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04 October 2020  
 
Dear Clare, 
 
Thank you for your letter of 24 September, requesting further information following my recent 
Covid-19 evidence session with the Education and Skills Committee. This letter provides a 
further update on the areas requested.  
 
Testing and safety of staff and students 
 
Testing 
 
Since the start of the outbreak we have significantly increased our NHS Scotland testing 
capacity, with total daily weekday capacity of more than 10,000 tests. This capacity is split 
across all 14 territorial health boards and is bolstered by key partner nodes in academia and 
private labs. We will shortly be activating 3 Regional Hubs which will significantly expand our 
NHS Scotland capacity. 
 
We have also ensured that Scotland has benefited from the UK programme of testing and 
the Lighthouse Lab Network which includes the large lab in Glasgow. Scotland receives a 
population-based share of the Network’s capacity, which is currently approximately 18,700 
tests per day. Our aim is to reach a laboratory processing capacity of approximately 65,000 
tests between NHS Scotland laboratories and the Lighthouse Lab in Glasgow. 
 

In addition, we have increased our testing capacity for symptomatic students and staff by 
prioritising the establishment of a walkthrough Local Test Site in each university town. Local 
Incident Management Teams have also deployed Mobile Testing Units in response to 
outbreaks in student halls, to provide rapid access to testing where this has been the most 
appropriate response. 
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We will continue to work with partners across the education sector to ensure testing is 
accessible to students and staff when it is needed.  

Safety 

You have asked for information on the steps that staff, students, parents or carers can take 
to raise concerns on the measures that are in place within education institutions. It is for 
each school, college or university to reassure their community on the measures they have 
put in place to protect staff and learners in that institution. Employers have a duty to ensure 
that those arrangements are in line with health and safety legislation, and the latest public 
health advice and Covid-19 sectoral guidance that the Scottish Government has developed 
with local government, sector representatives, staff unions, Public Health Scotland and other 
partners. The most important relationship for staff and learners remains with their school, 
college or university, and any concerns or questions on the arrangements in an individual 
establishment should be directed to that organisation for their consideration, response and, 
where appropriate, further action. 

Scottish Government guidance for colleges, universities and student accommodation 
requires institutions and providers to make clear the channels of communication through 
which staff, students, student associations and trade unions can raise concerns about the 
implementation of safety measures in individual settings. It also sets out how staff and 
students can escalate concerns about compliance with Health and Safety and public health 
legislation to the relevant enforcement agencies. 

With regards to the arrangements in a primary or secondary school, communication and 
dialogue with trade unions, staff, parents/carers and children and young people is also a 
central element of our Covid-19 guidance to schools, to ensure confidence in the 
arrangements that have been put in place to protect pupils, parents and staff. If someone is 
not satisfied by the information or response they receive from their school, concerns can also 
be raised with the relevant local authority. That process is outlined at: 
https://www.gov.scot/publications/local-government-make-a-complaint/. Our guidance also 
makes clear that employees’ health and safety concerns that cannot be resolved through 
dialogue with schools and/or local authorities can be raised with the Health and Safety 
Executive. 

Covid-19 surveillance 

As previously reported to the Committee, we continue to take forward a focussed Covid-19 
surveillance programme in schools, led by Public Health Scotland (PHS) and compromising 
a series of complementary surveys, studies and wider linkage and analysis of data across 
evidence sources. This complements the wider COVID-19 surveillance undertaken by PHS, 
which provides intelligence across the whole population and allows the situation in children 
and schools to be understood in the context of the wider situation of COVID-19 occurrence in 
the community.  

This information is key in supporting and reassuring pupils, staff, local authorities and other 
partners on the arrangements that are in place to protect our schools from the risk of Covid-
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19 and to preserve education for our children and young people. Latest developments are 
outlined below. 

The PHS serology surveillance programme uses existing blood samples within community 
healthcare and other settings. The serology work stream aims to estimate the proportion of 
people who have antibodies to coronavirus (“seroprevalence”) in the general population of 
Scotland and provides the ability to detect asymptomatic and mild infections and to see if this 
changes over time. The latest report from this programme was published on 30th Sept, and 
includes data on the 0-19 year age group. It is available at. https://beta.isdscotland.org/find-
publications-and-data/population-health/covid-19/enhanced-surveillance-of-covid-19-in-
scotland/ 

The Covid-19 Antibody Surveillance in education Staff (CASS) survey, which seeks to 
determine and track over the school year levels of previous C-19 infection in education staff, 
launched on 1st October with a communication and recruitment plan delivered with the 
support of COSLA. Around 30,000 education staff have now signed up to participate, and 
testing has commenced. More than 13,000 test results have already been delivered, with 
interim results from the first round of testing available in November 2020. The survey will run 
throughout the academic year 2020-21..   

