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Introduction and Background 
 

1. COSLA welcome the opportunity to share our views with the Committee 
 

2. Local authorities have worked quickly and effectively to support those most affected by 
the pandemic, this has included a focus on supporting the health and wellbeing of 
Scotland’s children and young people. From the start of the outbreak we have worked 
with partners at a national and local level to protect public health whilst developing 
support for the most vulnerable.  
 

3. Following the closure of schools in March we have continued to provide support for key 
workers and vulnerable children through childcare hubs, and councils have established 
a range of mechanisms to ensure the continued delivery of free school meals. Local 
authorities continue to provide support to children who have a child protection plan and 
a multi-agency plan recognising the level of their vulnerability. There have been 
concerted efforts to ensure that there is professional contact with vulnerable children 
and young people and data on this has been collected weekly. 
 

4. As the committee will be aware the COVID-19 Education Recovery Group, leading the 
work on returning to schools is co-chaired by the Deputy First Minister and Cllr 
Stephen McCabe, COSLA’s Children and Young People’s spokesperson. For practical 
purposes the meetings have been chaired by the DFM with joint decisions over papers 
and agendas. This reflects the shared responsibility for education and Early Learning 
and Childcare (ELC) across both spheres of government and builds on the strong 
partnership approach that has been developed through the joint agreement on 
Education Reform and the ELC Expansion.  
 

5. Through the CERG and its associated workstreams we have worked closely with the 
Scottish Government, trade unions and wider stakeholders to ensure that our approach 
to reopening schools and childcare settings reflects the views of all those involved. 
Partnership and joint agreement has been at the heart of how we take forward the work 
of reordering our education system in a way that works for children, young people, 
parents and staff. In our consideration’s safety and the well-being have been the 
overriding priorities 
 

6. This submission provides the Education and Skills Committee an overview of Local 
Governments work to date in reopening schools and ELC settings.  
 
 

Reopening Schools 
 

7. The Strategic Framework, Excellence and Equity During the COVID-19 Pandemic has 
been jointly agreed by the Scottish Government and COSLA. The framework sets out 
the principles for the re-opening of schools and ELC settings.  Key points to note from 
the framework: 
 

• A return to schools will only happen where there is clear public health and 
scientific advice that it is safe to do so. To reopen safely, schools will 
incorporate a range of public health measures including, but not limited to, 
physical distancing, changes to school’s transport and enhanced cleansing.  

 



 

 

• This will limit the capacity within schools and therefore require a move to a new 
‘blended’ approach to education, which mean that almost all children and young 
people will receive a mix of face to face teaching and remote learning 

 

• Schools will return on 11 August with local flexibility in terms of in-service days 
that week, however support for vulnerable children and the children of key 
workers will continue. There will also be targeted support for those children 
transitioning into P1 and S1 in line with local arrangements.  

 

• There is ‘no one size fits’ approach to delivery of the framework as 
implementation will be driven by the situation in each community and by each 
school. Local authorities are currently developing Local Delivery Phasing Plans 
which will detail how this new approach will work in practice in their area.   

 
8. The implementation of local plans in against this challenging timescale is a significant 

undertaking for councils and schools. Areas which will require particular focus will 
include:  
 

• Reorganising schools to be ensure physical distancing in classrooms and social 
spaces, this will decrease capacity and require schools to find additional space 
and staff to maximise opportunities for face to face learning.  
 

• Implementing changes to cleaning regimes 
 

• Change in schools transport to ensure adequate space, which will likely require 
additional coaches and taxis.  

 

• Consideration of how to continue support for free school meals in the context of 
part attendance and the challenge of providing meals to all pupils. 

 

• Supporting digital and remote learning recognising infrastructure and 
connectivity challenges.     

 
9. As schools return there will be a focus on the wellbeing of children and young people, 

noting the disruption from both the closure of schools and the support required to adapt 
to the blended learning approach.  
 

10. We are also mindful the additional burden of all the staff who work within our schools. 
We continue to work with our trade union colleagues, both teacher and non-teacher 
trade unions, to ensure that risk assessments are in place  ahead of the return of staff 
to school buildings. We continue to work at both a local and national level to determine 
what further support we can make available to our workforce.   
 

11. Aware of concerns of parent and carers, we will work throughout June and over the 
summer to ensure that our communications are clear that the measures being put in 
place will ensure schools are safe, and there is confidence in the return in August.     

 
Resources 
 

12. In evidence to the Local Government and Communities Committee on 3rd June, 
COSLA President Cllr Alison Evison highlighted that these resourcing challenge will 
impact on the delivery of the blended model in education.  
 

13. The pace and scale of this work to adapt schools to the new model, coupled with the 
cuts to council budgets over the last decade, means that significant additional funding 



 

 

will be required to implement Local Phasing Delivery Plans. As set out in paragraph 8 
above, the adaption of classrooms and other spaces, hiring new staff (including 
training, registration and disclosure costs), implementing new processes in cleaning 
and school transport and continued support for Free School Meals in the new context 
are likely to mean that there are significant additional costs to local authorities.  The 
strategic framework acknowledges this. 
 

14. We are currently working with the Scottish Government on the impact of the strategic 
framework on resources and are establishing the Education Recovery Resources 
Group (ERRG) to understand additional costs and how these can be addressed. This 
work is still at an early stage and as Local Phasing Delivery Plans develop, we will look 
to identify the cost to local authorities of a safe return to education.  
 

