
Jenifer Johnston  
 
Following an invitation to submit evidence to the Education and Skills Committee I 
am pleased to send this letter today. Please note I am sending this is a private 
capacity and not connected to any organisation I work for or sit on the Board for.  
 
I understand the Committee Session on 12 June with the Cabinet Secretary will 
primarily focus on the re-opening of schools and early learning and childcare 
settings.  
 
For the Committee’s understanding there are a few landscape facts they should be 
aware of:  
 

• There is a basic dichotomy in what parents and carers are being asked to do. 
The clear legal, and common sense, position is that young children should 
never be left alone. 

• At the same time hundreds of thousands of parents have been asked to work 
from home with their children present. The Committee may be interested in 
this article from the Institute for Employment Studies which sets the scene. 

• There has been no advice from Scottish Government about how to 
simultaneously work from home and provide safe childcare. There has been 
no advice about how to protect the mental or emotional wellbeing of children 
who are at home while parents or carers work around them, with the lack of 
engagement that brings, especially for babies and young children. The 
Scottish Government has repeatedly asked employers to be flexible but this is 
a sentiment and not an enforceable edict.  

• On 4 April the UK Government quietly changed the furlough regulations to 
allow employers to grant furlough to parents and carers who have childcare 
responsibilities. It is important to note that employees do not have the right 
to furlough – the ability to grant this lies purely with employers. This provision 
has not been promoted by UK Government or Scottish Government.  

• As lockdown eases, local authorities across Scotland are now quickly 
reducing and restricting the keyworker Hub places which had been in place 
since March. Many local authorities are reducing and restricting Hub places 
over the summer holidays and for when schools return in August to 
households where both parents or carers are keyworkers, and to only make 
the offer of Hub places to the children of NHS staff. While this will give 
schools the headroom to establish their offering for August, the reduction will 
impede the ability of other keyworkers to keep their employment in place. 
Parents currently cannot use grandparents for childcare. Childminders are 
now available however most households will not have budgeted for these 
costs. Many parents, keyworkers or not, in the face of the challenges of the 
pandemic have used annual leave and unpaid leave or have worked reduced 
hours in order to keep their employment in place. It is unknown how many will 
be able to continue to do so. As other workers are asked to return to sectors 
such as retail and hospitality there is no national insight into the childcare 
choices for parents and carers over the summer.  

 
There are two points I wish to put in front of the Committee.  
 

https://www.mygov.scot/child-safety/
https://www.mygov.scot/child-safety/
https://www.employment-studies.co.uk/news/conference-calls-coughs-and-children-can-parents-really-work-home
https://www.employment-studies.co.uk/news/conference-calls-coughs-and-children-can-parents-really-work-home


1) There has been - and currently is - no bridge between Education and the 
Economy.  

 
There is no distinct focus on the ability of parents and carers to work and cling to 
jobs when children are at home. There has been no focus or regard for the critical 
dates for parents such as running out of annual leave as school holidays loom, or on 
the lack of the right to furlough to care for children. There is no focal point internally 
or champion externally of working parents in Scotland, although many campaign 
groups such as Engender have done amazing work on highlighting inequalities. 
Please note I am not advocating unsafe practices such as schools opening or 
sending children to grandparents when the current public health advice is absolutely 
clear that the virus is very delicately under control. I am simply highlighting that there 
are near impossible choices in front of working parents. 
 

2) What has happened to date in the provision of education from schools 
in Scotland, and what that tells us about the ability of Scotland to deliver 
blended learning.  

 
On 8 May I asked parents on Twitter about their experiences of home learning – this 
was the basis of a letter I wrote to the members of the Education Recovery Group to 
raise the flag about the difficulties working parents were having and to float the idea 
of a virtual school. To date only the EIS have replied to me. Parents from 11 local 
authority areas provided evidence of a complete mix of homeschooling and digital 
platforms – I have previously sent these comments to the Committee, but essentially 
in replies there was evidence of no online “face-to-face” lessons (either live or 
recorded), no or seldom visibility of much needed faces, no marking of work, the 
functionality of Glow being a daily struggle, and the use of a huge variety of teaching 
methods – Microsoft Teams, SeeSaw, Zoom, YouTube, ShowMyHomework, Google 
Classroom, Google Hangouts, emails, printables, and hard copy work were all 
mentioned. There were also some absolutely lovely messages about individual 
teachers who are keeping in touch with their kids by phone, daily video lessons, and 
schools who have found creative workarounds to the inflexibility of what is 
“allowed” so that teachers can see, speak and listen to their class.  

On 20 May I published a blog with Reform Scotland on this topic - - 
https://reformscotland.com/2020/05/scotland-needs-a-virtual-school-jenifer-johnston/  
 - and on 29 May I took part in a podcast on the same topic from the Fraser of 
Allander Institute - https://fraserofallander.org/podcast/  
 
The Committee could consider:  
 

• The Committee could consider whether the Education Recovery Group has 
listened to the views of children and young people at all as part of their 
process – there is no representation from children or young people on this 
Group.  

• The Committee could consider whether parents, especially single parents and 
working parents, are sufficiently represented within the Education Recovery 
Group with only one parent representative organisation in the mix. 

https://reformscotland.com/2020/05/scotland-needs-a-virtual-school-jenifer-johnston/
https://fraserofallander.org/podcast/


• The Committee could consider whether the Education Recovery Group has 
sufficiently engaged with providers who currently stage national education 
delivery remotely already (the Open University, all of Scotland’s universities, 
Scotland’s Colleges, The Oak National Academy which is being used in 
England, plus the multitude of digital organisations which receive significant 
public monies in Scotland) and why these organisations were not brought in 
early to develop a national solution which would go on operate in and after 
August.  

• Lastly the Committee could consider what approach Scottish Government has 
put in place for Scotland’s 32 local authorities, 5,040 schools, and 51,000 
teachers when in fact a simple, national solution could have been in place by 
now, could have operated over the summer, and could have been in a strong 
position to deliver a blended approach in August. They may wish to ask what 
Councils are being asked to stage, where there is joint working between local 
authorities, and where there is duplication.  

 
Many thanks,  
Jenifer Johnston  
 
 


