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COVID-19 – School Reopening and related issues 

In all respects, it is important that the independent sector – while modest in size and 
autonomous in governance – is included in all engagement and consultation on such 
issues.  Not only do schools represent a wide range of discrete issues and concerns, 
but also account for over 50 nationalities coming into Scotland for school-age 
education. 

Likewise, it is important that all UK administrations operate in an informed and linked 
way, especially when making key decisions on fully devolved issues such as 
education. 

School closure and reopening 

The provision of early and clear legal provision for the closure, and opening, of schools 
is very important.  As independent bodies, overseen by independent governing 
boards, schools require clear justification for actions being taken - to provide full 
reassurance to staff, families, suppliers and contractors.   

As such, inclusion in the Education Recover Group was as important as the standing 
role for SCIS on the Qualifications Contingency Group.  There were a range of issues, 
including boarding and internal quarantine, or independent complex additional support 
needs schools, were guidance was required explicitly and discretely.  As with all 
schools, the independent sector relied on clear and explicit guidelines on what is 
medically and scientifically necessary, as well as logistically possible.  The focus in 
reopening guidance on what schools “must”, “should” and “could” do was useful – 
given the range of questions on PPE, staff availability, testing and other issues. 

The Scottish Government has recognised that the Covid-19 pandemic has caused 
significant challenges for the independent school sector. Section 17 of The Non-
Domestic Rates (Scotland) Act 2020, which removes charitable rates relief from 
mainstream independent schools, was due to commence on 1 September 2020. 
However, considering the current situation, the Government has taken the decision to 
delay this reform until the next financial year and will commence section 17 on 1 April 
2021 instead. In a letter of 13 April, the Deputy First Minister expressed the hope “that 
by that date schools will be running as normal and any temporary negative impact on 
school fee payments and pupil numbers will have improved.”   

Schools ask for the recognition that the basis on which the original proposal was made 
has changed beyond recognition for all schools and that they are unclear that any form 
of normality will have returned in two terms’ time.  At all stages through the crisis, 
independent schools have balanced the educational and wellbeing needs of their 
pupils and staff with their commitment to the wider communities they sit in, and their 
accountability as not-for profit bodies - determined to ensure that additional pressure 
was not placed on local authorities by the transfer of pupils into local authority 
responsibility through closures or restrictions. 

 



Transport, health 

The implication for, and influence of, transport changes within the sector will be 
substantial.  There needs to be coordinated discussion with local authorities over term 
dates and school returns, the use of safe routes for walking and cycling, and the 
necessary mix of public and private transport.  This will be compounded by the 
introduction of aspects of the recent Transport (Scotland) Act. 

The same is true of NHS boards, who will need to engage more closely with 
independent schools in their area.  This happens in some regions, and on some issues 
such as vaccinations and immunisations.  The possibility of quarantining overseas 
students, plus the wider public health issues of possible spikes in infection, or the mass 
provision of an eventual vaccine, will require services to engage more closely both in 
terms of awareness raising information and also data sharing on individual pupils and 
cases. 

Examination Diet - 2020 & 2021 

Regrettable as it was, the earliest possible decision on the full cancellation of the 2020 
Diet was important.  Many questions remain – over the appeals systems, estimated 
grading, and professional judgement.  Independent schools have questioned why 
SQA examination charges were not reduced, even modestly (as elsewhere) when the 
Diet was cancelled.  Schools and families for whom the cost is a considerable burden 
expected recognition that a large part of the summer 2020 work would be undertaken 
by teachers in schools rather than the SQA. 

There should be a clear statement on the 2021 Diet, ideally before the end of the 2019-
20 academic year (as is due to happen in England).  There needs to be clear decision-
making on how the 2021 Diet can be delivered, especially if the SQA can consider 
widening question choice and other adjustments – if necessary – to recognise some 
disruption in the first weeks of the school year.  Young people are currently working 
hard, following a curriculum designed remotely to meet their needs.  More challenging 
home circumstances can be considered as part of an “extraordinary circumstance” 
adjustment.  Is it possible that SQA exams might be delayed (i.e until June 2021?) if 
pupil progress is hindered by ‘blended learning’ – and when might this be confirmed? 

Many SQA coursework pieces require completion in school under supervision or an 
amount of time that might not be consistent with ‘blended learning’. Geography 
usually has field trips. Art, Design & Manufacture, PE and Drama require rehearsal 
and preparation in school. If half the time is removed it will be difficult to manage. 
How SQA will manage coursework if social distancing is required 
(PE/Geography/Drama/Science in particular) – a decision required before start of 
term?  

If social distancing measures are still in place in January 2021 schools might require 
a longer exam diet or to use more spaces with attendant teaching issues. For 
readers/scribes in SQA exams schools might need a different approach but it is difficult 
to imagine it can be done at 2m distancing.  

 



Test and protect 

The impact of the operation of "Test and Protect" on individual schools will need to be 
taken into consideration when next year's exams are being planned. Contact tracing 
may lead to the loss of some weeks of teaching due to teachers. There will be impacts 
on practical subjects and there are critical times of the year (prelims, coursework) 
where the loss of 2 weeks in-school time is key. As much as possible, schools will 
want to avoid the potential for wide variation in the experiences of individual schools 
and pupils. 

Ongoing COVID-19 issues 

Some sports are likely to be almost impossible with current rules. Recommendations 
will require regular updating for for PE and drama, among others, in the curriculum 
given social distancing. How schools should provide for ‘shielding’ vulnerable pupils 
who remain long-term absent (i.e CF or diabetics or those with suppressed immune 
systems etc)? 

Early Learning and Childcare  

There is substantial experience across the sector in the delivery of ELC.  Guidance for 
Nurseries needs to be clear and in line with advice from the Care Inspectorate. 
Messages about practice, operational guidance and health and safety needs to be 
consistent and definite where possible. It will be vital for staff to gauge where the 
children are. Teachers and Practitioners are walking into the unknown as they will not 
know what each child has faced at home, e.g. very little routine, minimal time with 
parents due to their working commitments, bereavement, etc. 

ELC will have to remind itself of attachment led practice. It takes time to build secure 
attachments and the changes which will have taken place over the last five months 
before starting in August will be the new norm. By the time children return to Nursery, 
many may have forgotten what it is like around others. For many, there may be the 
need to start again and revisit basic routines and experiences and develop those key 
relationships and build trust. Children will need support to socialise, rebuild 
relationships and learn to play together again.  Parents may have their own fears about 
their child’s return or may be simply relieved that centres have reopened.  

Boarding 

Boarding schools, in common with some island community hostel facilities, have faced 
a discrete set of challenges to meet public health requirements.  As schools begin to 
reopen, pupils due to travel Scotland are faced by uncertainties over the UK 
quarantine proposals for incoming travellers.  As one of the most highly-regulated but 
low risk groups of entrants to the UK, and will all the safeguards in place for boarding 
pupils – the sector asks that elected members seek to secure an exemption from 
quarantine for those young people travelling safely and directly to the security of a 
residential school environment.  In addition, the external agencies should encourage 
the message globally that Scotland is a safe and well-prepared environment to come 
and study. 

 



John Edward, Director, SCIS.  

See also: 

http://www.scis.org.uk/about-scis/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-for-schools/ 

http://www.scis.org.uk/about-scis/members-response-to-covid-19/ 
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