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Education and Skills Committee
Coronavirus
6 May 2020
INTRODUCTION
The Committee has agreed to take evidence from John Swinney MSP on the Scottish
Government’s response to the COVID19 pandemic. Members will be aware that in his role
as Deputy First Minister, Mr Swinney has wider responsibilities including resilience.
However, Mr Swinney will be appearing in his capacity as Cabinet Secretary for Education
and Skills.
This paper is in three broad parts or potential themes.
•

Child protection and looked after children

•

Schools and ELC

•

Further and Higher education.

Members will understand that policy is very fast-moving and new relevant information may
be available before the Committee’s meeting on 6 May.
THEME 1: CHILD PROTECTION AND LOOKED AFTER CHILDREN
On 22 April, the Committee issued a call for evidence on the experience of vulnerable
children during the lockdown from organisations that support vulnerable children and their
families. At the time of writing, responses are included as part of Members’ papers.
The Scottish Government estimates that around 97,000 children require support from more
than one agency and that those that do are likely to be the most vulnerable. 1 The Scottish
Government has provided supplementary national child protection to local authorities. In
this it has stressed that child protection should continue to be prioritised and that:
“The rights of children do not alter during this pandemic, and nor do professional
responsibilities in relation to child protection.”
The guidance set out some of the expected challenges for child protection at this time:
“We are likely to see a rise in child protection concerns and child protection
caseloads due to the impacts of the pandemic on families and wider society. New
stresses arising from Early Learning and Childcare, school and business closures,
family confinement and isolation alongside physical and psychological health
impacts, could be a trigger for abuse and neglect. High stress home environments
will increase the likelihood of domestic abuse. We must also be alert to signs that
individuals or groups are using the pandemic as an opportunity for criminal or
sexual exploitation of children. This is occurring at a time when children will be less
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https://www.gov.scot/publications/supporting-vulnerable-children-young-people-data-intelligence-report/

visible to a range of professionals who are normally engaged with them and when
services and practitioners working with children are under acute pressure.”
The Scottish Children’s Services Coalition’s submission raised a particular concern around
young people’s mental health, highlighting a report by YoungMinds which indicated that
mental ill-health issues had been made worse during the pandemic and that access to
services was less. In this regard, guidance from COSLA on supporting families and
children’s mental health states that any child who is currently receiving help from a mental
health service should continue do so, perhaps remotely.
The Scottish Children’s Services Coalition’s submission welcomed the support the Scottish
Government is providing; however it raised a concern that support may not be getting to
those who need it; the submission stated—
“It is becoming clear that the current lockdown measures are having a major impact
on some of the most vulnerable children in our society. Those living in poverty and
deprivation as well as those with ASN may not be getting the support and services
they most desperately need due to lockdown, with telephone and online school staff
contact not sufficient to address need.”
The Scottish Government guidance indicated that Local Child Protection Committees are
continuing to work across several agencies, under the GIRFEC model. Local services will
be using particular responses to the current situation may need to be employed, for
example by using technology for remote meetings and that home visits are deferred unless
direct contact is essential. Scottish Women’s Aid’s submission noted that any referral
pathway should be designed with special care in relation to children experiencing domestic
abuse.
Part of the continuing multi agency approach is the use of school hubs. Hubs in ELC
settings are available for the children of key workers and vulnerable children. Vulnerable
children in this context are not defined but would include—
•

Those on the child protection register, those who are looked after, and, those on the
edge of care.

•

Children in receipt of Free School Meals

•

Children and young people who have complex additional support needs

•

Children and young people affected by poverty and deprivation

The Cabinet Secretary told Parliament on 19 March that he would not “set a definitive
definition of what a vulnerable child is; our schools and local authorities know our children
and families well and are best placed to identify which children need care, protection and
support the most during the period that lies ahead.” (Col 36.) Scottish Women’s Aid’s
submission questioned whether children who have experienced domestic abuse could be
more explicitly identified as vulnerable and Scottish Children’s Services Coalition—
“It should however be noted that there is a lack of consistency across local
authorities as to what is classed as “vulnerable” and greater clarity in this area
would be welcomed.”
The purpose of making provision for vulnerable children in educational settings/hubs was
set out in guidance issued on 30 March 2020—
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“The aim of providing continued care to vulnerable children is to prioritise their
continued safety and welfare which may rely on the support delivered within the
educational setting.”
Some commentators have raised concerns at the numbers of vulnerable children attending
schools or hubs. For example, the Scotsman reported that the Children and Young
People’s Commissioner Scotland “expressed concern that an average of just 6,000 pupils
a day are attending education hubs” and that the Scottish Government should look at other
ways to ensure vulnerable children are being engaged with.
As part of the £30m funding to local authorities announced as part of the Food Fund, local
authorities will continue to provide free school meals for those that are statutorily entitled to
them – the guidance is clear that the fund is not intended to cover all P1-P3 pupils who
receive the non-statutory universal offer. Local authorities have taken a variety of
approaches to supporting families whose children receive free school meals, including
providing vouchers, cash transfers and providing food in hubs or schools.
On 24 April, the Scottish Government published a Data Intelligence Report on the impact
of COVID 19 on vulnerable children. This report was based on data collected to 10 April.
This report noted that “the expected increase in formal concerns and referrals to agencies,
is yet to occur” but that experience from elsewhere means that the Scottish Government
still expects an increase in child protection issues as a result of the lockdown.
Furthermore, Children 1st’s Parentline is reported to be experiencing higher volumes of
calls which are on complex issues, as well as greatly increased traffic to its website.
The report highlighted practice across disciplines, take up of services and areas of
concern. In relation to looked after children, the report stated—
“Many looked after children have been able to take advantage of these various
[support services]. However, it is also reported across the sector, that residential,
fostering and kinship services are especially challenged at this time. Residential
child care has been significantly affected by staff shortages. Kinship and foster
carers are concerned about the impact on the children that they are supporting,
should they become ill.”
The Cabinet Secretary wrote to the Committee on 29 April 2020, with more up-to-date data
and details of the information it is seeking from Police Scotland and local authorities.
The Coronavirus (Scotland) Bill made a number of temporary amendments to the child
protection system. These changes were largely in relation to extending certain statutory
timescales, but also it removed the necessity for a children’s hearing (or pre-hearing) to be
comprised of fewer than three panel members. On 29 April 2020, Children’s Hearing
Scotland published a second version of its practice guidance for children’s panels. This
guidance stated:
“The past few weeks have focussed on hearings involving only Panel Members and
the Reporter where decisions were required as a matter of urgency. We are now
moving into ‘participative virtual hearings’ which give families and professionals an
opportunity to take part in discussions and more information will be provided to
Panel Members in advance to allow well-informed decisions to be made.”
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The guidance noted that around 750 of its panel members had been trained on its video
conferencing application. This represents around 30% of the c2,500 volunteer panel
members across Scotland.
Members may wish to explore with the Cabinet Secretary—
•

Whether the most recent data the Scottish Government has collected is
showing the expected additional pressure on vulnerable children and their
families.

•

How are local authorities working with third sector organisations, such as
Scottish Women’s Aid, to support referrals and the referrals process for
vulnerable children.

•

Whether children’s hearings and other child protection processes are keeping
pace with referrals; if not, are there any special plans to support the speedy
clearance of backlogs.

THEME 2: SCHOOL AND ELC SETTINGS
Vulnerable children and key workers
Some schools and ELC settings remain open for the children of key workers and
vulnerable children. The definition of vulnerable children is set out in the previous section
of this paper. Again, local authorities are expected to make decisions about who is a key
worker within their local communities; the Scottish Government’s guidance for defining key
workers set out three categories:
•

Category 1 – Health and Care workers directly supporting COVID response, and
associated staff; Health and Care workers supporting life threatening emergency
work, as well as critical primary and community care provision; Energy suppliers
(small numbers identified as top priority already); staff providing childcare/learning
for other category 1 staff.

•

Category 2 – All other Health and Care workers, and wider public sector workers
providing emergency/critical welfare services (for example: fire, police, prisons,
social workers), as well as those supporting our Critical National Infrastructure,
without whom serious damage to the welfare of the people of Scotland could be
caused.

•

Category 3 – All workers (private, public or third sector) without whom there could
be a significant impact on Scotland (but where the response to COVID-19, or the
ability to perform essential tasks to keep the country running, would not be severely
compromised).

The Scottish Government has reported than less than 1% of children are attending school
or ELC settings. More details on this was provided in response to Beatrice Wishart’s
written question (S5W-28525); the response said—
“On average, over the past week (from 20 April to 24 April), 6,060 children and
young people (0.8%) were attending school hubs. Of this total an estimated 83%
were children and young people of key workers and an estimated 17% were
vulnerable children.”
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The purpose of supporting vulnerable children and the children of key workers in schools
and ELC settings differs. In the first instance, it is to support those children’s needs and in
the second it is to support the parents to get to work. It is a little less clear is what is
expected to happen with the children while they attend these settings or what it is like for
particularly the younger children to maintain social distancing. The extent to which
teachers could support children with a variety of needs, at a variety of stages of education,
in a variety of subjects, from potentially different schools is again unclear.
The Data Intelligence Report on the impact of COVID 19 on vulnerable children noted that
“Educational Psychologists, Community Learning & Development (CLD) and support
staff are linking with the hubs to provide advice and guidance to both staff and families,
as well as direct support.” It also said:
“Many authorities have determined that alternative education hubs are not likely to
be appropriate settings for vulnerable children, or that they are only for those with
additional support needs. They believe that they are reinforcing public health
guidance, by enabling children to remain at home with support, wherever possible
and appropriate.
“Also, many families, including foster and kinship carers have indicated their anxiety
that children travelling to and attending hubs could be exposed to the virus.
Accordingly, nine authorities have no vulnerable children attending the hubs, and
more than half have fewer than 10 attending.”
Additional Support Needs
Children with complex additional support needs could be considered as vulnerable by the
local authority and attend schools or hubs. They and their families may also have support
from more than one agency or service.
Children with complex additional support needs are a relatively small proportion of all
children with identified additional support needs Education Authorities still have all of the
duties under the Education (Scotland) Act 1980 and the Education (Additional Support for
Learning) (Scotland) Act 2004 (e.g. to provide education and identify and support
children’s ASN) – there has been no direction under the Coronavirus Act 2020 disapplying
these duties. Parents and carers could still expect their children’s additional support needs
to be met. The Cabinet Secretary said in his statement to Parliament on 19 March:
“Some of the additional support needs provision should be able to operate in a
manner that is fairly consistent with the existing model, as long as that is consistent
with the health advice that is being issued. … the situation is disruptive for
everybody, but it is very disruptive for young people with additional support needs.
We therefore have to ensure that we do everything we can to minimise the
disruption. The opportunities exist. As I have done in my statement today, we will
encourage local authorities to maintain as much continuity as possible.” (Col 53)
The Committee has explored this further with Cabinet Secretary through correspondence.
In his letter to the Committee dated 14 April, Mr Swinney said—
“Local authority plans indicate that they have identified a variety of imaginative,
creative and simulating ways to support continuity in learning for all pupils. This
includes creating opportunities for distance and online learning and the use of a
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range of learning resources which can be adapted to meet the learning needs of
children and young people.”
Royal Blind’s submission noted that the Royal Blind School was exempted from closing.
After consultation with parents, it closed its day-school facilities but continues “to support
children with complex needs who cannot be cared for at home through Royal Blind’s
children and young people’s residential services”; it also stated that it is ensuring essential
therapies continue. Royal Blind asked that specific guidance be produced for ASN
schools.
In guidance issued on 20 April 2020, Coronavirus (COVID-19): supporting pupils, parents
and teachers - learning during term 4, the Scottish Government set out some ways in
which families whose children have additional support needs could be supported to with
the learning of their children with home learning. The guidance said that parents should be
signposted to:
•

CALL Scotland which has information on tools that parents can use to support home
learning, such as overlays and text to speech.

•

The Reach – which provides information to young people on coping while schools
are closed.

•

Enquire – which provides advice for parents and carers of children with additional
support needs.

Connect undertook a survey of parents on 1 April and released interim findings a week
later, which comprised of 269 responses from 21 local authority areas. The survey
specifically asked what parents’ and carers’ concerns or worries are. One theme of the
responses was the support offered to children with ASN.
Learning and teaching
The guidance on teaching and learning for the current term set out the Scottish
Government’s aims and ambition for teaching and learning. It said—
“Our starting point is a clear understanding that schools are closed but learning
continues: we all have a role to play in supporting learners. There is no expectation
that the kind of learning approaches and experiences provided in schools will be
replicated at home while schools are closed during Term 4. The primary focus of our
education system, working closely with a range of public and third sector partners,
remains to ensure that pupils, teachers, practitioners, parents and carers are
supported to cope with the challenging circumstances in which we all find ourselves
in.”
The guidance continued—
“We are living in extraordinary times and we understand that learning in Term 4 will
be different. We also know that this is a new and evolving situation and that we
must be both ambitious for our learners, yet realistic too. In addition to supporting
wellbeing, a key goal during this period will be to maintain engagement in learning,
with approaches that are appropriate to children and young people in different age
groups; in different home circumstances; and with different levels of digital
connectivity.”
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In terms of digital learning, the guidance highlighted child protection and privacy as
important factors that local authorities will consider when using online tools. Further
guidance is expected on which platforms could, or should not, be used. It also stated,
“Education Scotland is continuing to engage with individual local authorities and partners to
review the Glow service offering and to make changes where appropriate, including for
online safety purposes.” Education Scotland will also “develop and deliver a range of other
support with local authorities and teachers and practitioners.”
Education Scotland also plan to support and develop resources for teachers and school
leaders to support home learning. It has been reported that a survey by the SSTA found
that digital attendance has been patchy.2 Pupils’ lack of engagement in learning was also
highlighted as an in Connect’s survey of parents.
The Scottish Government has relaxed the conditions of grant for Attainment Scotland Fund
(including PEF monies) to allow local authorities to support families during the current
situation. This includes to mitigate the “impact of home learning arrangements that may
prove more challenging for our most disadvantaged families to adapt to”.
The guidance states that parents are not expected to replace the role of the teacher and
should “feel supported in relation in relation to their child’s learning at home”. Dr Janet
Goodall, an expert in parental engagement, commented on Connect’s interim report on its
survey of parents and said—
“Parental engagement in learning – which we have known for years is a vital part of
educational achievement – is not now and never has been about parents delivering
school based content. Now – as always – it’s about parents *supporting* learning. I
would ask school staff to think carefully about what children and young people really
need to learn; these are not normal times; children’ will not ‘fall behind others’
because everyone is in the same situation! Concentrate on what’s really important;
the rest can be made up later and everyone will be doing the same thing.”
Early Learning and Childcare
ELC settings are expected to play a role in supporting the childcare for the children of key
workers and vulnerable children. The Scottish Government has stated that payments to
private and third sector nurseries which would cover funded childcare will continue
throughout the pandemic.
As a consequence of the pandemic, the Scottish Government has delayed the statutory
expansion to 1140 hours of funded childcare which was due to begin in August 2020. The
process to this expansion has been phased in and local authorities will already have been
delivering more than 600 hours funded childcare in local communities.
Exams
The Committee explored the new exam system with the SQA at its meeting on 1 May
2020. Committee papers for that meeting can be found on the Committee’s website.
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E.g. https://www.heraldscotland.com/news/18409618.neil-mackay-scotlands-handling-schools-lockdownnational-disgrace/ SPICe has been unable to locate a write up of the SSTA’s survey on its website.
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The main themes the Committee explored in that session were on the decision-making
process that led to the revised process and how certification will work in 2020.
Members’ papers and the official report from last week are available on line.
Future plans
The Scottish Government published its framework for decision making and transitioning
out of lockdown on 23 April 2020.
“Scotland is planning for a managed transition away from current restrictions in a
way that enables the suppression of transmission to continue. This will include
ongoing physical distancing, the continued need for good hand hygiene and public
hygiene, and enhanced public health surveillance -while seeking to very carefully
open up parts of our economy and society.”
In response to questions from Jamie Greene MSP on 23 April 2020, the Cabinet Secretary
notes that schools would re-open when the health advice suggests it is safe to do so. He
also said he would discuss the issues that will arise from reopening schools with
stakeholders.
The Cabinet Secretary’s letter to the Committee on 24 April stated—
“We are planning the next phase of the pandemic response and the potential
recovery phase. In order to assist that planning, and to ensure continued
partnership working to address all the issues, the Scottish Government is convening
a Covid-19 Education Recovery Group (ERG) to drive forward a series of
workstreams that will address the issues that are impacting on education in
Scotland as a result of the pandemic. Its immediate focus will be to generate
system-wide input into decisions on re-opening of schools and early learning
centres, with a focus on how this happens rather than when.
“The Group will include representation at a strategic level from our partners in Local
Government along with stakeholders across the education system. In the immediate
term the ERG will generate system-wide input into decisions relating to re-opening;
over the longer term the ERG will look beyond the immediate impact to consider,
from a strategic and policy perspective, how the Government can best support the
education and ELC sectors moving forward. The first meeting of the ERG will be
held on Friday 24 April.”
The Committee may wish to explore with the Cabinet Secretary—
•

Whether the Scottish Government is expecting educational progress for
children who attend hubs and what lessons are being learned by local
authorities and Education Scotland in respect to teaching within under social
distancing rules.