The School Infection Survey, which aims to monitor the presence of otherwise unrecognised 
COVID-19 positivity in young people and staff and to further inform understanding on 
transmission within and between these groups, is also expected to begin this month. Work 
on the the feasibility phase of this survey has commenced. 

Public Health Scotland are also analysing data on individuals identified as Covid-19 contacts 
within an educational setting, who may have subsequently tested positive for Covid-19 
themselves. This data linkage will further enhance our understanding of the potential for 
transmission following exposures in educational settings, and provide evidence to inform 
both national guidance and local arrangements to protect pupils and staff.  

The ONS infection survey also commenced in Scotland in September, and over 5,000 
households are now enrolled. This provides information on the proportion of individuals 
without symptoms who test positive, and includes children aged 2 years and over 

Teacher numbers 

I have been clear that if capacity in the teaching workforce is insufficient to meet the current 
challenges, action will be taken to quickly mobilise additional teachers. In view of the current 
circumstances I asked the General Teaching Council for Scotland to make contact with 
individuals whose teacher registration has lapsed within the last 3 years, including recently 
retired teachers, to establish their willingness and availability to return to teaching. The 
GTCS have done this and stand ready to engage with local authorities to mobilise these 
additional teachers should this be required based on local need. At this stage none of this 
cohort of additional teachers have been required to be deployed.   

In relation to the number of additional teachers and support staff recruited so far, initial 
returns to Scottish Government from local authorities indicate that they have already 
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recruited 1250 teachers with an estimated further recruitment of 200 underway. Local 
authorities have recruited an additional 155 support staff with a further 100 planned for. 

These estimates will be checked against individual returns from local authorities to ensure 
accuracy and updated as necessary. Local authorities are still working through recruitment 
processes and we expect the numbers recruited to increase as schools continue to assess 
the needs of children and young people over the coming weeks. The final numbers and 
locations will be dependent on the precise mix of staff recruited and the needs of children 
and young people. We will continue to work with COSLA to monitor progress, and we expect 
that a breakdown of the number of additional teachers and support staff recruited by local 
authority will be available at the end of November. 

Blended learning 

I can confirm that HM Chief Inspector of Education wrote to all local authorities in the week 
commencing 15 June confirming the inspectorate would carry out a desktop review of all 
local education recovery plans. Following submission of those plans, HMIE carried out the 
desktop review using the criteria outlined in the Strategic Framework for Reopening of 
Schools and supporting guidance. As part of that, local authorities have received appropriate 
challenge from HMIE, with HMIE initially providing a draft summary report of their findings to 
each local authority. 

Each HMIE summary report outlined the aspects that were set out in the Local Authority plan 
and identified those areas where it would be helpful to provide further clarity. Local 
authorities were asked to check their HMIE draft summary report for accuracy and to provide 
further information where appropriate. In addition, each local authority was given the 
opportunity to discuss the findings with an HM Inspector and I can confirm that around a 
quarter of all local authorities have taken up this opportunity to date.   

Several local authorities continued to develop their plans during the time when HMIE were 
reviewing them. Indeed, just over half of local authorities provided additional information after 
receiving their draft summary report. HMIE considered this information and updated their 
local authority summary reports as appropriate. All local authorities received a final summary 
report to support them in developing their plans further where appropriate. 

On the basis of this work, HMIE provided the Scottish Government with a national overview 
report outlining the approaches local authorities were taking to implement blended learning if 
required. 

Since then, as you are aware, we have seen a successful full-time return to school. Against 
that very positive background, Education Scotland has focused its resources on support for 
practitioners to deliver online learning in the event that this is required, e.g. due to self-
isolation requirements. This support includes the collation of resources that practitioners can 
access: https://education.gov.scot/improvement/learning-resources/supporting-online-
learning-links-for-practitioners/.  

