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EDUCATION AND SKILLS COMMITTEE 

By e-mail 

John Swinney MSP 
Deputy First Minister &  
Cabinet Secretary for Education and 
Skills 
Scottish Government 

T3.40 
The Scottish Parliament 

Edinburgh 
EH99 1SP 

Direct Tel: 0131 348 5222 
Fax: 0131 348 5600 

es.committee@parliament.scot 

19 January 2021 

Dear Mr Swinney 

Covid-19: Learning and Teaching in the Senior Phase 

The Committee agreed to write to you regarding several issues raised in its meeting 
last week.  

Communication 

• When can senior phase pupils expect to have clarity as to the criteria for this
year’s alternative assessment model and how will you ensure that this
effectively communicated to pupils across Scotland?

• Pupils speaking to the Committee described trust issues arising from last year’s
exam process, particularly in relation to teacher assessments. How will you
ensure that pupils and teachers have confidence in this year’s system and that
the difficulties which arose last year are not repeated?

Pupil Wellbeing 

• Pupils in the senior phase told the Committee that they felt social isolated when
learning away from their peers, suggesting that remote learning was negatively
impacting on their mental health and wellbeing.  What measures will you take
to ensure pupils stay mentally healthy and able to achieve their full potential
this year?

• What additional measures will be put in place to support pupils who were
shielding in the first lockdown, and may be shielding again now?
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• How will you ensure that these pupils are not disadvantaged by this year’s
alternative assessment model?

• The Committee heard evidence from teaching unions that some vulnerable
pupils would benefit from mentoring and additional support. It was suggested
that there was an untapped teaching resource which could be used for these
purposes. What plans, if any, do you have to put this support in place and who
do you anticipate providing this?

• A key concern for senior phase pupils is the way in which the appeals process
was managed last academic year. In our letter to the SQA and Education
Scotland (dated 19 January 2021), we have also reflected the ongoing
discontent of the 2020 candidate cohort, given that some of the issues they
have raised appear still not to be resolved. Can you confirm which changes will
be made to the process this year in light of feedback from pupils and teachers?

• Will candidates themselves have the last say on whether they can submit an
appeal?

Teacher Wellbeing 

• The Committee acknowledges the significant stress that has been placed on
teachers in having to adapt to a fluid and ever-changing situation. How will you
ensure that teacher wellbeing is safeguarded?  What role do you expect
Education Scotland to play in this work and how can you ensure that Local
Education Authorities and individual teachers feel supported?

Resourcing Issues 

• The Committee welcomes news that e-Sgoil will be upscaled to support this
current period of remote learning.  Can you provide further details of what this
‘upscaling’ will entail and the timescales for achieving this?

• The Committee acknowledges the recent publication of an Equity Audit.  What
plans does the Scottish Government have to address issues regarding
inequities created by poor access to broadband/IT?

• The Committee understands that 20,000 laptops are still to be provided to
pupils who need them.  Have these laptops been sourced and when will they
reach the pupils for whom they are intended?

Sampling 

• The Committee heard evidence that Education Scotland would be carrying out
samples across all schools in Scotland to help ensure the alternative
assessment model was being applied fairly and consistently.  Can you provide
further details of what this will entail, including how this can be delivered in the
time-scales available?

Return to School 

• What do you believe will be required to allow teachers/pupils to return safely to
school?

• Do you anticipate some year groups returning before others?

• What discussions have been had around prioritising teacher vaccination?
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Early Learning and Childcare 

• Since the Committee last heard evidence from the Minister for Children and
Young People in December 2020, there have been changes to early learning
and childcare provision.  The Committee is aware that these changes, made in
light of nationwide developments, have been challenging for providers and
parents.  The Committee would welcome an update on what practical and
financial support is in place for parents and providers.

I am aware, given the current Covid-19 situation, that this letter and the information 
requested may be superseded by events and anticipate that any new developments 
on the topics listed above will be communicated to the Committee as well as the wider 
Parliament and public.   

Notwithstanding this possibility, I would be grateful for a response by 16 February 
2021. 

Yours sincerely 

CLARE ADAMSON MSP 
CONVENER 

cc. Maree Todd MSP, Minister for Children and Young People