•

Where looked-after children are not attending a hub, what additional support
is being provided to ensure that they receive the educational and wellbeing
support they need.

•

How are teachers and ELC workers being protected in their work at schools or
hubs.
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•

Whether the Scottish Government is monitoring the impact of the pandemic
on third sector and private ELC settings or the impact of continuing social
distancing, beyond the lockdown, on the sector.

•

How is the Scottish Government or Education Scotland, in its role as the
inspectorate, tracking how well learners’ needs’ are being met. Are there
particular groups of pupils, additional needs or subjects that have been
identified are requiring particular focus.

•

How is Education Scotland providing support to practitioners to improve
online pedagogy at pace.

•

Are there areas of the curriculum that lend themselves more to homelearning? Will the Scottish Government provide strategic direction to
educators to focus on elements of the curriculum or does it expect the full
breadth of the curriculum to be pursued.

•

How parents and carers can best support learning at home.

•

What are the plans for the exam diet next year?

•

What are the main challenges for the school system in the next academic
year? What will represent a good outcome for Scotland’s learners this time
next year?

THEME 3: COLLEGES AND UNIVERSITIES
Colleges and universities have remained open. Both sectors reported that they moved
quickly to online learning.
In terms of qualifications, a key difference between the sectors is that universities have the
powers to award degrees, whereas qualifications in the college sector will tend to be
developed externally, for example by the SQA or City and Guilds.
Colleges offer a range of courses ranging from short foundational courses up to higher
education (HNCs and HNDs). College courses have a range of assessment approaches
and larger courses are often modular and assessment can be unit-based. The SQA’s
approach to certification this year for college courses will be similar to the approach for
courses normally taken in schools and based on lecturers’ judgements.
Universities Scotland reported that universities would move toward online assessment
where they can. The Quality Assurance Agency has issued guidance to HEIs including
some discussion of some of the possible approaches to assessment and awarding
degrees. The NUS at a UK level has written to Universities UK suggesting that HEIs take
a “no-detriment” policy ensuring that no student loses out – in addition the NUS advocated
giving students a choice in how they can be assessed where it is necessary. This is
discussed in another paper by the QAA.
A key issue is how the post-16 sectors will respond to the exam diet in schools.
Universities Scotland stated—
“We have been working closely with SQA, as the qualifications body, since early
March and we are confident that the alternative assessment will be a robust
9

reflection of school leavers’ achievement and ability. Pupils should not worry unduly
and take confidence in knowing that universities will be flexible when it comes to
their application.”
The financial impact on Scottish universities has been highlighted by the sector. There are
a number of financial pressures on Scottish universities. The immediate pressures are in
relation to non-academic funding streams, such as halls of residence and cancellations of
events, but the main financial risk the sector has identified is a potential loss of income
from non-EU students. The Times reported on 10 April3 that these pressures could cost
the sector £500m in the current financial year and the Minister for Further Education,
Higher Education and Science, Richard Lochhead MSP, also said “a drop of 50 per cent
[of international students] could cost our education sector £400 million in lost income”. A
drop of intake of international undergraduate students would have recurring consequences
for the duration of the course (around 4 years).
During questions on 23 April 2020, The Minister for Further Education, Higher Education
and Science, Richard Lochhead MSP, said that he was in regular contact with the UK
Government to discuss potential options for support for universities. In terms of the
Scottish Government’s actions, he said—
“The Scottish Government is ready to stand by our universities. We are exploring
every avenue that is available to us to support our universities in getting through this
and to avoid the potential [of financial failure of institutions] … They are meeting this
challenge as best they can, but, of course, we still do not know the scale of it, which
will become clearer over the coming weeks and months. That is why the Scottish
Government has said that we will do everything that we can to support the sector.”
Audit Scotland’s 2019 report on universities’ finances stated:
“While the sector overall is in good financial health, this masks significant variation
across universities, and many sector-level indicators are disproportionately affected
by the financial results of three of the four ancient universities. At an aggregate
sector level, the operating position has remained broadly stable over the past four
years, but six universities reported deficits every year. Between 2014-15 and 201718, the underlying position for the sector improved, but the position was worse for
six universities.”
The Scottish Government has set up a Further and Higher Education Ministerial
Leadership Group, which includes stakeholders from across the sectors. The SFC has
also issued an urgent call for information from HEIs on financial information and forecasts
for this and the next academic years; the deadline for responses was 24 April. The SFC
said:
“The Financial Forecast Update is required to identify financial impacts arising from
the COVID-19 emergency … While it is recognised that this is a fast-moving and
evolving picture, and not possible to quantify some impacts, the return will give SFC
a better understanding of the extent of the financial impacts arising from the
potential loss of key income streams and increases to the cost base. The return will
also enable institutions to demonstrate how they are working to mitigate financial
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https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/coronavirus-universities-facing-a-500m-shortfall-as-pandemic-costsmount-mh6qsbhch (pay-wall)

10

impacts, including reprioritisation of existing resources and deferral of expenditure,
as well as development of additional planning scenarios.”
On 8 April, the Scottish Government announced a £5.5m package of emergency financial
support to help students facing hardship as a result of the COVID 19 outbreak.
Members may wish to explore with the Cabinet Secretary:
•

What actions could be taken at a Scottish or UK Government level to support
Scottish universities to access international markets or additional funding.

•

How colleges and universities are planning to support school leavers this
year. Whether there will be an increase in places available to Scottish
domiciled students.

•

Whether the strategic aim of the Scottish Government is, or can be, that the
sector returns to the situation before the COVID 19 pandemic.

Ned Sharratt
SPICe Research
1 May 2020
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
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Education and Skills Committee
10th Meeting, 2020 (Session 5), Wednesday 6 May 2020
Submissions pack
Background
The evidence session with the Cabinet Secretary on 6 May can cover all areas of his remit in
relation to the response to the Coronavirus outbreak. This includes child protection, school
education and childcare, and further and higher education. The Committee has agreed to
focus on these areas in its initial scrutiny of the impact of the Coronavirus. Following the
session with the Cabinet Secretary the Committee will also take evidence from the Scottish
Funding Council and also the Minister for Further Education, Higher Education and Science
at future meetings. These sessions will have a focus on further and higher education.
The Convener initially wrote to the Cabinet Secretary in relation to emergency legislation on
the outbreak. The letter covered issues across his remit and the response is available here.
Welfare of vulnerable children during the coronavirus outbreak
The Committee wrote to key organisations inviting written submissions on issues requiring
scrutiny at a national level. Specifically, in relation to the wellbeing of vulnerable children
following school and early learning and childcare setting closures. The submissions received
can be read below.
The Committee wrote to the Cabinet Secretary for Education and Skills on the data being
collated and other work underway at a national level to monitor the wellbeing of vulnerable
children. The letter and the Cabinet Secretary’s response can also be read below.
Submissions
•

Child Poverty Action Group in Scotland

•

Royal Blind

•

Scottish Children’s Services Coalition

•

Scottish Women’s Aid

•

Upstart Scotland

Correspondence with the Cabinet Secretary
•

Read the letter to the Cabinet Secretary for Education and Skills. 22 April 2020 (42KB
pdf)

•

Read the letter from the Cabinet Secretary for Education and Skills. 29 April 2020
(186KB pdf)
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School closures – cancellation of examinations
The Committee took evidence from the Scottish Qualifications Authority on Friday 1 st May on
the cancellation of the 2020 exam diet. The papers from that Committee meeting (papers 2
to 4) are also relevant for this Committee meeting. Papers 2 and 3 detail the views of young
people and teachers. Paper 4 includes correspondence from the Committee to the Cabinet
Secretary on the response to the outbreak relating to all areas of his remit, including the
exam diet. It also includes two detailed responses from the Cabinet Secretary.
The papers pack from that meeting is available here:
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Meeting%20Papers/20200501ES_Meeting_paper
s.pdf
The Official Report of this evidence session is yet to be published but should be available on
Monday 4th May here:
https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/99746.aspx
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Child Poverty Action Group in Scotland
Education and Skills Committee: Vulnerable children during the Coronavirus
pandemic
About CPAG
Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG) in Scotland works for the one in four children in Scotland
growing up in poverty. We use our understanding of what causes poverty and the impact it
has on children’s lives to campaign for policies that will prevent and solve poverty – for good.
Our Cost of the School Day Project helps school communities identify and overcome cost
barriers that shape and limit children’s opportunities at school. We also provide expert
training, advice and information on social security to frontline workers to make sure families
get the financial support they need.
Background
Job losses, school closures, and unavailability of childcare mean that families, especially
those eligible for free school meals, are facing particular challenges staying afloat in the face
of rising costs and income loss. The majority of children living in poverty are in working
families, yet low income workers are more likely to have insecure jobs, with fewer rights and
employee benefits, and are less likely to have savings to help cover unplanned costs or gaps
in income. This can leave parents with impossible decisions, such as whether to pay for food
or rent.
Many of these families are dependent on universal credit (UC) and struggle with delayed first
payments and a cluster of design and delivery problems. Even with the new single adult rate
of around £94 per week many families will still experience hardship. For example, an out of
work family with two children will still be 20 per cent below the poverty line, despite the
recent uplift in the value of universal credit.1
School closures are having a particularly acute impact on families. CPAG in Scotland’s Cost
of the School Day project is launching two surveys this week, one for parents and carers and
one for children and young people, to hear directly about their experiences of school
closures, alternative free meal provision and access to resources for learning at home. We
will share evidence from children and families with the committee on an ongoing basis. At
this point however, we are keen to share what we already know about free school
meals/food provision and digital exclusion for vulnerable children during the coronavirus
pandemic.
Free School Meals / food provision
• Do you have any information to share on the extent to which food is reaching the
children who need it most?
• Are there any issues with certain ways of providing food, any particular barriers that
need to be addressed?
While local authorities are providing a range of measures for families eligible for free school
meals, with payments or vouchers typically worth between £10 and £12.50 a week 2 the true
extra costs of children being at home is likely to be higher. One lone parent told CPAG:
“My food bill has went up significantly during this time. Whilst I welcome the increase in UC
[universal credit] which I should get at the start of May it won’t offset the increase in all
outgoings at this time including heating, electricity and purchasing supplies for ongoing
activities and home schooling.”

1
2

https://cpag.org.uk/policy-and-campaigns/briefing/supporting-families-during-covid-19-pandemic
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-52286500
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All of this underlines that families in receipt of free school meals require effective support to
ensure that no child goes hungry in these exceptional times. While recognising the
importance of a cash-first approach,3 the Scottish government have set out that local
authorities are responsible for their own systems for supporting the families of children who
receive free school meals during the coronavirus crisis. This commitment to continuing
provision of free school meals is wholly welcome. However, it is increasingly clear that a
cash payment is the best way to give families the certainty and flexibility they need right now.
Recent BBC Scotland research has highlighted the widespread variations in the support
currently being provided by councils, with subsequent significant impacts on whether it will
reach those children who need it most. While it’s important to note that councils are still
developing their responses, at April 14:
•
•
•

13 local authorities were providing meals, packed lunches or food packs.
Three, including Glasgow, are issuing vouchers which can only be redeemed at
Farmfoods.
Inverclyde originally distributed packed lunches but due to supply issues it is changing
to a system of payments worth £12.50 a week.4

While it is right that there is flexibility at local level to ensure children, including the most
vulnerable, continue to be supported, effective support must reach all low-income families if
we are to ensure no child goes hungry. Cash payments are more effective and dignified
than vouchers or other forms of provision, particularly when the following factors are taken
into consideration:
•

•

•

Cash payments enable parents to source the best food for their family locally, giving
them choice and ensuring they do not have to undertake unnecessary travel to certain
shops;
Cash payments enable parents to obtain deliveries more easily if they are having to
shield or self-isolate, and are more flexible than vouchers, some of which don’t allow
for change to be given or any choice in shop;
For schools providing meals themselves, collection isn’t possible for some families
whether because they are shielding, self-isolating or cannot get to the school. For
those who can collect, this can lead to problems with maintaining a safe social
distance.

There is also evidence of clear issues arising from the use of vouchers in Scotland, and
across the UK.
Issues with vouchers have proven particularly acute for shielding families, with one parent
commenting: “Can’t use the free school meal vouchers while in isolation due to weakened
immune systems and asthma”.5 As the Poverty and Inequality Commission also recently
noted, where families are receiving vouchers they may not be able to access relevant shops.
One parent stated: “…received school meal vouchers but I can’t use them as I can’t get out
to a shop. When I’m able to get a slot online I can’t use the vouchers online.”
With some local authorities choosing a voucher that can only be redeemed at one shop
chain, this can require low-income families may have to travel long distances at a time when

3

https://www.gov.scot/news/emergency-free-meals-to-those-most-in-need/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-52286500
5
https://connect.scot/news/connect-parentcarer-survey-how-are-you-doing
4
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the added cost of transport can be unaffordable. Evidence from the Poverty Truth
Community outlines a number of issues with the use of Farmfoods vouchers:
•

•

•
•

Many families are having to walk distances or travel on public transport (with children
if they are single parents) and wait in long queues outside often small shops. This has
massive impacts on social distancing and is often impractical.
For those who live in an area with a Farmfoods they are seeing a huge increase in the
number of people shopping and queuing outside the shop. Others who relied on it are
finding it increasingly hard to shop there.
The quality of food and lack of access to fresh food. This causes particular issues for
some with special diets.
The lack of dignity in the process.

