced “Journey of Hope” (an evidence based 

programme originally designed by Save the Children to help children recover from the 

devastation of Hurricane Katrina in 2005); this high impact programme is a child-

centred, strengths-based therapeutic approach to our group work interventions - 

providing children with resources to understand and cope positively with emotions 

caused by challenging life circumstances or traumatic situations that they have 

experienced. It supports children to express what they are dealing with and to identify 

positive coping mechanisms. Our experience is that younger children - those facing 

the transition from primary to secondary school benefit from more creative therapies, 

like Journey of Hope.  

Alongside direct delivery inside schools we feel that it is essential that school staff feel 

confident in how they can best support and respond to the mental health needs of 

pupils in order to create the culture change required to improve young people’s 

wellbeing and in turn, support families.  

According to data from a survey undertaken by Place2Be during lockdown (engaging 

439 teachers and school staff in Scotland), only 25% of respondents felt confident that 

they could intervene to support pupils with serious social, behavioural or emotional 

issues. Just one in six (16%) of respondents said they are confident about tools or 

strategies to recognise and support emotional problems amongst pupils. 

Over 900 teachers took part in a pilot of Place2Be’s Mental Health Champions 

Foundation online programme during lockdown (this programme takes a holistic 

approach, improving teachers’ confidence and supporting both their own and their 

pupils’ wellbeing, and in turn increasing understanding on how best to support families.  

The Foundation programme is now available free to 10% of the Scottish teacher 



Agenda item 2  ES/S5/20/20/3 

9 
 

workforce. According to a poll of participants from our pilot 93% said they have 

changed their actions, behaviour or attitude in the classroom as a result of something 

that they learned on the course.   

With Covid-19 now part of our lives for the foreseeable future, it is essential that 

counselling services in schools are able to adapt their working models to online as and 

when needed.  In March we had to adapt our usual in-school working model at speed. 

Our teams of frontline mental health professionals across Scotland made 

arrangements for phone support sessions with the young people we had been 

supporting through one-to-one counselling, or with the parents/carers of younger 

children. These calls provided an important opportunity to keep track of the wellbeing 

of the child or young person, and to signpost to additional support as necessary. We 

also developed collaborative partnerships with other online providers – such as Think 

Ninja, Kooth and Shout.  

Lastly, we would again raise the importance of building the numbers of counsellors 

with specific expertise in working with children and families.  We are aware that there 

are new qualifications available to support building the workforce, Place2be offers a 

conversion course for adult counsellors who want to develop a specialism in working 

with children and young people, crucially and unlike other programmes available 

currently in Scotland, this programme provides a placement opportunity in a Place2Be 

partner school and embedded supervision.  

Catherine Henderson (Place2Be)  

September 2020 
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SAMH  

In 2017, SAMH called for school-based counselling as part of its Going To Be 

campaign and was pleased when the Scottish Government first announced that every 

school in Scotland would have access to a counsellor by September of this year. As 

we outlined in our previous written submission, we know that school-based counselling 

is an effective way of supporting children and young people’s mental health and can 

often prevent the need for onward referral. These benefits have never been more 

important given the severe impact of the coronavirus pandemic on children and young 

people’s mental health.  

While we understand the disruption caused by the pandemic and the closure of 

schools, SAMH is clear that there must not be any further delays to the implementation 

of school-based counselling beyond October 2020. Children and young people 

urgently need access to mental health support, such as school-based counselling. 

This is underpinned by the latest figures on CAMHS referrals, which show there was 

a 55% drop in referrals in the quarter ending June 2020i, suggesting that unmet need 

for support has been building in the last few months.  

In addition to this, our written submission in February also raised some questions on 

the model of delivery that will be used by local authorities. We would be interested to 

know if there will be consistency in delivery across Scotland, as our research shows 

that consistency of delivery is important for ensuring equity of access for all children 

and young people. Similarly, we would like the Scottish Government to clarify whether 

it has provided direction to local authorities on delivery, and if so, what model of 

delivery has been implemented.  

Hannah Brisbane, Public Affairs Assistant  

  

https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/20200130SAMH.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/20200130SAMH.pdf
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The Spark 

School counselling delivery during COVID -19 

The Spark moved seamlessly to digital delivery at the beginning of lockdown for both 

our adult counselling and our school counselling services.  Using both telephone and 

digital platforms to connect with children and young people during lockdown, The 

Spark ensured the continuation of an effective and clinically robust school 

counselling service.  

• The Spark established a dedicated children and young people’s helpline and 
digital counselling service for one local authority as part of a pilot service.  
 

• A number of schools maintained the digital service throughout the summer 
holidays to ensure continued support for children and young people. 

 

• During the period of lockdown and over the school summer holidays, The 
Spark provided a digital service to 35 schools, supporting 118 children and 
young people. 

 

• From the beginning of the new academic year, The Spark is delivering both 
face to face counselling and digital services to meet the requirements of 
individual schools and local authorities in the current environment. 

 

Our learning 

Although the circumstances weren’t ideal, the pandemic has shown that school 

counselling services can be successfully delivered on a digital platform. This might 

be a good option for schools to continue their counselling delivery during school 

holidays. 

Building a therapeutic relationship with a child / young person on a digital platform 

has its challenges. However, our observation was that The Spark’s Counsellors who 

are trained to work relationally had the skills to quickly build a strong therapeutic 

relationship. 

Shortage of Counsellors 

As detailed in the previous paper, we believe that there are insufficient numbers of 

qualified, quality Counsellors to deliver the Scottish Government commitment re 

school counselling. With our experience over the last few years, we have built a solid 

reputation and the demand for our services is greater than our availability of 

Counsellors.  

At The Spark we believe that counselling taking place in a school environment 

should be short term, solution focused interventions. To support our evidence based 

model we offer all our Counsellors, regardless of their modality, the opportunity to 

undertake our Diploma in Relational Counselling. 
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Training Counsellors 

The Spark currently has a total of 69 students undertaking our Level 11 Diploma in 

Relational Counselling: 

• 13 students in the final stages of their Diploma 

• 13 students who are just starting year 2 of the two year qualification 

• 44 students who have just started their first year at the end of August 2020 
with 11 existing Counsellors upgrading their qualifications and 33 new trainee 
Counsellors. 

These students have the option of specialising in working with Intimate Relationships 

or working with Children and young People. 

Having 44 new students is incredibly positive, given that the new trainee Counsellors 

have to self-fund.  We are hearing from our students that they have chosen to train 

with The Spark as we work to an integrated model and they feel that a purist model 

is not sufficient for the complexity of the client work they are undertaking. In addition, 

The Spark’s Counsellors have the opportunity to become multi-disciplinary i.e. be 

able to work with individuals, couples, children and young people and ultimately 

families.  

The Relationship Helpline 

The Scottish Government provided funding for The Spark to extend the opening 

hours of The Relationship helpline. The helpline is a free universal service for 

anyone over 16 years old who has relationship issues and offers immediate 

emotional support and signposting. In addition callers to the Relationship Helpline 

can access free counselling services. 

i ISD Scotland, Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) Waiting Times, September 2020 
 

                                                           

https://beta.isdscotland.org/find-publications-and-data/conditions-and-diseases/mental-health/child-and-adolescent-mental-health-services-camhs-waiting-times/
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