
Shared Parenting Scotland 

Correspondence from Shared Parenting Scotland to the Cabinet Secretary for 
Education and Skills and the Committee 

15 July 2020 

The issues we have drawn to the Committee's attention have been highlighted by the 
inconsistent and ad hoc arrangements pulled together by schools across Scotland 
during the COVID-19 school closures, but they are variations on themes we have 
been raising for some years. 

The case study we submitted is a very good illustration that despite the 2006 
Scottish Schools (Parental Involvement) Act and its accompanying Guidance and the 
more recent Scottish Government Action Plan many separated parents find 
themselves constantly having to remind schools to include them in communications 
about their children's learning. It is wearing and dispiriting. 

 
16 June 2020 
Dear Ms Adamson,  
 
You may recall that we wrote to you on May 5th (see below) drawing the attention of 
the Education and Skills Committee to issues about parental involvement following 
the closure of school’s consequent to the COVID-19 emergency.  
 
Something around 30% of the school roll have parents who do not live together. We 
noted at the time that a number of parents have contacted us with concerns that they 
are being excluded from the systems that have been set up to support learning at 
home while the schools are closed.  
 
Some have raised the issues with their children's school, but it is apparent others are 
unaware that they have been shut out.  
 
Some schools have been explicit that they will only communicate with the "main 
parent" regardless of how much time the children spend with each parent or the 
contribution they respectively make to their children's learning.   
 
For the Committee's information we have not had a reply to our letter of May 5th to 
Mr Swinney. I am attaching it again.  
 
I am also attaching an anonymised case study submitted to us by a father which I 
believe conveys eloquently the detail of poor communication from the school and his 
pain at being made to feel he is a problem for his school rather than a resource for 
his children.  
 
We understand that this is a difficult time for schools but cannot accept that one 
parent should be set aside so casually. That is not good for children or parents. The 
discussion about the principles and practicalities of 'blending' school and home 



learning that is under way with the Government must include all parents if it is to be 
credible.  
Please let me know if you would like any further information.  
Yours sincerely,  
 
John Forsyth 
 
 
Letter from Shared Parenting Scotland 
 
John Swinney 
Cabinet Secretary for Education       5/5/2020 
 
 
Dear Mr Swinney, 
 
Schools not engaging with both separated parents 
 
I am writing to you ahead of your session with the Education Committee tomorrow to 
raise some of the issues which are arising in our casework in connection with 
schools during the COVID-19 emergency.  
 
You will remember we met with you in December 2018 when we raised with you a 
number of systemic issues that undermine the Government's clear and laudable 
objective of engaging with both parents in supporting their children's learning.  
 
Chief among them is the system of pupil enrolment and the subsequent annual data 
updates. Most school practice persists in sending, for example, the annual data 
update form only to one parent. Where parents do not live together this often leads 
to incomplete contact information being sent to the school.  
 
We have taken a full part in the working group that has revised the Statutory 
Guidance to the Scottish Schools (Parental Involvement) Act. The revised version is 
much improved and unequivocal about the Government's policy exhortation that 
schools should treat both parents equally and neither parent has a right of veto over 
the relationship between a child's school and the other parent.  
 
Most schools are entirely comfortable with this although even this year we had to 
support a father whose local authority repeatedly told him it was their policy not to 
recognise the definition of parent in the 1980 Education Act. Thanks to pro bono 
intervention by a solicitor and counsel the council withdrew under threat of judicial 
review.  
 
However, the COVID-19 emergency has thrown all these unaddressed systemic 
issues that tend to discriminate between parents into relief again.  
 
While schools have been active in creating interactive schoolwork and daily work 
diaries we are hearing repeated examples where these go only between the school 
and one parent.  
 



Schools are using a range of software vehicles that allow not only the pupil but also 
parents to interact with teachers about work tasks. Again, these seem to bypass the 
second parent no matter how involved with their child's learning they are in normal 
times.  
 
It appears that sometimes this is a problem rooted in the incomplete contact details 
referred to above but sometimes it appears to be a deliberate act by the parent in 
contact with the school to exploit the opportunity presented by the school closure to 
exclude or minimise the support that could be offered by the other parent.  
 
We have read that the Education Committee is being advised that some 'non-
resident parents' are seeking to exploit the current emergency situation to persist 
with coercive control.  
 
You may not be surprised to hear that the experience of those who contact us is 
rather different, with resident parents withholding contact - even court ordered 
contact - without any relevant health reason and in defiance of the explicit guidance 
by UK and Scottish Governments and by the Lord President of the Court of Session 
that court orders should continue.  
 