Press reports also suggest technical issues have affected Farmfoods top-up cards in
Glasgow, with at least some families turned away from shops.6 This, understandably, has
been reported to cause real distress.
In regard to direct food provision, we are aware that some councils still require children to
attend a local school to pick up food.7 As noted, this can lead to real problems with
maintaining a social distance. One lone parent spoke to CPAG about the practical difficulties
of accessing support in the form of daily meals at certain schools throughout the area during
the crisis:
“Whilst we live close to 1 of these schools I do not feel comfortable taking my child there
every day to collect a lunch for her given the restrictions. I have an underlying health
condition and whilst I don’t need to self-isolate I need to minimise our time outside of the
home as much as possible. […] It is also demeaning, living in a small town and people would
know that my daughter is entitled to FSM which I wouldn’t want.”
In England, despite an initial voucher scheme being introduced nationally, a number of
schools have moved to cash payments. Where local authorities or schools in England and
Wales have moved from food provision to cash payments, support is now reaching
significantly more families. Councillor Peter Rees of Neath Port Talbot Council told our UK
Cost of the School Day project:
“While operating the ‘grab and go’ bag system, only around 1,000 families were choosing to
access the service. Since moving to bank transfer payments, we have already registered
applications for more than 4,000 eligible children, allowing us to support considerably more
parents to provide meals for their children.”
A primary school headteacher in Coventry also shared with us her school’s positive
experience with BACS payments:
“We were struggling to get our families to come and collect the prepared packed lunches,
[…] We were concerned that some of our families were not coping financially which then has
an impact on the children. […] We feel that having the money directly gives them the
opportunity to shop in their usual fashion. We were so pleased we were able to set this up so
quickly and they have now had 4 weeks money already.”
6

https://www.glasgowtimes.co.uk/news/18398085.embarrassed-dad-forced-leave-shop-due-glasgow-city-council-foodvoucher-glitch/; https://www.glasgowtimes.co.uk/news/18404493.farmfoods-voucher-glitch-sees-glasgow-dadshortchanged/
7
https://www.westlothian.gov.uk/article/51910/School-meal-provision-to-continue
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We know that a number of local authorities across Scotland have committed to providing
cash payments, including Edinburgh City Council, which is hugely welcome. Given the
mounting evidence from across the UK, and particularly from parents in Scotland, we firmly
believe that cash payments are the best way to give families the certainty and flexibility they
need to provide for their children during this exceptional time. Prior to the closure of schools,
a significant coalition of children's charities, parents groups, teaching unions, churches and
academics urged the Scottish government and local authorities to work together to ensure
cash payments are made to families in receipt of free school meals. Building on the support
already outlined by the Cabinet Secretary for Communities, the coalition wrote to the First
Minister to urge that “the most effective way to protect families from the additional pressure
that loss of free school meals will create will be to make cash payments to families currently
in receipt of free school meals."
Signatories including the Church of Scotland, the EIS teaching union, the National Parent
Forum, One Parent Families Scotland, CPAG and Citizens Advice Scotland, believe that
cash payments in lieu of free school meals is the dignified response that is respectful of
human rights and avoids the potential stigma attached to other responses. The
unprecedented crisis means that it is even more important that support is provided in a way
that gives families the choice and agency to meet their family's needs.
It is clear that a huge amount of work is ongoing to ensure that families in receipt of school
meals receive the support they need during school closures. However, we urge local
authorities and the Scottish government to work together to ensure a consistent bedrock of
cash support is available to all families currently entitled to free school meals. This is the
most useful way of overcoming the barriers currently identified.
Digital exclusion
The committee has noted an interest in digital exclusion. The sudden and unprecedented
move to home learning for all children and young people in Scotland is shining a new light on
digital exclusion and the need to swiftly and effectively plug gaps in digital provision for
families on low incomes.
Cost of the School Day research tells us that lack of access to online connections, devices
and software has always been a barrier to children on low incomes engaging with home
learning. Overcoming these challenges has required resourcefulness and effort from children
and from their schools:
“I've got to go to the library because we don't have a computer at home and I've had to hand
in homework late or rush it and it hasn't been the best because I've only been able to get
there at lunch or break and sometimes I've got to skip lunch to make sure I get the work
done.” (S5 pupil)
“We open up the classrooms at lunch, there’s the library, we’ve got after school clubs with
computers, it’s just about doing everything we can for children who don’t have those things
at home.” (Teacher)
Initial findings from the recent Connect survey8 of parents and carers highlight some of the
problems which families across Scotland are facing, including a struggle to provide enough
devices for all children and parents at home, no printers for worksheets and absent or
unreliable internet access. These are problems which will be disproportionately affecting
families on lower incomes. If children from low income households are unable to access

8

https://connect.scot/news/connect-parentcarer-survey-how-are-you-doing
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online learning remotely then there is the risk that existing inequalities in attainment widen
further throughout this pandemic.
Action to ensure ICT provision was available to all pupils is already a feature in some local
authorities pre-pandemic. For example, one Primary school in South Lanarkshire lends
Chromebooks to all of their children with children reporting that this helps them do homework
and have more time to use technology at home:
“It’s very much for our children and our families to feel included, part of the school. We don’t
want additional pressures for families. We don’t want additional pressures for children where
you’re setting something you could access at home but actually they can’t do that. I think it’s
about being inclusive and that anything we’re offering we can back it up and support
families.” (Head Teacher)
We know that appropriate ICT provision makes a difference to what children and young
people are able to learn and do at home. In the current crisis, there is a greater need than
ever to ensure that all children and young people have access to the resources they need to
learn. We look forward to providing the committee with more survey information from parents
and children on their experiences of digital learning at home in due course.
Summary
Free school meals/ food provision
• Families eligible for free school meals are facing increased costs and increased
pressure feeding their families during the crisis.
• Many parents in Scotland are unable to travel, whether because they are self-isolating
or because they simply cannot afford to. For those families, food provision from a
central location or vouchers that require parents to go to a single shop is limiting the
extent to which much-needed support reaches these families. For those who can
collect food, this can lead to problems with maintaining a safe social distance.
• We have seen evidence that providing cash payments to those in receipt of free
school meals increases uptake significantly, ensuring that support reaches those
families who need it most.
• While a range of responses have been developed by local authorities, it is
increasingly clear that cash payments are the most effective, dignified and safe
response.
Digital exclusion
• Lack of access to devices, software and internet access at home has always been a
key barrier to home learning for children and young people on low incomes. Children
and their schools have had to make extra effort to overcome these challenges in the
past.
• All children and young people in Scotland are now learning remotely. Lack of access
to online learning because of limited online connections, devices and software are
problems which will disproportionately affect children and young people from low
income households. Digital exclusion during this crisis risks widening existing
inequalities in attainment.
• Without appropriate provision, some of our most vulnerable children will be digitally
cut off from learning and from their school communities In the current crisis, there is
an urgent need to ensure that all children and young people have access to the
resources they need to learn.
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We are launching surveys to gather further evidence on parents’ and childrens’
experiences of different approaches to free meal provision and digital access and will
share findings with the committee as soon as they become available.
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Royal Blind
24 April 2020
Royal Blind is Scotland’s largest visual impairment organisation. We support people living
with visual impairment of all ages - babies and toddlers at our early years support group;
children and young people at the Royal Blind School (including residential support) and
Kidscene after school club; and young adults through our residential services and respite
care. Royal Blind provides outreach support to pupils with visual impairment in mainstream
schools, including working in partnership with East Lothian Council on a ground-breaking
project to ensure mainstream education staff are properly equipped and skilled to support
pupils with visual impairment.
Vulnerable children in the Coronavirus pandemic – are there practical issues you have
encountered that should be considered at a national level?
Royal Blind welcomes the decision of the Education and Skills Committee to prioritise the
wellbeing of vulnerable children and young people during the Coronavirus outbreak as one
immediate focus for its work. We are pleased to be invited by the Convener to share insights
based on our experiences on particular challenges that could benefit from being highlighted
at a national level in order to improve support for vulnerable children and young people. As a
charity which provides education and care services for young people with visual impairment,
we are pleased to have this opportunity to share experiences and views on some of the
impacts the Coronavirus pandemic has had for the children and young people we support.
We are aware that the Committee will have a wide range of areas to consider so we have
focused on three of the areas the Committee has identified as being of concern for
vulnerable children: access to food; the level of provision for children and young people with
complex additional support needs; and contact and support received by children with
additional support needs not attending school or childcare hubs.
Do you have any information to share on the extent to which food is reaching the
children who need it most?
We have concerns over the ability of some children with visual impairment to access food
supplies given the challenges faced by blind and partially sighted parents. Families which
have used supermarket food delivery services for years have found they are no longer able
to secure slots due to the impact of the pandemic. We recognise that supermarkets have
sought to improve arrangements and that the Scottish Government has worked with local
authorities to provide access to food for people who are shielding. However, many people
with visual impairment are still unable to access food deliveries. The situation has been
exacerbated because people with visual impairment have not been classed as a vulnerable
group by the Scottish or UK Governments in the same way people with other conditions
have been, although we understand some supermarkets are now doing so. People specified
as a ‘vulnerable group’ have had priority access to supermarkets which people with visual
impairment have not had. This has resulted in many having their ability to access food
supplies significantly restricted, resulting in great anxiety for many and also affecting young
people with visual impairment.
We wish to draw the attention of the Committee to a blog written for Royal Blind by Vicky
Haylott, a former pupil of the Royal Blind School who is also the parent of a current pupil at
the school, who has described how this situation has affected her family. Vicky writes: "The
9
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situation has created a genuine emergency for many blind people; some without family or
friends living nearby so they literally do not know where their next meal is coming. Along with
other campaigners, I have inundated supermarkets with calls, tweets and letters to prompt
them to address this injustice.”
You can read Vicky’s blog here:
https://www.royalblind.org/blog/campaigns/why-we-need-more-support-for-blind-andpartially-sighted-people-during-the-coronaviru?p=29119&back=node%2F29119
The efforts Vicky and other blind and partially sighted people have made to highlight this
issue has resulted in progress, and today Vicky has successfully registered as a vulnerable
customer with Tesco. However, we are concerned some people with visual impairment will
still be having challenges accessing food deliveries and believe classifying people with visual
impairment as a vulnerable group will help resolve these problems for all people with visual
impairment.
Are there any issues with certain ways of providing food, any particular barriers that
need to be addressed?
It is important to recognise the further challenges facing people with visual impairment,
including young people, that social distancing measures implemented in food retailers
present. While we recognise the fundamental importance of social distancing, supermarkets
are now inaccessible for blind and partially sighted people as a result. For people with visual
impairment who can go to shops, social distancing markers on floors and the introduction of
one-way routes around supermarkets cannot easily be navigated by either long cane or
guide dog users. They often rely on touch and guiding from another person to navigate the
shop. There have even been cases where supermarkets have refused to accept paper
shopping lists from people with visual impairment for fear of spreading the virus. We believe
these challenges underline the compelling case for people with visual impairment to be
designated as a vulnerable group.
What level of provision exists for children and young people with complex ASN in
school/childcare hubs?
In line with government guidance issued on 23rd March concerning vulnerable groups, the
Royal Blind School was exempted from the general school closures that occurred across the
country as we are a provision for children with complex needs and ASN. We subsequently
contacted parents of our day pupils to gain an understanding of whether they would choose
to continue to send their children to school. Most parents were anxious that their children
remain away from public areas as most of our pupils have complex health as well as learning
needs. We only had a small number of families who would wish to send their children to
school, so the decision was made to close the school to day pupils, although those with 52
week residential places have remained in our care. This is, however, subject to ongoing
review and we have weekly contact with our parents to gauge the level of support they may
require going forwards. To ensure the safety and well-being of our staff, teachers are
working from home and supporting our children and their families through digital platforms.
We continue to support children with complex needs who cannot be cared for at home
through Royal Blind’s children and young people’s residential services. The pandemic has
created significant challenges which means we have had to adapt our services. We have
altered start and finish times of shifts to accommodate staff who are affected by a reduced
10
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service from public transport. We are working creatively to adapt use of the spaces available
to us in rotation (deep cleaning between each use) so that young people can have time in
spaces other than their bedrooms. We are working with our therapy team to ensure that
‘essential’ 1:1 therapies continue, albeit in a limited way. There have been some challenges
accessing the therapy support normally provided to children at the School. It would be
beneficial to have more guidance on what constitutes essential therapy to ensure support for
disabled children isn't inappropriately interrupted. We are utilising staff who are having to
work from home by asking them to undertake administrative tasks and asking them to
support parents by telephone. We have increased the use of FaceTime and Skype so that
families who cannot visit are able to keep in touch with their child. We have had to stop all
group activities, family visits and outings (although we are able to use our garden and
outdoor spaces).
The Scottish Government is regularly providing important guidance for schools, but this is
generic and often requires to be adapted so it can be applied to specialist schools and
specialist teaching. While we have good and regular dialogue with the Scottish Government
on how we are adapting provision at this time, it would also be beneficial if there was more
information provided by the Scottish Government on how generic guidance should be
applied for specialist schools and children with additional support needs, including through
providing case studies to illustrate this guidance.
Are there appropriate places at school/childcare hubs or in private nurseries
available?
It is difficult for us to assess whether there are sufficient places at school/childcare hubs or in
private nurseries available on a national basis, but we know from the young people we work
with of the significant impact there has been on provision. We also recognise the challenges
for providers such as those who provide private nurseries. The introduction of social
distancing has meant we have had to close our Kidscene after-school and holiday club which
caters for children from the Royal Blind School and other special schools as well as local
mainstream schools. Kidscene provides an integrated environment for children with and
without disabilities. We are aware other organisations will have had to make similar
decisions which impacts on support. While Kidscene is not currently open, we are continuing
to use its facilities for our charity’s key workers to provide them with childcare, so they
continue to work in our care services.
We believe it is important that the Scottish Government asks education authorities to provide
information on how children with additional support needs are being supported in their area
and by their schools. We are concerned that there will be variable provision across the
country given the pressure on additional support needs provision prior to the pandemic. Our
concerns over this issue led us to join with the Scottish Children’s Services Coalition, the
National Deaf Children’s Society, the National Autistic Society Scotland to call for any
Barnett consequentials resulting from an extra £700 million for pupils with special education
needs announced by the UK Government in the Spending Round in September to form part
of an increase in additional support needs funding for pupils in Scotland. We are aware of
research by the Scottish Children’s Services Coalition which shows that average spending
by local authorities on additional support needs has fallen by £889 per pupil over the same
period, a 26.1% real terms cut. While we have welcomed an additional £15 million
announced by the Scottish Government last September for pupil support assistants for
children with additional support needs and are now calling for further action in this budget,
there are fewer specialist teachers for visual impairment while the number of pupils with
visual impairment is increasing. (1) We believe it is inevitable that these pressures on
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specialist provision for pupils with additional support needs will impact on the support which
can be made available to pupils and families in these challenging circumstances.
What contact, and support is being received by children and young people with
additional support needs and their parents/carers where they are not attending
school/childcare hubs?
The support provided by Royal Blind varies significantly depending on the needs of the child.
We have exam candidates, so we are sending relevant SQA guidance home to parents and
keeping pupils informed of their course submissions. Some of our children require the
structure of a school day so virtual lessons have been set up at regular times. Accessibility
is always an issue with our children who are blind and partially-sighted so we are selecting
online resources carefully and often creating our own. We have children with complex
medical needs who are not in good health for reasons unrelated to Covid-19 and who require
a friendly and supportive voice at the end of a phone. We have children with complex
learning needs who require the full attention of their parents and carers and cannot work or
learn independently. This is challenging for some of our families and we are trying where we
can to support through learning boxes that have been sent home, lists of personalised ideas
and resources based on our knowledge of the child and interactions with the professionals
working with the child or young person. We are still operating within a multi-disciplinary
approach and working closely with therapists, nurses, habilitation specialists as well as with
Local Authorities and external agencies. The range of support from our education staff has
been excellent and continues to respond to the needs of our individual children.
As with provision in schools and childcare hubs, we believe it is likely there will be differing
levels of support for pupils with visual impairment across the country. Therefore, we believe
it is important that the Scottish Government asks education authorities to provide information
on how children with additional support needs are being supported in their area and by their
schools and how parents are being provided with helpful information resources such as
those provided by Parent Club Scotland. It is welcome that Parent Club has established an
online coronavirus hub. This provides helpful advice for parents in relation to a range of
additional support needs including links to Royal Blind learning resources for young people
with visual impairment.
We wish to stress how important it is that children with visual impairment who are not
attending schools or childcare hubs are supported at this time. We are deeply concerned
about the potential for people with visual impairment to be socially isolated as a result of the
current measures to reduce incidence of Coronavirus. In 2018 we conducted research into
the links between sight loss and social isolation which showed people with visual impairment
already had a higher risk of isolation. Our survey of 281 people living with visual impairment,
including young blind and partially sighted people, found that 90% had some experience of
loneliness and two thirds said that they had experienced it directly as a result of their sight
loss. When asked what support helped them overcome feelings of loneliness, participants
most frequently referred to support from our services. While we are still providing services to
young people we support, a range of services for young people with visual impairment will
have been impacted by Coronavirus, which means it is essential further measures are taken
to ensure they are supported to cope with a situation which increases their risk of isolation.
(2)
References:
1. Royal Blind statement on Pupil Census figures
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2. Royal Blind report "Social Connections and Sight Loss."
For further information contact Richard Baker, Policy Manager for Royal Blind and
Scottish War Blinded
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Scottish Children’s Services Coalition
30th April 2020
The Scottish Children’s Services Coalition – vulnerable children and coronavirus
pandemic inquiry
‘The lost COVID generation’
The Scottish Children’s Services Coalition (SCSC), welcomes the opportunity to respond to
the inquiry into the practical problems that relate to the Coronavirus pandemic as it impacts
on vulnerable children and young people.
Vulnerable children are among a group disproportionately impacted by the COVID-19
pandemic, many of whom are being denied the protection, statutory support and routine that
comes with regular attendance at school.
Failure to act now will lead to a lost COVID generation, where issues are stored up for the
future with an impact on the individual concerned and resultant cost to society as a whole.
About the SCSC
The SCSC is an alliance of leading providers of education, care and support to vulnerable
children and young people, as well as to their families.
We are committed to improving the lives of vulnerable children and young people and our
vision is for Scotland to be the best place in the world for them to grow up in. We will achieve
this through campaigning for the provision of a wide range of high-quality, well-resourced
and quickly accessible services. This is so that these children and young people get best
possible care and support, tailored to their individual needs, helping them achieve their full
potential.
Our members deliver specialist care and education services to children and young people
with ASN, as well as direct help and support to their families. They also provide independent
advocacy, advice and support to children and young people with care experience.
Members of the SCSC are: Falkland House School - www.falklandhouseschool.org, LOVE Learning o-v-e.org.uk, Spark of Genius - www.sparkofgenius.com and Young Foundations www.youngfoundations.com.

