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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: 
 
 
 

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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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’.  
 
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 



3 
 

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. 

 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 
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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 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 is more typical to see these courses 
being funded independently through their employer or via funds which are drawn down 
through Skills Development Scotland.  
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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 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. 
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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 

Yours Sincerely