Travel between symptom-free households for children under the age of 18 whose 
parents do not live together has been an explicit exception to the travel restrictions 
from day 1 in recognition that continuity of contact is a benefit to the emotional and 
psychological wellbeing of children at a time of anxiety. It also has benefits for both 
parents if they can share the parenting during these exceptional times.  
 
We have raised these issues with the Justice Secretary and with the Scottish 
Parliament Justice Committee in the hope of eliciting clarification from the Scottish 
Government of the benefits that come from continuing contact arrangements.  
 
It may be of interest that in the last month 45% of new calls and emails to us have 
been from women - mothers, grandmothers and sisters.  
 
We give exactly the same information to all callers, male or female, referring to the 
relevant guidelines that are all pointing in favour of continuity where there are no 
symptoms and both households have been practising self isolation.  
 
We have a number of positive examples where parents have managed to reset their 
communication, putting aside their established pattern in recognition that they need 
to put their children first.  
 
We are happy to supply you with more specific examples of the issues that have 
been raised with us.  
 
Yours sincerely, 
Ian Maxwell  
 
  



CASE STUDY 
 
At lockdown, when schools closed, a general electronic communication was sent out 
to all parents.  It explained the school was closing, that work packs and workbooks 
would be sent home with kids, and that further instructions for log-in details for online 
resources would be issued shortly.   
 
I am a father. My wife and I have been separated for several years. I had established 
a cordial relationship with my children’s school and nursery though it took more effort 
than it really should have. I am an actively involved parent both with my own 
children’s learning but also in support of their school and nursery. 
 
I did not receive copies of the work packs, nor other materials.  I did not receive 
communications with log-in details for online resources.  I contacted the school 
(nobody answered the phone so I e-mailed), and received no response for some 
time. When I finally did I was told I was lucky someone checked the inbox as I should 
have been using another e-mail address as per instructions - but I had never 
received those instructions.   
 
I also contacted my son's class teacher via one of the two school apps used, asking 
if it was possible to receive the log-in details and information to support my son, as I 
have him on three school days every two-week cycle.  I received a defensive 
response which said it is normal for the school to communicate with only one 
separated parent and I should get information (including log-in details for online 
resources) from his mother. This is not in line with the communication strategy 
previously agreed with the school. Regrettably, his mother, me former wife, chooses 
not to share information with me.  
 
Information was not provided.  I sent a friendly follow up, apologising for the 
inconvenience caused, explaining that unfortunately, as they already knew, I could 
not expect this essential information to be passed on. It would be best for my son if I 
can support his education when he is with me.  The teacher sent some of the info 
(not all) after this and explained that it was extremely challenging dealing with the 
school being closed during lockdown at such short notice. I was made to feel like a 
complication and not a father who wanted to support his child’s learning. 
 
Later on, after the school holidays, parents were provided with school iPads for kids 
to be able to do various home learning exercises. They were essential for submitting 
work and getting individual feedback from the class teacher. The mother of my kids 
was given an iPad, but I was not.  I had to find a way to get an iPad to enable my 
son to complete school work when he is with me. We love doing work together.I am 
struggling financially during coronavirus lockdown, and so this was an additional 
stress.  The school also provides school lunches delivered to parents’ doors. These 
are delivered daily to my kids' mother, but I do not receive any. 
 
The school has provided learning resources (work packs, workbooks, iPad) to my 
son's mother only. 
 
I understand this has been challenging for schools, however the communication 
issues have not been rectified, and I continue to be missed out of many 



communications. I haven’t been asked for my input into how returning to school and 
blended learning might work for my son. 
 
My eldest son's school and youngest son's nursery are connected.  Some generic 
council letters about education are issued to parents from both school and nursery.  I 
receive more from the nursery. That is how I know I am only getting about half of the 
communications sent out by the school. There are some communications that are 
specific to the school. I have found I'm missing many of these when the something I 
do receive (e.g. through the school app) makes reference to another document / 
resource I don't have / have access to.   
 
My youngest son's nursery seems to be more consistent in communicating with me 
during lockdown than my eldest son's school. 
 
My son's school news book has been permanently with his mother. That may seem 
like a minor matter. This book is normally filled in on Mondays, and before lockdown 
my son would write and draw pictures about the things he did with me at the 
weekend so the school knew what we were doing together.  Now he completes it 
with his mother during the week now never includes what he and I have been doing 
together. I am literally being dropped out of his story. 
 