www.l-

Background
In closing schools and ELC settings the Scottish Government guidance (31st March)9 stated
that access to these would still be available for children of key workers and vulnerable
children.
It noted that:
Children and young people may be vulnerable for a range of reasons including: being on the
child protection register; looked after; on the edge of care; being eligible for Free School
Meals; having complex additional support needs; being affected by poverty and deprivation.
9

Scottish Government, Coronavirus (COVID-19): school and early learning closures - guidance about key workers and vulnerable children, 31st
March 2020. (accessed 28th April 2020). https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-guide-schools-early-learning-closures/
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It further noted:
Vulnerable children and young people
The overall position remains that, if pupils can learn safely at home, they should. However,
we know that some children and young people rely upon the care and protection provided by
schools and other agencies in relation to a range of circumstances.
Where appropriate, local authorities will need to ensure and prioritise continued care and
support for these pupils during the period of school closure
Complex additional support needs
Children and young people with complex additional support needs may have a broad range
of needs, which require different support to be provided.
These include children and young people who: require a range of interventions and support
to meet their needs; have complex health needs that require medical support which cannot
be provided at home; have a disability where support required cannot be provided at home;
attend a grant-aided special school or independent special school and would be considered
as having complex additional support needs.
Definition
One issue that has created some concern is the definition of “vulnerable” children, which was
highlighted in John Swinney’s statement below:
The Cabinet Secretary told Parliament on 19th March: “I am not going to set a definitive
definition of what a vulnerable child is; our schools and local authorities know our children
and families well and are best placed to identify which children need care, protection and
support the most during the period that lies ahead.”10
Some clarification is however provided by the Scottish Government data intelligence report
on 24th April which puts the figure of those classed as “vulnerable” as 97,000 (around 10 per
cent of the population aged 0-17). It defines this as those who have a multi-agency plan,
although notes that there is no central record of this.11
This includes:
•
•
•
•

16,900 children and young people who had a child protection investigation (and might
be deemed either in care or ‘on the edge of care’).
2,600 children on the child protection register.
14,000 looked after children, of which 3,500 are looked after at home.
10,000 school aged children with complex ASN.

It should however be noted that there is a lack of consistency across local authorities as to
what is classed as “vulnerable” and greater clarity in this area would be welcomed.
Latest statistics from the Scottish Government covering the period 20th-24th April highlight
that approximately 6,060 children and young people attended local authority hubs, of which
10

Scottish Parliament (PDF Link), 19th March 2020, Col. 36. Available at:
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12591&mode=pdf (accessed 28th April 2020).
11
The Scottish Government, Coronavirus (COVID-19): supporting vulnerable children and young people – data intelligence report, 24th April 2020.
Available at: https://www.gov.scot/publications/supporting-vulnerable-children-young-people-data-intelligence-report/ (accessed 28th
April 2020).
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83 per cent are the children of key workers and 17 per cent are classed as vulnerable
children.
This means that of the 97,000 defined as “vulnerable”, a mere 1,030 are attending
such hubs, just over 1 per cent of those classed as vulnerable.
The vast majority of vulnerable children are therefore being supported via telephone and
online contact with school staff, which we know in some situations can be extremely
challenging, or by other services including third sector initiatives.
The Department for England has pointed to data shows that 5 per cent of the most-needy
have attended an educational setting in the week before the Easter holidays due to
coronavirus (22nd April).12 This amounted to 29,000 vulnerable children of the more than
723,000 children were known to children's social care services in 2019.
This has prompted concerns from the Children’s Commissioner for England that "at risk"
children are facing increased danger in the lockdown, while schools and teachers struggle to
get hold of them.
Lack of support
It is becoming clear that the current lockdown measures are having a major impact on some
of the most vulnerable children in our society. Those living in poverty and deprivation as well
as those with ASN may not be getting the support and services they most desperately need
due to lockdown, with telephone and online school staff contact not sufficient to address
need.
Mental health as an example is being impacted, both among those with existing conditions
and those that did not have issue prior to the lockdown. In a survey by the mental health
charity YoungMinds, which included participants up to age 25 years with a mental illness
history in the UK, 83% said the pandemic had made their conditions worse. 26% said they
were unable to access mental health support; peer support groups and face-to-face services
have been cancelled, and support by phone or online can be challenging for some young
people.13
Reinforcing this there has been a dramatic drop in the number of young people being
referred to child and adolescent mental health service, with 1,133 being referred to such
services between 23rd March and 24th April. This compares with the average monthly referral
rate of 2,794 last year.14
Children and young people identified with ASN are disproportionately prevalent in areas of
deprivation and with Coronavirus exacerbating already increasing child poverty levels, this is
likely to increase.
For those with complex ASN we are concerned that they may not be getting the specialist
support they require. It should further be noted that Under the Education (Additional
12

BBC, Tiny fraction of 'at risk' children attending schools, 22nd April 2020. Available at: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/in-pictures52370968 (accessed 28th April 2020).
13
Joyce Lee, Mental health effects of school closures during COVID-19, The Lancet, 14th April 2020. Available at:
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanchi/article/PIIS2352-4642(20)30109-7/fulltext (accessed 28th April 2020).
14

Aberdeen Evening Express, Fewer young people referred to mental health services during lockdown, 29th April 2020.
Available at: https://www.eveningexpress.co.uk/news/scotland/fewer-young-people-referred-to-mental-healthservices-during-lockdown/ (accessed 30th April 2020).
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Support for Learning) (Scotland) Act 2004 (as amended), education authorities have a
statutory requirement to identify, provide for and review the additional support needs of
children and young people for whose education they are responsible.15 For many these
statutory requirements are not being met in the current situation.
Many of those who are vulnerable are children of families where there is known to be
domestic violence, which we know is on the increase, substance abuse, parental sickness or
disability, as well as poverty - which is closely associated with neglect.
In this context we have major concerns that only around one per cent of school children
are at childcare hubs. These are very small numbers, reflecting the fact that only a tiny
fraction of vulnerable children are taking up these places.
So often these children are quite invisible at home and not in the place which is best at
keeping them in a safe and comfortable environment - school. The relevant support can be
provided at a childcare hub which in many situations is simply not available in a home-based
setting.
It is vital that action is quickly taken to assess the requirements of these vulnerable children
and young people and adequate support is provided. This may necessitate multi-agency
interventions, such as face-to-face contact from professionals for those most at risk, which
go beyond telephone and online contact and/or a return to school.
Increase in future issues
The number of vulnerable children will increase because of the additional pressures placed
on families and communities by the COVID-19 outbreak.
This means that more children will be at risk of harm and neglect. Increasingly high stress
home environments will increase the likelihood that children will experience domestic abuse.
Children may be exposed to more risks because they are spending more time online and
loss of income will make family life more difficult for many.
These heightened risks are happening at a time when children are less visible to the range
of professionals who are normally engaged with them, and when child protection services
are under acute pressure.
As the lockdown continues we are also conscious of a widening of the educational
attainment gap as those in more deprived communities, which also has a higher prevalence
of those with ASN, may not have the same ability access to educational resources as other
sectors of society.
Conclusion
We greatly welcome the support the Scottish Government is providing, working with a range
of partners to support children and families, including funding through the £350 million
Communities support package. £1.5 million has also been allocated to third sector groups to
promote wellbeing through community-based initiatives.
It should however be noted that there is a lack of consistency across local authorities as to
what is classed as “vulnerable” and greater clarity in this area would be welcomed.
15

Education (Additional Support for Learning) (Scotland) Act 2004 (as amended),section 4. Available
at: thttp://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2004/4/section/4 (accessed 30th April 2020).
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Austerity and cuts in services due to budgetary constraints has seriously impacted on the
ability of local authorities, the third sector and other organisations to provide adequate
support.
While telephone and online staff contact are to be welcomed, they are in many cases
inadequate to address the specialist support required. They are also often not accessible to
the most vulnerable and this may necessitate some measure of face-to-face professional
contact or presence in a school environment.
The small number of those in an educational setting is a cause of some concern and for
many of these children and young people, the safest and most effective place for them is in
school.
It is essential that children who need help are identified and given the help they need via a
multi-agency approach. This means adequate support for those needing it is delivered at
home, where this is the right approach for their circumstances, combined with delivering
relevant support at school for those vulnerable individuals whose interests are best served
there.
Failure to act so will create a major backlog in issues and lead to a lost COVID generation of
vulnerable children and young people, with an impact on the individual and resultant cost to
society.
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Scottish Women’s Aid
Children and young people living with domestic abuse
About Scottish Women’s Aid
Scottish Women's Aid (SWA) is the lead organisation in Scotland working to prevent and
eradicate domestic abuse and plays a vital role in campaigning and lobbying for effective
responses to domestic abuse. SWA is the umbrella organisation for 36 local Women’s Aid
organisations across Scotland; they provide practical and emotional support to women,
children and young people who experience domestic abuse. The services offered by our
network members include crisis intervention, advocacy, counselling, outreach and follow-on
support and temporary refuge accommodation. SWA also runs Scotland’s Domestic Abuse
and Forced Marriage Helpline.
Background
We are grateful to the Education and Skills Committee for enquiring with us as to particular
challenges that could benefit from being highlighted at a national level in order to improve
support for vulnerable children and young people.
The ongoing pandemic is posing unprecedented challenges in relation to ensuring that
women, children and young people experiencing domestic abuse are adequately protected
and supported. Services have to continuously adapt their support in a rapidly changing
environment. As a result of lockdown measures, women, children and young people
experiencing domestic abuse are at increased levels of risk. We know from Women’s Aid
services and helpline calls that the quarantine measures imposed to combat the pandemic
are being used by perpetrators to continue or escalate their abuse (for example monitoring
women and children more closely, keeping them isolated from sources of support, making
threats to expose women and children to the virus, etc.). It is important to bear in mind that
separation from abusers does not deliver safety, and that harm from abuse can often
continue and intensify through post-separation surveillance and manipulation of child contact
orders (further information on this issue below).
As lockdown continues, many children and young people will be at far greater risk of harm
than they were six weeks ago, when lockdown measures were introduced.
According to our Census Day data, on any given day, Women’s Aid groups in Scotland are
supporting around 350 children and young people, amounting to thousands of children and
young people using our services every year. Prior to the pandemic, a significant proportion of
local Women’s Aid’s direct support for children and young people took place in school. It is
now very difficult for our services to reach children and young people and to provide them
with services for numerous reasons: they may live with their perpetrator, they may not feel
comfortable speaking about their feelings and experiences in their house where they can be
overheard by their mum or siblings, they may not have access to the right technology, and in
the case of young children, they may not be able to use the technology. Children and young
people being at home means that there is less available space for women to get support too.
For these reasons, we wish to highlight for your consideration the issue of vulnerable
children and young people accessing school and early learning and childcare (ELC)
spaces, particularly children and young people experiencing domestic abuse.
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It is crucial that school and ELC spaces are offered to children and young people
experiencing domestic abuse. Many women and children experiencing domestic abuse will
not find this a necessary measure, but for those who do, it could save lives. It is essential
that the existing barriers (discussed below) are removed so that the children and young
people who would benefit from these spaces are able to access them, and that processes to
access spaces are as safe as possible (particularly in regards to communication with
families). We are greatly concerned that the latest Scottish Government statistics show that
only 0.5% of children with multi-agency plans are accessing these spaces16, highlighting the
issue of national guidance not being applied consistently in practice.
We wish to highlight particular concerns we have regarding the Scottish Government
guidance currently issued to local authorities on school and ELC spaces, with suggestions
for amendments and additional guidance. We also wish to highlight how essential it is that
the national network of local Women’s Aid services are involved in the referrals of children
and young people to these spaces.
Equally Safe, Scotland’s national strategy to prevent and eradicate violence against women
and girls, calls for interventions that are early, effective and maximise the safety of women,
children and young people. There are children and young people in Scotland who are at
immediate risk of being harmed in their homes by perpetrators of domestic abuse, and
others who will be at increased risk in the weeks and months to come. Our services are also
working hard to prevent this, and access to school spaces for those most at risk would assist
them in doing so. In order to meet human rights obligations, including Article 19 of the United
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), the right to protection from abuse
and neglect, we are calling for action on national and local levels to ensure that children and
young people at risk of harm are kept safe.
School and ELC spaces guidance
The guidance that has been shared from the Scottish Government on school spaces for
vulnerable children and young people is weak and unclear on domestic abuse. Below is a
summary of the issues we have raised with the Scottish Government and CoSLA and would
appreciate the support of the Committee in addressing.
• Definition of ‘vulnerable’ not including domestic abuse
Domestic abuse is not explicitly included under the definition of which children are
‘vulnerable’ in the Scottish Government guidance to local authorities. In a separate private
letter issued to local authorities by Iona Colvin, reference is made to the GIRFEC
vulnerability index (which includes domestic abuse) as something which may be helpful in
assessing who is at risk. This does not adequately highlight the heightened risk that children
experiencing domestic abuse are currently facing. It is well established that domestic abuse
is the most common context for child abuse. Children being forced to stay at home with
abusers escalates their risk of physical and emotional harm and is also likely to also prevent
them and their mothers from accessing the support they require from specialist services. The
lack of inclusion of domestic abuse in the public guidance forms an additional barrier to
women and children being aware of and accessing school and ELC spaces.
16