The Education Scotland digital team has also provided live support for digital learning and 
teaching through the delivery of 96 webinars to around 7000 practitioners since March 2020 
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and around 2800 hours of recorded sessions and short videos have been 
viewed. Digilearn.scot provides support on digital tools and pedagogical approaches to 
delivering online learning, creating videos for learners and engaging learners with active 
digital learning https://blogs.glowscotland.org.uk/glowblogs/digilearn/learning-paths/. 

Digilearn.scot is part of the wider National e-Learning offer which has been developed to 
support contingency plans developed by local authorities to ensure learners can continue to 
engage with learning even where they may be unable to attend school. Education Scotland, 
e-Sgoil, ADES and Regional Improvement Collaboratives are working very closely with all 32
local authorities to help strengthen the overall national offer of support for e-learning through
partnership working. They begin from the assumption that schools and authorities will have
their own plans in place to support remote learning for individuals and groups but have also
developed a shared national offer for schools to draw on. This offer includes access to live,
recorded and supported learning resources and is being promoted as The National
eLearning Offer. The e-Sgoil provision is one part of that wider offer, and is ready to respond
to requests from local authorities as required. It is currently running study support sessions
for young people in the senior phase and will continue to do so in response to demand.

In summary, I can confirm that HMIE and Education Scotland continue to provide significant 
practical support for local government, schools and practitioners to develop and refresh their 
contingency plans for remote and blended learning.   

Exam Diet 

My statement to Parliament on 7 October 2020 outlined the approach we are taking in 
relation to assessment of SQA National Qualifications in 2020-21. Higher and Advanced 
Higher exams will go ahead in 2021 with a clear contingency plan in place should public 
health guidance near the time make that not possible. I have judged it necessary, however, 
to cancel National 5 exams in 2021 and an alternative approach for assessing National 5 
qualifications will be used, based on teacher judgement, supported by assessment 
resources and quality assurance. 

In considering options and contingencies in relation to the assessment of national 
qualifications in 2020-21, I have taken account of a wide range of stakeholder views, 
including learners, parents and teachers. The issues involved were also considered by the 
Education Recovery Group and the Qualifications Contingency Group. I have also taken 
account of the recommendations submitted to me by Professor Mark Priestley following his 
independent review of the 2020 experience. It was on this basis that I have determined it 
necessary to take this course of action.   

I am very grateful to Professor Priestley and his team for conducting the independent review 
and doing so at a pace which has allowed its findings to inform this decision. It is vitally 
important to learn lessons from awarding in 2020, and to use these lessons to plan for 
awarding in 2021. I have published the Scottish Government’s response to the report and I 
have accepted eight of the nine recommendations in full. The recommendation to 
commission further research into the 2020 Alternative Certification Model is one that we will 
consider taking forward in the future.  
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It is important that statutory requirements are met and that an EQIA and CRWIA is produced 
to support decision making and processes relating to awarding in 2021. The SQA has 
statutory duties both as the regulator and awarding body for National Qualifications in 
Scotland as defined by the Equality Act 2010, as well as an obligation to assess the impact 
of implementing its work against the needs set out in the public sector equality duty. The 
SQA has already undertaken and published an EQIA and CRWIA to support the 
modifications to course assessments for National 5, Higher and Advanced Higher in 2020-
21. 

In every decision taken, we are committed to building an approach that recognises the hard 
work of individual pupils fairly and consistently. The discussions my officials and I have 
undertaken with a wide range of stakeholders including learners, local authorities, teacher 
representative bodies, as well as Professor Priestley’s independent review and SQA’s own 
consultation exercise, have informed the decision reached on assessment approach for 
2020-21. Alongside these discussions and the outcomes of the independent review, we have 
taken account of the previous EQIA and CRWIA relating to this matter and revised versions 
will be published as soon as possible. The Scottish Government is committed to working with 
the SQA to develop an EQIA and CRWIA as the details of the approach to awarding in 2021 
are developed. I can assure the Committee that weremain committed to ensuring that 
stakeholders’ views are listened to and taken into account. 

You will be also wish to note the information published by SQA regarding the approach for 
2020-21, noting that more detail and support will follow. 

I trust that you and the Committee find this information helpful. I look forward to providing 
further updates in writing and in evidence, as we continue to work with the Committee, with 
local government and with other partners to protect pupils, students and staff across 
Scotland, and to preserve education and learning for our children and young people. 

JOHN SWINNEY 

Yours Sincerely
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