I feel I've had to be a detective, piecing together a jigsaw I don't know the 
picture of and do not have all the pieces for. I have to deduce what I'm 
missing, so I can ask the school for it, in order to support my son’s learning 
while he is in my care while schools are closed during lockdown.  Some have 
suggested I need to accept I can't manage this situation, stop putting so much 
effort in, and give up - but I feel that would be giving up on my son's 
education, and I can't do that. 
 
As a general observation, I feel my son's school doesn't have the clearest 
communication protocol - they mix and match communications between e-mail, 
Class Dojo App, School App, and Facebook.  One communication may go out on 
one platform, and the next on another but referring to the previous 
one.  Communications are never duplicated across platforms.   
 
This is how communications were when school was open, with the addition of paper 
info sent home with children.  Lockdown is revealing how chaotic the school 
communication already was despite the Scottish Schools (Parental Involvement0 Act 
saying schools should treat both separated parents the same. The school closure in 
recent months has added new illustrations that reveal there are systemic obstacles 
to genuine inclusion of both parents as well as continuing general attitudes that see 
a separated parent as a complication at best and an irritation at worst. 
 
9th June 2020 
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Our Reference: 202000036227
Your Reference: Letter to John Swinney
 
26 June 2020
 
Dear Ian Maxwell,
 
Thank you for your letter dated 5 May 2020, regarding the engagement of both parents in supporting
children’s learning and the impact the COVID-19 pandemic has had on this engagement.

I am pleased to hear that you feel the decision taken by the Scottish Government at the beginning of
the COVID-19 pandemic, to make exempt from the emergency measures travel for children under the
age of 18 whose parents do not live together, has had a positive impact on children and parents.

I understand the challenges which you have outlined for families and children of parents living at
different households and recognise the need to ensure that children are able to see both of their
parents at this difficult time and for parents to be able to share childcare responsibilities.

I am also pleased to hear that you have been fully engaged in the Scottish Government’s work to
produce refreshed statutory guidance for the Scottish School’s (Parental Involvement) Act 2006 and
that the strengthening of sections of the guidance which detail the duties placed upon local authorities
and schools in engaging with parents who live in different households has been a key element of this
work.

I am however disappointed to hear that you are receiving representations from parents who feel that
they are not being given appropriate access to information about their children’s learning or are not
being afforded equal status by schools in supporting online learning. I also understand why you feel
that this issue may be rooted in long standing inequalities we know has historically been caused by the
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enrolment of pupils and the capturing of parental contact details which excludes all but one parent.

The Scottish Government has highlighted the need to ensure that the details of all parents and carers
are being appropriately capture in the enrolment of pupils to schools and local authorities. This issue
was raised in 2019 with the Association of Directors of Education Scotland (ADES) and with the
Scottish Parental Involvement Officers Network (SPION). The Scottish Government have also worked
with SEMIS and the Improvement Service to ensure that any structural issues which may contribute to
the lack of details of both parents being captured in pupil enrolment are removed.

My officials will, ahead of the next school term, engage again with ADES, SPION and the Improvement
Service to highlight this issue in advance of pupil enrolment to ensure that schools and local authorities
are reminded of the importance of capturing the details of both parents.

While I hope that these measure will provide you with some reassurance that the Scottish Government
continues to work to tackle the issue of schools engaging with both parents I do understand that the
issue of parental engagement with online learning is more complex than just the registration of parent
details.

As you may know, for child protection reasons, GLOW, our national digital platform, used by many
schools and local authorities for learning at home support, does not have functionality which allows
parents to interact with their children’s learning. However many schools and local authorities will be
using different digital platforms to engage with pupils and parents while they learn at home. These
platforms may have different restrictions and capabilities and it is not possible for the Scottish
Government to set out the correct steps for engaging parents through each of these platforms as
decisions on their usage and appropriateness will be decided at a school and local authority level.

The Scottish Government will however continue to outline the importance of strong parental
engagement with both parents in our guidance to schools and local authorities, as has been the
position since the beginning of the school closure period. Education Scotland will also continue to
provide practitioners and schools with guidance and continuous professional development
opportunities on how to effectively engage with all parents and carers of children living at different
households.

I hope that this clearly shows the Scottish Government’s commitment to ensuring that, even during this
period of COVID-19 restrictions, all parents and carers are able to be fully engaged and involved in
their children’s learning. I also hope that you are reassured by the steps being taken to address any
ongoing challenges which parents living at different households may face and which my officials will
continue to monitor.

Yours sincerely

JOHN SWINNEY
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