https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/progress-report/2020/04/supportingvulnerable-children-young-people-data-intelligence-report/documents/supporting-vulnerable-children-young-peopledata-intelligence-report/supporting-vulnerable-children-young-people-data-intelligencereport/govscot%3Adocument/supporting-vulnerable-children-young-people-data-intelligence-report.pdf
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We propose the guidance is amended to explicitly include domestic abuse as a factor
which makes children and young people vulnerable, and that supplementary guidance
is issued addressing domestic abuse as a factor in accessing school spaces, which
includes additional information on referral pathways (below).
• Language used in guidance
The guidance makes reference to children who are on the ‘edges of care’. While this term is
used widely professionally, we believe including it in public guidance is likely to have
unintended consequences, and ultimately may be more harmful than helpful. At best, this
term is unlikely to resonate with many vulnerable women, children and young people in
terms of how they would identify their own experiences, and at worst, this will create an
additional barrier; women experiencing domestic abuse will fear that their children will be
taken into care if they seek services for their children. This is a very real problem and a
significant barrier to women seeking help and support from child welfare services. If local
authorities’ advice to women on accessing school spaces replicates this language, it will
have a chilling effect on uptake.
We propose this term is replaced with alternative wording in public guidance.
The guidance also states that ‘local authorities will know the children and families within their
areas who are potentially at risk’. We know from our services that local authorities will be
aware of many, but not all, and particularly as things develop over the next weeks and
months, an increased number of children and young people not already known to authorities
may be at risk.
We propose additional guidance to local authorities on how to identify and offer
spaces to children and young people who may not be currently known to authorities,
including through self-referral by women and children.
•

Referral pathways

Referral processes for school and ELC spaces for vulnerable children and young people
should be developed with local Women’s Aid services to make them as safe and practical as
possible and to take advantage of existing relationships between children, support workers
and services. We are concerned at the lack of local authority engagement with local
Women’s Aid services on this issue; at the time of writing, we were not aware of any
Women’s Aid groups being asked to take part in conversations about enabling access to
local provision for vulnerable children and young people. It is essential that these groups are
involved in such discussions, given their specialist knowledge in safely supporting children
and young people experiencing domestic abuse and the fact that many children and young
people supported by groups are now at far greater risk than they were pre-lockdown. We are
working with Women’s Aid groups to identify, develop and build best practice in their local
authority area. Recognition at a national level of their essential role in safely referring
vulnerable children and young people would facilitate their ability to be part of these
conversations locally.
Any mode of referral must not further endanger children (i.e. in terms of what communication
with parents might be), and women and children should not have to ‘prove’ domestic abuse
to access these spaces. Care should be taken within education settings to ensure that
children do not have to disclose domestic abuse being the reason they have accessed a
space in school to their peers.
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We propose that the guidance to local authorities is updated to explicitly reflect these
points, and to offer additional guidance (linked to point above) on referral pathways
for women and children which include information from and about specialist domestic
abuse services.
Child contact
We also wish to highlight a separate important child protection issue.
Our Helpline, and Children 1st’s Parentline, have received calls from women whose children
have not been returned after a contact visit with their abusive ex-partners, who claim that
someone in the household has developed symptoms and therefore the child needs to isolate
with them.
The response that the women in question have had when reporting this to the police and to
social work has been varied and often poor. In one case a woman was advised by police to
speak to her abusive ex-partner in order to try and reach an agreement about the child being
returned. In another case, in which two children have not been returned to their mother since
the 31st March, the children’s school raised concerns with social work about the negative
impact the extended stay with the non-resident parent was having on the children in
question, but have not (yet) received a response.
Given that child contact is regularly used as a tool by perpetrators to continue their abuse of
women and children post-separation, such responses (or lack thereof) are increasing the risk
of harm to women and children. Children’s wellbeing is at severe risk of harm in being
separated from their mother, the key protective adult in their lives. Urgent action is needed to
ensure that perpetrators of abuse are prevented from using Coronavirus as a means of
continuing or escalating domestic abuse, and that children are effectively protected. This will
require a multi-agency approach, and given that schools may be the only protective factor in
their lives that children are in contact with when staying with the abuser, it is essential that
there are clear processes in place for schools to flag up concerns and for these to be
promptly acted upon by relevant agencies.
We are seeking clarity on the child protection processes currently in place for
children not being returned on the grounds of self-isolation guidance, in the context
of domestic abuse, and the role that schools may be able to play in flagging concerns
regarding this.
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Upstart Scotland
MANAGING THE RETURN TO SCHOOL/NURSERY FOR THE UNDER-SEVENS
A suggestion from Upstart Scotland
As political conversation turns towards reopening schools, it’s hugely reassuring that the
Scottish government’s Education and Skills Committee has opened a consultation about the
effects of coronavirus on children and young people.
Upstart’s contribution to this is simple and, we hope, obvious: Please, in making your
decisions about the immediate future of education in Scotland, begin at the beginning of
the educational process.
Education Scotland’s document Realising the Ambition: Being Me, published this February,
brilliantly describes the best educational start to underpin realisation of the four capacities in
Scotland’s future citizens (confident individual, successful learner, responsible citizen,
effective contributor) and its reception across the early years sector has been
overwhelmingly positive. There is, therefore, huge enthusiasm among practitioners and
teachers in Early Level classes to put RtA’s principles into practice when children return to
their settings.
By concentrating on the significance of strong relationships and support for play-based
learning – especially outdoors – RtA is ideally suited to support the Scottish public’s main
concern for our children as a result of the coronavirus crisis: i.e. their health and well-being.
Refreshing CfE and NIF from the very beginning
For the last decade, it was impossible to realise the ambition of Curriculum for Excellence’s
Early Level because, half-way through it, children moved from nursery to school, where the
ethos of education was still sadly influenced by the Five to Fourteen curriculum. However,
over recent years, there has been increasing recognition and understanding of principled
play-based pedagogy among teachers in Primary 1/2. And in primary schools where these
pedagogical processes have been implemented, teachers and managers have been
impressed by children’s confidence, communication skills and disposition to learn as they
progressed through the school.
The existence of RTA therefore provides an opportunity to avoid the mistakes of the past. If
all school leaders are expected to respect its principles, Scotland can at last begin to treat
the Early Level as a whole and find ways to ensure all children have the best possible
experience of care and education between the ages of three and six or seven.
It is also the perfect opportunity to refresh the original principles of the National Improvement
Framework, the first three of which were:
-

improving early learning
promoting social and emotional well-being
promoting healthy life styles and tackling health inequalities.

These three aims are at the heart of developmentally-appropriate early years provision, and
in countries such as Finland and Estonia (where formal schooling does not begin until age
seven) attention to relationship-centred, play-based practice – with plenty of time spent
outdoors in natural environments – has underpinned success in terms of educational
achievement, childhood well-being and improvements in educational and social equity.
The Early Years expansion and transition to primary school
The coronavirus crisis has inevitably delayed the start of Scotland’s expansion of funded
early learning and care. This gives valuable time to reflect on what’s been learned during the
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expansion so far and a further opportunity to use RtA to provide excellent Early Level care
and education. The childcare sector has made enormous progress over recent years, not
least because of excellent guidance from Scotland’s Care Inspectorate.
If provision of funded nursery places for all three-year-olds is delayed until the beginning of
the 2021 school year, there will be a full year during which nursery facilities are available for
children in the Early Level stage. Many parents of four-year-old children already lobbying for
them to repeat a year in nursery and it’s likely that many more will recognise the ‘well-being
benefits’ of their children returning to a familiar setting, rather than starting school in
September 2020.
Upstart therefore suggests that, during the 2020-21 school year, all children born after
August 2015 (i.e. four-year-olds) should remain in nursery for another year. This would still
allow funded space for ‘vulnerable threes’ + other three-year-olds at the local authorities’
discretion, depending on the availability of space and staffing. It would also reduce pressure
on primary schools during the 2020-21 school session, allowing P1/2 teachers time and
space to follow the principles of RtA as effectively as possible within the constraints of
physical distancing.
The requirement to keep children at a physical distance of two metres from each other will
be particularly difficult in the Early Level, so a reduction in overall numbers would be an
advantage at all stages of the Early Level. We realise that for, at least for part of the school
year, all children will be attending school or nursery on a part-time basis and hope that
NGOs such as Early Education Scotland and Home Start Scotland will be able to organise
playgroups to help reduce pressure on parents and carers for the days when Early Level
children are at home. We also hope that, throughout Early Level, practitioners and teachers
will see the huge benefit (not only in terms of physical distancing) of taking children outdoors
as often as possible.
Changing Scotland’s cultural attitudes to early years education and care
Upstart Scotland was set up in 2015 with the aim of changing our nation’s attitude to early
years education and care. Historically, the Scottish public has a cultural attachment to an
early start on formal education and has tended to see ‘childcare’ as little more than a
babysitting service which allows parents to go out to work.
We know this is emphatically not the attitude of Education Scotland, the Care Inspectorate
and the Scottish Government. However, it is difficult to change deeply-ingrained public
expectations in the face of constant media messages from England, where the political and
educational establishments (represented by Ofsted) constantly
-

reinforce the perception that an early start on the three Rs is essential
ignore the connections between early pressure for academic attainment, deterioration
in children’s mental health and a widening of the attainment/poverty/well-being gap.

The coronavirus crisis provides an opportunity to create genuine culture change in Scotland.
If our response to this crisis clearly emphasises the importance of health and well-being
during Early Level, it will distance us from the educational policies being pursued in the
South.
Upstart Scotland believes the ‘ambition’ outlined in RtA is not only a vision of future success
for children in Early Level but – through them – for our society as a whole. H.G. Wells
famous line that ‘Human history becomes more and more a race between education and
catastrophe’ has never rung more true. Ten years ago we welcomed CfE as an excellent
blueprint for twenty-first century education and are thrilled that the Scottish Government still
holds true to its principles.
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The coronavirus crisis provides an opportunity to revive enthusiasm for Curriculum for
Excellence in the profession as a whole. And, by starting at CfE’s beginning, with a truly
enlightened approach to care and education in Early Level, the Scottish Government could
also engender public enthusiasm for educational policy that puts children’s well-being at the
heart of the educational process.

25

Agenda item 2

ES/S5/20/10/2

Letter to the Cabinet Secretary for Education and Skills. 22 April 2020

EDUCATION AND SKILLS COMMITTEE
T3.40
The Scottish Parliament
Edinburgh
EH99 1SP
Direct Tel: 0131 348 5222
Fax: 0131 348 5600
es.committee@parliament.scot

John Swinney MSP
Cabinet Secretary for Education and Skills
By email

22 April 2020
Dear Mr Swinney,
The Education and Skills Committee has prioritised the wellbeing of vulnerable children and
young people during the Covid-19 outbreak as one immediate focus for its work. As part of
this work, we are asking organisations involved in supporting vulnerable children and young
people to tell us about their experiences to help us develop a comprehensive picture of what
is happening at the moment.
We are keen not to put additional burdens organisations at this time and, in particular, are
keen to avoid creating additional burdens for local authorities and diverting resources from
their frontline work unnecessarily. The Committee understands the Government is already
collecting data and receiving updates from local authorities in relation to vulnerable children
including school attendance by different cohorts, uptake of free school meals etc.
I would be grateful if you could share with the Committee all such material in order to inform
our work.
Yours sincerely
CLARE ADAMSON MSP
CONVENER
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Letter from the Cabinet Secretary for Education and Skills. 29 April 2020
Deputy First Minister and Cabinet Secretary for Education and
Skills
John Swinney MSP
F/T: 0300 244 4000
E: dfmcse@gov.scot

Clare Adamson MSP
Convener
Education Skills Committee
Scottish Parliament

29 April 2020
Dear Clare
Thank you for letter of 22 April. I welcome the Committee’s increased focus on the wellbeing
of vulnerable children and young people, and I am happy to share the relevant data we are
receiving from our delivery partners.
The wellbeing of vulnerable children and young people is also a key focus for the Scottish
Government, and we are working closely with our partners from across local government,
Police Scotland and third sector partners to gather intelligence and data about the way
services for vulnerable children and young people are adapting and responding to the covid19 crisis across Scotland.
As part of that, we have agreed a core data reporting set with local government and Police
Scotland and collected the first return of that data at the end of last week. The returns are
still being analysed but a summary of initial findings is provided below. All figures relate to
the week from Thursday 16 April to Wednesday 22 April unless stated otherwise.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Police Scotland generated 2,469 Child Concern reports for wellbeing concerns and
160 for child protection concerns.
149 children were subject to an Inter-Agency Referral Discussion.
74 children were registered on the child protection register, of which 31% had
domestic abuse reported as a significant factor in their registration.
53 children were de-registered from the child protection register.
11 Child Protection Orders were granted.
31 children and young people started to be looked after; 29% looked after at home
and 71% looked after away from home.
1,277 (86%) of all children with a child protection plan were seen by a professional in
the last two weeks.
Based on 8 local authorities who provided this information, 4,213 (61%) of all children
with a multi-agency plan were contacted by a professional in the last week.
1,614 (50%) of all young people eligible for aftercare were contacted by a professional
in the last two weeks.
30 children and young people were reported missing to Police Scotland by social
work; of which 77% were looked after away and 23% were either children looked after
at home or children who were not formerly looked after by local authorities.
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For interest, I attach the template that was issued to local partnerships to help give the
Committee an understanding of the range of data that is being gathered. Clearly, some of
the data will be sensitive due to data protection issues and there may be some restrictions
on what we can share, but we will endeavour to share what we can with the Committee on a
regular basis.
In addition to the core data, we are also regularly engaging with a range of different partners
from across the public and third sector to gather intelligence about the impact of Covid-19 on
vulnerable children and young people and the way that services are adapting and
responding to the crisis. We published a summary report on Friday 24th April – this is
available on the Scottish Government website: www.gov.scot/publications/supportingvulnerable-children-young-people-data-intelligence-report/
We are also receiving monitoring returns from local authorities on attendance of key workers
children, staff attendance, open settings and children attending for a meal or receiving an
alternative provision. This reporting from local authorities commenced on 18 March 2020
and continues to be collected every week day during the current circumstances. In light of
schools closing, the daily requirements were changed and a new daily weekday reporting
requirement started on 24 March 2020. We then agreed on an updated method for local
authorities to report on free school meals provision on 15 April 2020 and this is reported on a
weekly basis by all 32 local authorities.
For Free School Meals the latest data is showing that the majority of meals were being
provided through vouchers, direct payments or home deliveries, the remaining were provided
within an Education or ELC setting. While uptake fluctuates daily, data returns from local
authorities show that there were 10,074 free school lunches taken at local authority
educational and early years settings on Monday 27 April (either eaten on the premises or
picked up/collected). In addition, the latest figures (as at Wednesday 22 April) showed that
vouchers, direct payments or home deliveries were provided by local authorities to 143,955
children and young people to support the provision of free school lunches.
I do hope the Committee finds this response helpful, and please do not hesitate to contact
me again should you require any further information regarding the vital issue of supporting
the wellbeing of vulnerable children and young people.