15. We welcome the flexibilities that have been confirmed by the Scottish Government on 
the deployment of ringfenced education funding streams (such as the Scottish 
Attainment challenge, Pupil Equity Fund and funding for Regional Improvement 
Collaboratives) but have noted that much of this is already committed, often in staff 
costs and therefore cannot be easily deployed.  
 

16. Discussions with the Scottish Government on the £30m announced for devices for 
children and young people are who are digital excluded are still ongoing. Ensuring 
there is support for all children and young people without a device is vital. 

 
17. Finally, it is important that the resources required to support the reopening of schools 

are not seen in isolation, but in light of the mounting pressures facing councils across a 
range of services including social care, economic development and waste.  

 
Early Learning and Childcare 

 
1140 hours expansion 
 

18. Whilst we have jointly agreed with the Scottish Government to pause the 
implementation of the 1140 hours ELC expansion we remain committed to this goal. As 
noted by Audit Scotland in we were making good progress towards the delivery of the 
additional hours by August, but the challenges of completing construction projects and 
recruitment exercises during the pandemic made this impossible. There will be 
continuing challenges in relation to construction restarting with the additional costs 
related to social distancing and cost of materials. We are already aware of building 
firms passing on these costs to local authorities.  
 

19. As the longer-term impact of the pandemic becomes clearer we will work with the 
Scottish Government to agree a new timeline for the delivery of the ELC expansion. 
The ELC Joint Delivery Board, co-chaired by Cllr McCabe and the Minister for Children 
and Young People, will next meet later this month to continue these discussions.  
 

Critical childcare and Recovery in ELC settings 
 

20. In the immediate response to the pandemic, COSLA issued guidance to local 
authorities that payment for statutory hours to partner providers will continuing during 
the closure of childcare settings. This is part of our recognition of the need to ensure 
the sustainability of the private and voluntary sector childcare providers, and  we are 
working with all partners to consider how best make sure that we keep sustainability of 
our partners a priority. 
 



 

 

21. Local Government has worked closely in the development of the reopening ELC setting 
guidance COSLA Leaders approved the guidance on 12th June and it has 
subsequently been published. Similar to the processes set out for schools above, the 
implementation of physical distancing in ELC settings will have impacts on capacity 
and require new approaches for cleaning and transport. Local Phasing Delivery Plans 
will include information on the recovery in ELC services locally.  
 

22. We have welcomed the flexibility in the use of the ELC expansion multi-year funding 
agreement to support the costs of critical childcare. However due to the phased 
approach to the implementation of the expansion there is variability on how much each 
local authority can access. We are continuing to discuss these issues with the Scottish 
Government through the joint ELC Finance Working Group.  

  
Vulnerable Children  
 

23. The committee will recall that COSLA wrote to the committee in May, in response to 
the letter to Mr Swinney on the wellbeing and learning experiences of vulnerable 
children and young people. This letter set out how Local Government had responded to 
the crisis and adapted their approaches locally to ensure that all children, young people 
and families were supported.  
 

24. Vulnerable children, young people and families are not a homogenous group. There 
are a range of reasons for vulnerability, and vulnerability may be fluctuating. An 
individual approach, in line with GIRFEC and through a whole system, multiagency 
approach is key. Responding to individual circumstances and needs cannot be directed 
from a national level and is dependent on the judgement of experienced professionals 
working closest to families.  
 

25. COVID-19 and the steps taken to minimise the spread of the virus have not had an 
equal affect across society, with many individuals and communities disproportionately 

impacted and made more vulnerable to harm for a range of reasons. Multiagency 
working, co-ordinated through Chief Officer Groups (COGs) has been key in 
supporting some of the most vulnerable families and there are numerous examples 
of this across Scotland.  
 

26. As referred to previously, a key element of the strategic framework is that critical 
childcare will continue throughout May, June and the summer break to ensure ongoing 
provision for key worker and vulnerable children. It is anticipated that there will be a 
focus on increasing the number of vulnerable children attending education and 
childcare settings over the coming months. It is important to note however, that for 
some children alternative support, planned around their individual needs, is more 
appropriate than attendance at childcare hubs. Despite the challenges local authority 
social work teams have worked throughout the pandemic to provide support to children 
and young people who are looked after or who are in need of protection.  
 

27. The COVID-19 Children and Families Collective Leadership Group was established in 
May and is chaired by the Scottish Government’s Chief Social Work Adviser and 
SOLACE Children and Families Lead. Membership is wide ranging and includes 
COSLA, Association of Directors of Education in Scotland (ADES), and Social Work 
Scotland. The Leadership Group will report to the Deputy First Minister and the 
Communities and Public Services Ministerial Group, and COSLA Leaders, where 
relevant. They are considering the needs of vulnerable children and families and the 
support required, as part of a whole system response. 

 



 

 

28. Getting it Right for Every Child is well established in Scotland and this means that 
where there are support needs for any reason they will be identified, and support 
provided as part of a child’s plan or coordinated support plan. This could be from a 
range of professionals and agencies and is not simply about education, social work, 
youth work and third sector organisations could be involved. Throughout the crisis, 
local authorities and partners have endeavoured to support children, young people and 
their families as best they can. There are discussions ongoing on how local authorities 
and partners continue to support vulnerable children, young people and families going 
forward, as we move through the phases of the route map. 

 


