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 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 
 

                                                 
1 Scottish Guidance Association written submission 

mailto:es.committee@parliament.scot
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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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 
 
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. 
 

                                                 
2 Official Report, 5 February 2020, Col. 42 
3 Official Report, 5 February 2020, Col. 42 
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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 
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 
 
                                                 
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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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. 
 
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 

                                                 
7 Argyll and Bute Council written submission 

https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/20200109Arygyll_and_Bute_Council.pdf
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some more robust figures on what it anticipates the scale of provision to resemble, 
and whether it expects this to meet demand. 
 
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 
                                                 
8 Official Report, 5 February 2020, Col. 9 
9 Official Report, 5 February 2020, Col. 7 
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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 
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 