JOHN SWINNEY
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WEEK ONE: CHILDREN & YOUNG PEOPLE
SERVICE DELIVERY

1

Child Protection

DATA
(in the previous week: Thursday – Wednesday)
• Numbers of child concern reports generated by Police Scotland
- wellbeing concerns
- child protection concerns

FROM
Police Scotland
(initially by Div.)

2

• Number of children subject to IRD
(may not be possible in week one)

Police Scotland
(initially by Div.)

3

• How many children (including unborn babies) were added to the child protection register in the last week?

Local Authority

4

• Of these children placed on the child protection register in the last week, for how many was domestic abuse a
significant factor?

Local Authority

5

• How many children were de-registered from the child protection register in the last week?

Local Authority

6

• How many Child Protection Orders were granted in the last week?

Local Authority

7

• How many children started to be looked after at home in the last week (only include new episodes of care)?

Local Authority

8

• How many children started to be looked after and were placed away from home in the last week?

Local Authority

9

• How many children with child protection plans
a) were seen face-to-face by a professional in the last two weeks?
b) are there in total in your local authority today?

Local Authority

10

• How many children with multi-agency plans
a) have been contacted (including online/telephone/face-to-face) by a professional in the last week?
b) are there in total in your local authority today?

Local Authority

11

12

• How many young people eligible for aftercare
a) have been contacted (including online/telephone/face-to-face) by a professional in the last two weeks?
b) are there in total in your local authority today?
How many children have been reported missing to Police by Social Work in the last week
a) who are looked after at home
b) who are looked after away from home
c) other children

Local authority

Local Authority

Already being collected
ELC

• Take-up by vulnerable children

Daily check

School Hubs

• Take-up by vulnerable children

Daily check
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• Provision of FSM through delivery, vouchers and payments

Health

Weekly check

Maternity Services, Family Nurse P/ship, Health Visiting, A&E, CAMHS, Paediatric Services

Government will add data regarding
Third Sector
Young People’s
organisations

• National organisations– activity, capacity & challenges

DCAF, via key groups

• Impact of Covid-19 and youth work services
• Concerns about mental health

DCAF, via key groups,

• Online access

Parents’ organisations

• Impact of Covid-19

DCAF, via key groups

National Helplines

• Impact of Covid-19
• Concerns about mental health

DCAF, via helplines

4 Nations

• Impact of Covid-19

DCAF

International

• Impact of Covid-19

DCAF
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Education and Skills Committee
10th Meeting, 2020 (Session 5), Wednesday 6 May 2020
Additional Submissions pack
Welfare of vulnerable children during the coronavirus outbreak
The Committee has received further submissions from the following key organisations. The
submissions received can be read below.
•
•
•
•
•
•

Barnardo’s Scotland
EIS
Kinship Carers Coalition
NASUWT
Salvesen Mindroom Centre
UCU Scotland
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Barnardo’s Scotland
Key points
•

Barriers to the use of School Hubs need to be overcome and clarity is required as to
what support is available to those children for whom Hubs are not appropriate.

•

Children and young people remain at risk of ‘hidden harm’ during this crisis. It is crucial
that statutory and third sector bodies continue to work together to ensure no child or
young person slips through the net.

•

We would like to see a strong statement around the importance of Health and Wellbeing
interventions delivered through the Attainment Fund.

Use of School/Education Hubs
Eligibility
Feedback from our Barnardo’s Scotland services is that relatively low numbers of children and
young people from the most at risk groups are currently accessing Hubs. This is backed up by
Scottish Government’s own statistics. 1
Scottish Government guidance defines “vulnerable” children and young people as including:
being on the child protection register; looked after; on the edge of care; being eligible for Free
School Meals; having complex additional support needs; being affected by poverty and
deprivation. 2 But the guidance suggests not all such children will need support via the Hubs,
and leaves decisions about eligibility and levels of provision to be interpreted locally. This
means there has been lack of clarity and inconsistency. In some areas of high disadvantage if
all ‘vulnerable’ children attended there would be too many present to maintain appropriate
social distancing. Clearly there must be some form of referral criteria but this must be clearly
expressed and interpreted consistently.
Stigma
The term ‘vulnerable’ has also caused difficulties, as some families don’t want to be identified
as having social work involvement. Barnardo’s services report families consider there is a
stigma attached to putting their children in the Hubs as it implies they are not coping.

1 https://www.tes.com/news/childrens -commissioner-concerned-hub-school-figures
2. https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus -guide-schools-early-learning-closures/pages/vulnerablechildren/
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Unfamiliarity
In a time of such anxiety and uncertainty many children and young people don’t want to go to
schools that aren’t their own. Some primary aged children are only being given the option of
a Hub in a secondary school, potentially not located nearby and with unfamiliar staff they
have never met. We are living through an unprecedented crisis with high levels of personal
and community trauma being experienced, now more than ever our most vulnerable children
and young people need safety and stability from the services set up to support them.
Practice which has worked better has been where schools send personalised invites, where
the setting and staff are familiar and where consideration is given to travel arrangements
and distance from the family home.
An example shared by one service was where children in the same family were all
invited to the local provision but then after some behaviours which presented a
risk, including absconding from the setting, one sibling was sent home. The
young person said going to a Hub which wasn’t his normal school left him
feeling unsafe, so he didn’t want to stay there.

All of the barriers outlined above mean many vulnerable children and young people are not
in direct contact with education services but are receiving learning support virtually.
Alongside our statutory colleagues we are concerned that a lot of vulnerable children are
not being seen by anyone outside their household. We also know many children and
young people could benefit from the routine of getting up and out of the house and engaging
with others, therefore we are encouraging families to use Hubs wherever possible. Where
that is not happening, wherever we can, we are reaching out to children, young people and
families, offering practical and emotional help and support over the phone, doorstep visits /
drop-offs and socially distanced contact in the community when assessed as safe and
appropriate to do so.
We have also started to explore what additional alternative provision may be required for
vulnerable children who are not attending the Hubs, and one of our Edinburgh services has
just set up provision from our base to try and meet the needs of children we know require
bespoke support.
Child Protection and welfare
Hidden harm
Child protection issues are being frequently raised by Barnardo’s frontline workers. Children
who are staying at home rather than using Hubs are unfortunately at a greater risk of abuse
and hidden harm, as the lack of normal daily contact with statutory workers such as teachers
and social workers means that there are fewer opportunities to spot and address signs that
harm is taking place within the home. We are proving support to many families who are selfisolating, making it even more difficult to keep in contact and check in on their wellbeing.
Other organisations such as Scottish Women’s Aid have already raised very pressing
concerns about levels of Domestic Abuse and we would echo those concerns from the
perspective of Barnardo’s services.
“We are aware of two families where an ex-partner who was previously abusive
has moved back into the family home to help care for the child. While we do not
know that abuse if happening now, the current situation would make abuse easier
3
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to cover up and limit ability to escape or seek support. It could also be triggering
for a child who has witnessed abuse for this carer to move back in”
As Barnardo’s staff are not readily able to “enter the world” of children and their families at
this time it is difficult at times to know how they really are when we would pick up lots more
cues during the normal work we would carry out.
As one Barnardo’s worker put it:
“Covid-19 can act like a bouncer, restricting access & limiting crucial safeguarding
information.”
Some of our services have noted a general delay in Child Protection core groups and case
conferences taking place which is causing anxiety for families. Supervision orders can now
be in place for longer periods due to these delays meaning that there is less opportunity to
discuss emergent child protection issues if children are still at home, or to return children
home if a risk has been managed. Our services also report that general guidance appears to
suggest “essential visits” only are to take place, but this may be understandably open to
interpretation.
Ensuring the voice of the child remains central to all decisions made about them and
for them is essential. Our experience is that practice is patchy at the moment in terms of
involving children and young people, with an understandably heavy reliance on digital means
of communication.
Older children and young people
We also aware that there is significant pressure on families of teenagers where relationships
are already fractured, families are struggling to support teenagers to adhere to lock down
measures and avoid a fine. This is also a very real concern for our services supporting care
leavers and care experienced young people. We know of young people who have already
been fined for breaching lockdown and this will create further issues in the long term if these
can’t be paid. These kinds of situations are rarely considered within the child protection
arena, usually as a result of the age of the young person, however we believe these are child
protection issues and ones which will have significant impact as this lockdown continues.
Pupil Equity Funding
Like many other Third Sector organisations, Barnardo’s Scotland currently receives funding
through the Attainment Scotland Fund to deliver health and wellbeing interventions across
our education estate. Ordinarily, at this time of year we would be negotiating with individual
Head Teachers and Local Authorities about their plans for the coming year. However, in the
current crisis the focus of all staff is, rightly, on meeting the needs of those children and
young people who are at greatest risk. We have adapted our models of service delivery in
partnership with our statutory colleagues across the 400+ schools we are working with to
ensure we maintain relationships with families who might be struggling at this time.
We have a major concern that the current level of uncertainty across our Children’s Services
system may result in schools deciding not to commit to the continuation of existing contracts
with Third Sector providers. Much of our Pupil Equity Fund (PEF) work is due to end in June
2020 which limits the time available to put contracts in place for the new school year. Without
an urgent, clear commitment that our PEF work will be extended beyond this date we may
4
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need to make a significant number of our experienced, skilled, family support workforce
redundant at the very point when they are most needed.
Barnardo’s Scotland is requesting that the Scottish Government give consideration to
ways in which the work currently delivered by a range of Third Sector providers in
education settings can be sustained. We would welcome a clear statement from the
Scottish Government to Local Authorities and school leaders that they should be honouring
current contractual arrangements and, wherever possible, committing to continuing
contractual arrangements with the Third Sector into 2020/21. This would be in addition to the
very welcome announcement that Pupil Equity Fund allocations have been confirmed for the
next 2 years to provide more certainty to schools and Head Teachers. 3
Moreover, we would also welcome a clear and unequivocal message that health and
wellbeing interventions delivered through the Attainment Challenge Fund are essential in
ensuring we are able to meet the inevitable increased demand for support from children and
young people on return to education settings as a result of the severe upheaval, distress and
potential trauma they will have experienced during the pandemic.
This is the most challenging context Scotland’s national education system has ever had to
navigate. It is not clear when things will return to normal. Inevitably, the impact of lockdown
will have significant implications in particular for our most disadvantaged children. We want
to do all we can to mitigate this impact and provide ongoing support to those vulnerable
children who stand to suffer the most. In this context, clear leadership and direction from
Scottish Government is more necessary than ever.
Nicki Lawrence – Policy and Public Affairs Officer

3

https://www.gov.scot/news/pupil-equity-funding-2/
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EIS
1. The EIS (Educational Institute of Scotland), Scotland’s largest teacher union representing
over 60,000 teachers and lecturers, is pleased to submit this short paper to the Education
and Skills Committee of the Scottish Parliament in advance of the Deputy First Minister’s
appearance before it.
2. Events of the past few weeks have moved rapidly, particularly in the period following the
announcement of school closures and the introduction of lockdown arrangements.
3. Teachers and lecturers are committed to the children and young people we teach and
support. Schools and other educational establishments responded to the lockdown
rapidly. These responses showed the resilience and professionalism of teachers and
lecturers to respond creatively and effectively to closures. The move from learning in
schools to learning at home has necessitated a massive and immediate development and
implementation of online teaching materials to all pupils and students – followed up by
responding to pupil work and parental queries on various online platforms. For many
teachers and lecturers, these actions have been carried out whilst exercising their own
responsibility as parents or carers.
4. Many teachers and other educational staff have volunteered to staff Hubs and nominated
schools to support provision for children of key workers and vulnerable children, as a
consequence of being defined as key workers themselves. Others have worked to provide
remote learning opportunities for pupils and, indeed, some have combined both roles.
Supporting Vulnerable Pupils
5. The issue of supporting vulnerable pupils has been a significant challenge across the
country.
6. The EIS view is that councils, schools and staff have responded strongly to address the
identified needs in this area. The fact that volunteers to staff the Hubs has been well in
excess of the actual need, is testimony to the commitment of teachers to support the most
vulnerable of our pupils.
7. It is worth citing also, the strong leadership which has been shown from Headteachers
and Deputes in the running of the Hubs.
8. The EIS cites examples of effective practice below:
i.

ii.

Comprehensive multi-agency strategies being drawn up by Local Authorities and
‘Best Practice’ advice issued to schools, Hubs and centres, utilising expertise
across relevant disciplines such as Psychological Services.
Strong focus in Hubs on pastoral care role with staff keeping communication logs
and reporting any concerns to the HT.
6
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Detailed attendance logs with staff continuing to be alert to child protection
concerns and reporting such in the usual way.
Schools and centres identified vulnerable pupils: CP/LAAC/Kinship/HWB or SEB
concerns.
Ongoing multi-agency team approaches considering and then reviewing children
identified for additional support.
SMT/Pastoral support keeping in touch with most vulnerable pupils. Social work
support continuing.
Childcare provision for children under 3 years of age arranged for the families who
most need it.
Although uptake has not been as high as anticipated, it appears that the level of
engagement and support for families where children at risk is increasing.
Google classrooms have been set up by pastoral care teachers specifically for
vulnerable young people.
School Hubs working beyond education and childcare e.g. food parcels and broader
well-being provision, e.g. basics such toothpaste and brushes etc. have been
picked up from schools through invitation.
Special learning resources have been prepared for kids without internet access.
Hubs are providing lunch for all who attend, both adults and pupils.
Parents of pupils with Free School Meal entitlement are being given direct
payments.

9. The EIS sets out areas of concern below:
i.

ii.

iii.
iv.

v.

vi.

The single biggest concern would be around the relatively low level of uptake from
families of vulnerable children to the HUB provision, unlike uptake from children of
key workers. (Almost by definition some of our most vulnerable students normally
find it difficult functioning in school when everyone is in, so it may not be a surprise
that their attendance at hubs is low.)
This, in turn, creates a challenge around engaging with the disengaged, with some
pressure on teachers/staff in some schools to phone from their own homes rather
than through the agreed protocols around secure digital platforms.
Problems with lack of Wi-Fi/tech for many families, making engagement with noneHUB attendees more difficult
Specific challenges around pupils with ASN in mainstream hubs – ASD/ADHD, in
particular e.g. challenges of social distancing when they are struggling with
conditions.
In most areas, local authorities have worked with the professional associations,
through LNCT arrangements, to agree on support provision and ongoing provision
but this was not universal, leading to unnecessary difficulties in some areas
Where complex needs provision has remained open, there have been issues
around PPE provision (or rather lack of same), cleaning regimes, and ongoing risk
assessments with staff worried about the inability to socially distance as a result of
the additional support needs of the pupils. Although most staff in the Hubs have
7

Agenda item 2

ES/S5/20/10/3

volunteered to support this provision, in ASN, as a consequence of the need for
specialised support, this has not been the case, generally. PPE provision remains
an unresolved issue in terms of proposed SNCT guidance.
General Comments Regarding Educational Aspects of the Covid-19 Lockdown
10. The role of the Scottish Government in ‘education’ is to set national education policy for
schools and, to a lesser extent, colleges. The Scottish Government is also responsible for
the national response to the Covid-19 pandemic in Scotland and has, therefore, the
powers to not only close and open schools but also to determine how schools should open.
11. The EIS believes that the Scottish Government was right to close schools when it did to
safeguard the health and safety of pupils, staff and wider society.
12. The EIS supports the way in which the Scottish Government and its agencies have worked
inclusively with regards to the Education sector during the lockdown and acknowledges
that they have listened to EIS views.
13. The EIS has worked with the Scottish Government and COSLA to deliver SNCT
agreements for teachers. The EIS has joined the National Qualifications Contingency
Group at the SQA, which has met twice during the Covid-19 crisis period. It has also met
the SQA to discuss assessment concerns in colleges. The EIS has engaged with Scottish
Government’s Education Recovery Group (and sub-groups) and with Ministerial groups
dealing with the FE & HE Education. The EIS has also engaged with STUC-Scottish
Government meetings on Covid-19.
14. The EIS welcomes the fact that the Government sought to work in a partnership approach
with trade unions with respect to the Covid-19 pandemic and seems to have encouraged
its agencies to do so too. The EIS hopes that this approach will be maintained and that
the teacher voice will continue to be listened to in future decisions around education. Such
working must be informed and the EIS is clear that the Government must be open to
sharing its data about re-opening schools and supporting the ‘resetting’ of education after
the pandemic.
15. The EIS view is that the approach of COSLA in responding to the Covid-19 lockdown could
be improved. Its ability to negotiate and sign off collective agreements seems ponderous
and has delayed agreements that could have provided succour to teachers more
timeously. Furthermore, COSLA seems to be frustrating the development of national
procedures (e.g. supply staff), resulting in different procedures in each local authority.
16. There are several aspects of national education policy that will need to be developed in
the short term, such as the process by which schools will be re-opened and how they will
operate over the next academic year. Challenges include; how schools can be opened
safely for pupils and staff, the nature of the phased or incremental opening, development
of blended learning to complement in-school learning, targeting pupil support, supporting
8

Agenda item 2

ES/S5/20/10/3

pupils’ health & welfare, supporting pupils’ education needs, staff capacity, cleaning, reprofiling classrooms, timetable issues, assessment procedures and implementing social
distance regulations. The EIS would expect the teacher unions to be closely involved in
these areas to deliver the best possible strategies for the sector.
17. The EIS will not support schools re-opening until it is safe to do. We would highlight the
very real risk of creating a spike in the transmission of the virus by a premature opening
of schools. The EIS believes that there must be an effective “test, trace and isolate”
capacity established to ensure that the rate of infection remains under control. The testing
part of this is important but having the resources to trace and then isolate ill people is
crucial to making it work. We would argue that reopening schools before such a regime is
in place, would be catastrophic to the rate of infection.
18. This process would need to sit alongside a full risk assessment around the operation of
school buildings to ensure that they are compliant with all H&S requirements, including
social distancing. This will mean that as schools cannot reopen as normal, a phased
return will be required and priorities established around attendance, which is likely to be
part-time for most pupils.
19. As part of the establishment of priorities, we would stress a third point – which is the need
to consider equity. Children from poor and challenged backgrounds will undoubtedly have
suffered more than others during the period of lockdown. Such vulnerable children will
require significant additional support as we move slowly back to a more settled situation.
We need to recognise, also, that potentially all children will have suffered a level of trauma
as a result of the COVID 19 pandemic and we would urge that the initial focus when
schools reopen, in any capacity, should be on the health, well-being, and emotional
resilience of our students.
20. Finally, the EIS is clear that the Government, COSLA and Local Authorities should respect
existing collective bargaining machinery such as SNCT. The EIS believes that the existing
collective bargaining machinery in the college sector (NJNC) also needs to be supported
by the Government to ensure it can support the college sector.

9
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Kinship Carers Coalition
Who We Are:
We are a group of organisations with a history of supporting kinship carers and young people in
kinship care. We have come together to share ideas, resources and support for the many households
across Scotland who are working through the financial, emotional and practical challenges of kinship
care and the response to COVID-19.
In the last six weeks, with the support of the Scottish Government, we have dispensed advice,
support and financial assistance to over 100 families.
This brief is supported by: Who Cares? Scotland, Nurture Scotland, Big Hearts Community Trust,
Citizens Advice Scotland Kinship Care Service, Children's Health Scotland.

Kinship Care:
Kinship carers look after children who can no longer stay with their birth parents. Under the Looked
After Children (Scotland) Regulations 2009, a kinship carer is defined as "a person who is related to
the child (through blood, marriage or civil partnership) or a person with whom the child has a preexisting relationship". There is, however, much confusion around the area of kinship care with many
Local Authorities dealing with carers differently. There are differences in financial payments,
assessment processes and support packages which in turn leaves kinship carers very confused and
in some cases unsupported.
The Scottish Government’s 2020 Social Work Statistics show that 4,064 of the 14,015 children who
are looked after are in kinship care. It is estimated that a further 13,000-15,000 young people live in
“informal” kinship care, with no statutory access to support.
Kinship carers are resourceful, resilient and determined to do their best. They are helping children
who have experienced trauma and challenging circumstances cope at this very difficult time. We
have heard from families who are making the most of the opportunity to bond and stay still, just as we
have heard from people who are concerned about managing escalating behaviour. Our mission is to
ensure that they get the support that they need, when they need it, during the Coronavirus response
and beyond.

COVID-19 Background:
In March 2020, Scotland entered a Government imposed, countrywide, lockdown in order to prevent
mass spreading of Coronavirus (COVID-19). Our organisations recognised the significant impact
these measures - while unequivocally necessary - would have on kinship carers and Care
Experienced people. With the support of the Scottish Government, we created a forum that meets
weekly to understand how measures are impacting kinship carers and their families.

Emerging Themes:
FINANCE:
Kinship carers have reported that the children in their care have been impacted by the disruption in
their routines and many have expressed the impact of digital exclusion that has been felt. Kinship
carers have also shared that the impact of school closures has meant that daily expenditure has
increased, and this has resulted in poverty being exacerbated in some cases. A common theme that
has emerged from calls to the helpline have related to Kinship carers gathering arrears on utility
meters and other monthly bills as they have to keep the children entertained inside the house during
the day. Often this has meant that utility meters have run out and other bills have gathered arrears. A
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shortage of money has also left some families struggling to get food that is nutritionally balanced and
what the children they look after expect.
SCHOOL PLACES:
Another theme which has been reported frequently is that often, Kinship carers across Scotland have
experienced discrepancies in availability of school places during lockdown. Some have been offered
places; some have not; and some have been refused. Some carers have also told us that
conversations about school places seem contradictory to the strong advice about the health risks of
leaving home.
We have heard that it is not clear, to carers or local decision makers, whether the Scottish
Government’s definition of vulnerable includes children in Kinship care – and whether this would
extend to both formal and informal placements. Furthermore, kinship carers have shared that it is
unclear who is responsible for deciding the allocation of school placements, with different processes
in place in different areas. This approach has often led to implications where children in informal
placements have been overlooked and at times has led to some kinship carers being unsure how to
engage. Some carers have told us that they are reticent to ask support, for fear of being judged as
not coping.

Emerging Recommendations:
·

Children in Kinship Care placements should be able to take up school places, if the family thinks that
it is the right thing for them to do. Having this choice would support Kinship carers as lockdown
continues and they should remain eligible for first entitlement when these measures begin to be
relaxed.

Questions Committee Members May Wish to Consider:
•

Can the Scottish Government ensure that children in Kinship care, both in formal and informal
placements, are prioritised in school placements during the remainder of the COVID-19
pandemic?

•

Has the Scottish Government considered what additional support will need to be put in place
for children in kinship care so that when schools return, they can resume their education with
the relevant support already in place?

•

The UK Government recently announced that school laptops will be bought for all
“disadvantaged children preparing for exams next year and care leavers.” It was also
announced that internet routers where needed to avoid digital exclusion. What plans does the
Scottish Government have to ensure that Care Experienced people - particularly those in
Kinship care placements - are not digitally excluded from education?

11
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NASUWT
1. The NASUWT welcomes the opportunity to comment on the exam diet and school
closures.
2. The NASUWT is the largest UK-wide teachers’ union and the fastest growing teachers’
union in Scotland, representing teachers and school leaders in all sectors of education.
Approach to certification – session 2019/20
3. The NASUWT noted with interest the evidence shared with the Committee by the
Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA) at the session held on 1 May 2020.
4. The NASUWT recognises that the partial closure of schools from 23 March 2020 was
driven by a clear public-health imperative. A consequence of this decision has been that
examinations and other assessments scheduled to take place this summer have now
been withdrawn.
5. The NASUWT is clear that the qualifications associated with these examinations are of
critical importance for students, given their function in accrediting learning and as a
gateway to future employment as well as higher and further education. It was, therefore,
entirely appropriate for the Deputy First Minister to direct that SQA should develop an
alternative certification model. It was also entirely appropriate for the model to be based
on the principles of:
•

fairness to all learners

•

safe and secure certification of qualifications; and

•

maintaining the integrity and credibility of our qualifications system, to “ensure
consistency both across the country and in comparison with previous years”.

6. However, it is essential that the exceptional arrangements required to give effect to this
direction are proportionate and manageable for centres and their staff and reflect the fact
that the education system and its workforce are operating in extraordinary circumstances.
7. For this reason, it is imperative that the SQA engages meaningfully with the workforce
and its legitimate representatives. Such engagement not only ensures that the SQA can
benefit from the experience and expertise of practitioners in the development of its policy
but also ensures that the highest levels of public and professional confidence in the steps
the SQA is taking can be maintained. While recognising the operational independence of
12
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the SQA, the NASUWT would urge the Committee to highlight this critical consideration
to the Scottish Government and recommend that it uses all means at its disposal to
secure more effective communication by the SQA with the education workforce. It is clear
to the NASUWT that more needs to be done to ensure that the SQA’s decision-making,
albeit undertaken in extremely challenging circumstances, is guided more effectively by
the interests and concerns of those working in schools and that the workforce is made
more aware of the reasons underpinning the SQA’s decisions.
8. For example, on 20 April, the SQA published information for centres on producing
estimates and some related FAQs. On evidence to support the production of estimates,
the SQA’s information stated:
When determining an estimate, you should firstly gather and review the key evidence you
have for each candidate. For example, prelim or mock papers, additional tasks or
assignments, performance or practical evidence.
9. Much of this evidence is located on school sites and requires a journey to school to be
collected. However, where school sites have remained closed to staff and pupils for all or
most of this period, a serious risk was created that this guidance could have been
interpreted as a direction to enter such sites to collect materials when it would have been
unsafe to do so. School sites that have been closed for a significant period of time
because they have not been required to support local hub arrangements require detailed
and careful steps to be taken to ensure that they can be accessed safely.
10. This guidance created significant and understandable alarm for many teachers. While the
NASUWT was able to issue guidance to members on the health and safety
considerations associated with entering school sites that have not been used for a
significant period, alarm would not have arisen had the SQA consulted with the workforce
and its representatives more effectively prior to issuing its information for centres.
11. The Committee noted in its engagement with the SQA the significant levels of concern
expressed by teachers about aspects of the extraordinary certification arrangements for
the 2019/20 session. The NASUWT is clear that teachers accept that the significant
challenges associated with certification in current circumstances means that there are no
easy solutions to ensuring that certification reflects the three core principles articulated by
the SQA to the Committee.
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12. The Union accepts that finding solutions that give effect to these principles is a
challenging undertaking and that managing tensions between them is difficult. However,
it is important that these challenges are explained clearly and that the teaching
profession is taken into the SQA’s confidence, particularly when it is being asked to
undertake difficult tasks in highly pressurised circumstances.
13. While the SQA’s evidence to the Committee was helpful in that it set out in public for the
first time many of the considerations that the Authority is taking into account, it also
continued to leave a range of unanswered questions about aspects of the extraordinary
arrangements that give teachers grounds for concern. There are three concerns in
particular that the Committee may wish to raise with the Deputy First Minister.
14. First, the SQA has insisted that teachers must not only provide estimated grades for all
candidates but must also place these estimates within refined bands and provide a rank
order within each refined band. This is a complex and highly unusual task that places
significant demands on teachers and requires them to assess students in a way that is
not consistent with the practices they are normally expected to adopt. While it is
recognised that estimation is a long standing feature of the qualifications system, the
context within which estimation is taking place is very different from that teachers will
have encountered previously.
15. As a minimum expectation, the SQA should set out in detail why this information is
required and the purpose it will serve in securing the three principles noted above.
However, although questions were asked by members of the Committee about the
ranking of candidates, the uses to which this information will be put have not yet been
explained satisfactorily by the SQA. More broadly, the arrangements for quality
assurance of the estimates and rankings has also not been set out to date with sufficient
clarity.
16. Second, teachers are concerned to ensure that all possible steps are taken to minimise
bias in certification for 2019/20. It should be noted that the SQA and the Scottish
Government are both subject to the Public Sector Equality Duty (PSED) and the relevant
provisions of the Equality Act 2010. It is helpful that the SQA Academy’s Estimates
guidance makes clear in estimating grades, teachers should seek to ensure that they use
their professional judgement to provide objective and accurate predictions and give
effective consideration to the need to ensure that these estimates are free from bias
against those with protected characteristics. It should be noted in this context that the
14
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evidence used to form these judgements has been generated in settings that are
themselves subject to the PSED and equalities legislation.
17. However, it is not the responsibility of teachers alone to address issues of bias in the
certification process. The SQA and the Scottish Government more generally have a legal
duty to ensure that they take all reasonable steps, notwithstanding the challenges of
current circumstances, to ensure that grades are awarded in a way that is not biased.
This duty will be discharged by the SQA in large part through the methodology it will use
to determine final grades. It is, therefore, disappointing that the SQA has yet to publish an
Equality Impact Assessment and has progressed actions in respect of certification this
summer without reference to such an Assessment. It will be important to ensure that
teachers, candidates and their parents can be assured that while centres are taking the
action they need to take to ensure equity and rigour in their assessments, the SQA is
also discharging its responsibilities in this respect as fully as possible.
18. Third, teachers are concerned to ensure that there is a fair, manageable and transparent
process for candidates to appeal against the grades they eventually receive. The
absence of any detailed information in this regard is a matter of genuine concern for
teachers and it is important that this process is developed in consultation with the
teaching workforce and its representatives as soon as possible.

Dr Patrick Roach
General Secretary
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Salvesen Mindroom Centre
Response to Education and Skills Committee May 2020 Introduction – our expertise in
additional support needs
Salvesen Mindroom Centre has 20 years of experience of supporting families living with
learning difficulties and additional support needs. Learning difficulties arise from conditions
including autism, ADHD, dyslexia, Developmental Co-ordination Disorder (DCD) and
Tourette syndrome. Those conditions most commonly co-occur, so the level of need for the
children is complex and often intersects with mental health difficulties such as anxiety and
depression. The term vulnerable is appropriate for many children with learning difficulties,
therefore.
We work with parents, carers, children and young people up to the age of 25, and
professionals. Our highly skilled, multi-disciplinary team works to support, inform and
empower families: we offer advice, information and practical 1:1 support throughout
Scotland. We have a unique partnership with researchers and practitioners in all fields of
neurodiversity at the Salvesen Mindroom Research Centre at the University of Edinburgh.
The evidence we offer below comes directly from our team of Family Advice and Family
Outreach Specialists and represents the lived experience of families across Scotland. We
have recent engagement in 31 of 32 Scottish local authorities.
We hope it is most helpful to directly respond to the questions that you pose as follows:
ADDITIONAL SUPPORT NEEDS
Questions: What level of provision exists for children and young people with complex ASN
in school/childcare hubs? • Are their appropriate places at school/childcare hubs or in
private nurseries available? • What contact and support is being received by children and
young people with additional support needs and their parents/carers where they are not
attending school/childcare hubs?
Our response:
•

Local authorities are all offering different responses, so the situation is very
varied: some are putting in extra service provision while others are performing
poorly.

•

Families have been told their local Hub does not have the capacity to support their
child’s complex needs.

•

One family was offered a place at a Hub, but also received advice that their
child/young person may not cope with the level of change, lack of friends, usual
routine etc. within the Hub. In that situation the family opted to keep their child at
home.

•

Many parents have had no contact from school, unless the parents themselves
have initiated contact.

•

Others with school age children are receiving no regular communication.

•

In some cases, plans for educational psychologists or ASL staff to keep in
contact have not been followed through, increasing the level of anxiety.

•

One family reported that the home-link service has kept in touch but has been
unable to offer an alternative to the home visit service that would ordinarily have
taken place.
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•

We have examples from different local authorities of secondary school pupils, with
identified ASN, who have been struggling with the lack of differentiation in terms of
the online work schools are providing.

•

One family is in communication with school regarding transition only.

•

More positively –
o A parent has been receiving a weekly call from school.
o A parent is receiving weekly contact from the ASL tutor and work is being
shared.
o A child is attending Falkland House School and receiving part-time
education, which is their usual timetable.

CHILD PROTECTION AND LOOKED AFTER CHILDREN
Questions: Do you have any insight into how the children and young people are being
identified who would best suit attending an education/childcare hub and are places
available? • How is their attendance being ensured and what steps take place if they
are notin attendance? • How is contact in the home, including monitoring wellbeing,
continuing inlight of social distancing? • Are you aware in your work of an increased
demand for support, such as an increase in child protection referrals? • What kind of
help from local authorities, schools or other service providers would kinship carers,
foster carers and parents of vulnerable or looked after children require to support their
children and families in this period?
Our response:
•

As above, local authorities are all offering different responses, so the situation is
very varied: some are putting in extra service provision while others are performing
poorly.

•

As we note above, we do not have evidence of families being proactively
contacted to secure attendance at a Hub. Instead, we are more aware of families
making contact with the service provider either direct, or with our support.

•

One child with complex needs, previously receiving a high level of support through
education and social work has received no support since the lockdown. An
educational psychologist has now agreed to look into the case. The caseworker
has set out the case here –
•

The social care provider notified the family by email that they would no longer
be providing support. The provider is only supporting those who are reliant on
support to take medication and eat. The only other provider in the area has
stated they don’t have capacity to support the young person. Social work
services have said it would not be possible to use the allocated budget for
other purposes, such as direct payments, as this would require a new
assessment and a discussion at panel. All of these panels have been
suspended in the local authority in question.
The local authority is providing hub support for children of key workers and
children on the child protection register. They are not providing support for
children with complex needs. Social work has reportedly spoken to education
regarding this and has been told there is no available staffing and no demand
for this service. This young person has a clear need for it. The withdrawal of
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support is having a significantly detrimental impact on their wellbeing. The
family can be named if required.
•

Another child had an allocated social worker who left prior to lockdown. Allocation
of a new worker has been delayed as a result of covid-19. The family had been
told this child was a priority due to their behaviour and mum expecting a baby in
the coming weeks. They had agreed the assessment would be completed and
some support provided prior to the baby arriving. This has not happened. Social
work has reported that they are only managing cases where there are immediate
child protection concerns.

•

In another family, a child has been discharged from inpatient mental health care
as the family were given the option of him returning home or being transferred to a
different hospital without the opportunity for visiting. His mental health has
deteriorated following discharge as CAMHS have been unable to provide direct
support and social work have not allocated a worker.

•

In other cases, such as awaiting the allocation of a new social worker, families
have been told that there is only a limited service available.

•

Accessing SDS budget has also been problematic.

•

More positively –
o A social worker has done shopping for a family, provided letters of support
and funding for technology
o In other instances, social care support has kept going
o A young person in supported accommodation who we also support has been
well protected and is coping well.
Salvesen Mindroom Centre
01/05/20
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UCU Scotland
Briefing for education and skills committee – evidence session with John
Swinney MSP, cabinet secretary for education and skills
The University and College Union (UCU) is the largest trade union in the post-16
education sector in the UK, representing over 120,000 academic and related
members across the UK, and is the largest union in the higher education sector
in Scotland.
UCU is pleased to provide this evidence to the committee ahead of its evidence
session with the cabinet secretary for education and skills.
The financial effect of Covid-19 on higher education
The current Covid-19 crisis is having an unprecedented impact on the higher
education sector. Whilst it is difficult to predict the medium and long-term
impacts what we do know is the situation is looking incredibly serious.
Forecasting what the future impact will be on higher education is an inexact
science and the initial estimates and forecasts have varied and have been
focusing on different income stream issues.
Universities Scotland in its briefing for MSPsi of 9 April 2020 called the crisis an
existential challenge to the sector and cited forecast losses of £78m in the
current academic year from loss of student rental income, fees and the loss of
commercial income such as summer accommodation rentals. In addition,
Universities Scotland estimated (as a mid-range estimate) a loss of 50% of
international students coming to study in Scotland for the 2020/21 academic
year and reported that such a decline would lead to an income loss of £435m.
Given that the Scottish Government’s annual funding to the sector is just over
£1bn, to lose the equivalent of almost half that amount in a single year would be
catastrophic to our universities. Their briefing also pointed out that the loss in
students is multiyear, with an international student not coming to study in what
would have been their first year in 2020/21 also not paying fees in the
subsequent three years either. We’re aware that HEIs are being asked to model
scenarios on a 50% reduction in new international students starting in 2020/21
academic year, on top of a 30% reduction in existing international students
returning to study.
Universities Scotland’s document was an important first set of estimates. As the
crisis continues it is important that future forecasts explain the assumptions
upon which they are based. UCU commissioned researchii from London
Economic on the impact on the higher education sector across the UK which
showed (UK figures) a loss to the sector of £2.5bn, the loss of 30,000 directly
employed university jobs and an additional 32,000 associated jobs. The London
Economic report focus was on students and tuition fee income.
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In Scottish terms the report forecast that the sector would see in Scotland would
see a loss in income of £251m.
The London Economic report didn’t consider losses from commercial activities
such as student accommodation provisions, commercial income, or research
income, and instead focused on the loss of teaching grant and numbers of
students: UK, EU and international. The loss of international students was
estimated based on the reduction in numbers of international students coming to
UK higher education institutions during previous recessions and then forecasting
what current World Bank estimates of the size of the coming economic decline
will mean for the number of students coming to study in the UK. The loss of UK
students is based on early research carried out by UCAS on the intention of
student applicants for the coming academic year and their intention to seek
deferrals as a result of Covid-19.
Clearly extrapolating assumptions made for the whole of the UK to fit Scottish
(and other component UK) higher education systems has limitations, such as the
possible impact of the different funding regimes on student intention. UCU has
commissioned further research into the impact of the current crisis for Scottish
higher education. As soon as that research is complete we will be very happy to
share it with the committee.
What this means for universities
Beyond the headline figures of millions of pounds of income being lost from
Scottish higher education, it is worth considering what this will actually mean to
people’s careers and livelihoods. Already a number of universities have been in
communication with staff about the likely impact. Measures announced so far
include redundancies for fixed term contract staff and casual hourly paid staff,
where contracts are not renewed, and the lockdown and dire economic climate
means there is no prospects of redeployment, securing new grant funding, or
other mitigation of redundancy. Employers are also announcing that they are
canceling promotions; imposing pay freezes; restricting research leave;
suspending new appointments and halting recruitment; freezing re-grading; and
furloughing staff whose funding is not dependent on public money.
As yet, no institution has announced mass redundancies but, given that
sustained real terms funding cuts to the sector in Scotland has led to regular
redundancies prior to this crisis, it is inconceivable that this will not come. The
UCU London Economic research estimate 30,000 directly employed job losses UK
wide with the number more than doubling with associated jobs being lost.
Additionally, members of the committee will remember the short briefing UCU
sent on 24 April 2020 detailing the situation at the Kaplan run Glasgow
International College which provides international access courses for Glasgow
university. Staff there, often tutors on highly casualised and insecure contracts,
learnt (some with less than four days notice) that their contracts were to be
ended. Kaplan insist that the international college is not being affected by
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Agenda item 2

ES/S5/20/10/3

Covid-19 or any forecast lack of international students, and have therefore
refused to put workers on the UK government job retention scheme; leaving
staff seeking employment in a acutely difficult, if not impossible, job market.
Why higher education matters
Clearly there will be other sectors of the economy equally affected by the current
crisis and who have seen, like the hospitality sector, their income not only cut
but decimated. Our universities are not seeking special treatment or additional
funding simply to protect jobs or their standing. Rather we need to protect the
sector because universities have an essential three-part key role in driving the
country out of this crisis.
First, and of most importance at the present is the specific role of higher
education in fighting the virus, providing labs for research and testing, finding
possible cures and treatment for those infected and developing vaccines,
protective equipment, and other public health strategies. It is universities that
are driving this research, see for example recent examples in Scotland from St
Andrewsiii and Edinburghiv.
Similarly, it is our universities that are educating the nursing staff, health care
professionals and doctors who work in the NHS day in and day out. The hugely
inspirational reportsv of nurses and doctors leaving their studies early to join the
fight against Covid-19 and save lives is testament both to their personal
dedication, but also to the staff in our universities who have equipped them over
years of teaching for the job they are now carrying out. Indeed, university
medical staff are also volunteering on the frontline in our NHS.
This was a point well made by the minister for further education, higher
education and science when commenting on the FT articlevi about the funding
required to sustain the higher education sector and the reticence of the UK
treasury to respond positively, he wrote that ‘… we are relying on our
universities to deal with COVID19 so it’s important we work together to help
them through this. And let’s not forget that our scientists have shown that they
are key workers too’.vii
Also important is the role that universities play in their communities.
Universities are often major employers, indeed sometimes the major employer,
in their town or city and offer reasonably paid, skilled employment that bring
people to live locally. This has a positive impact on the local economy, local
business and council tax for local authorities. We know that a percentage of
60,000 UK job losses will occur in Scotland. And that they may include small
communities where the university provides good jobs where losses will be deeply
felt by households and local businesses, for example the Crichton campus of
Glasgow University in Dumfries or the SAMS campus of UHI near Oban. Likewise
in our cities, large university employers like Glasgow, Dundee and Edinburgh
universities are major employers whose presence is widely felt across those
cities.
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The final element of why government need help universities, is that higher
education will be a key driver of economic recovery as the country comes out of
the current crisis. There is a wealth of research detailing the role of higher
education in supporting the economy. From nurturing entrepreneurial skills and
spin off companies and SMEs, research and development, and a supply of highly
skilled graduates entering the jobs market universities are a key player in
building the economy back from the coming coronavirus recession. Universities
Scotland’s late 2019 submission ahead of anticipated draft Scottish budget
reported that the gross value added of Scottish higher education was estimated to be
£8bn in 2019.viii Simply put there is no road to recovery that doesn’t involve a wellresourced higher education sector in Scotland.
What do our universities need?
UCU has developed a series of asks of the Scottish Government. We recognise
the role of the UK government too, and welcome the commitment from the First
Ministerix that any Barnett consequentials coming from increased UK government
funding would be kept in the sector to mitigate the funding shortfall. We also
believe that any additional funding going to the sector should be offered in
keeping with the principles of Scottish Government’s fair work agenda and that
guarantees to this end should be sought by government.
UCU is calling for the Scottish Government to:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Underwrite higher education by committing to maintaining the income
of all higher education institutions at current levels;
Require institutions to work cooperatively and cross-sectorally to
protect the interests of students and local communities;
Make a public commitment to protect Scotland’s universities against
closure;
Ensure access to properly resourced lifelong learning which ensures
people of all ages can access the learning they need.
Ensure that staff working for outsourced companies providing services
to higher education institutions receive the same protections as directly
employed staff.
Protect educational capacity by confirming that furlough arrangements
will apply to all staff currently employed by universities, including those
on insecure contracts, and lobbying the UK government to extend the
one-year visa extension scheme being offered to NHS staff to all
current visa holdersx

The Education and Skills Committee, the cabinet secretary, and the minister for
further education, higher education and science have a pivotal role at this
difficult time. UCU Scotland is able to provide further information on the areas
raised in this briefing either in writing or at the committee. In particular, we will
send on the research mentioned in this report commissioned on the financial
impact of the Covid-19 crisis on Scottish higher education once it is complete.
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Meantime if there are any queries then please contact Murdo Mathison, UCU
Scotland policy and communications officer on mmathison@ucuscotland.org.uk
or 07967 503909.
i

https://www.universities-scotland.ac.uk/briefing-evidence/an-existential-challenge-the-financial-threat-facingscotlands-universities-as-a-result-of-covid-19/
ii

https://www.ucu.org.uk/media/10871/LE_report_on_covid19_and_university_finances/pdf/LEreportoncovid19
anduniversityfinances
iii
https://www.euroweeklynews.com/2020/04/28/hopes-raised-for-a-cure-by-coronavirus-busting-drugdeveloped-in-scotland/
iv
https://www.heraldscotland.com/business_hq/18383651.coronavirus-150-edinburgh-researchers-redeploydevelop-covid-19-treatment/
v
See as one example of many: https://www.uws.ac.uk/news/uws-students-join-nhs-frontline-coronavirus-fight/
vi
https://www.ft.com/content/dc8e2aa4-1c8f-43b9-99c1-e1f87b369b43
vii
https://twitter.com/RichardLochhead/status/1253234360502882304
viii
https://www.universities-scotland.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/US-Budget-request-doc-webreadysingle.pdf
ix
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2020/apr/10/uk-universities-fear-huge-budget-holes-as-chinesestudents-stay-home
x
NB since these asks were first publicised on 8 April 2020 the rules around the job retention scheme have
become clearer with the SFC publishing guidance on 23 April 2020.

23

