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EDUCATION AND SKILLS COMMITTEE 

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

T3.40 
The Scottish Parliament 

Edinburgh 
EH99 1SP 

Direct Tel: 0131 348 5222 
Fax: 0131 348 5600 

es.committee@parliament.scot 

26 March 2020 

Dear Mr Swinney 

COVID-19 

As you know, given the most recent public health measures adopted by the 
Parliament, the Committee was unable to take evidence from you yesterday regarding 
the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on matters falling under your remit. As you will 
appreciate, the Committee has a number of questions, many of which stem from 
queries raised by concerned teachers and other school staff, school pupils, students, 
parents, those working in the ELC sector and those involved in further and higher 
education.  

I know that the situation, and therefore the advice given and measures taken, is 
continuously developing and is subject to close monitoring. Therefore, the answers to 
these questions may well have changed since your last updates to Parliament and will 
continue to change and evolve in a short space of time. I should also note that the 
Committee recognises and appreciates the immense effort being made across 
Government, local authorities and in each individual sector to address these issues at 
a time when every individual is also grappling with the impact of the virus.  

In the absence of the ability to meet in person to explore these issues, the Committee 
is keen to seek answers to these questions in writing, both to provide clarity and 
reassurance to those contacting us as well as highlighting to the Scottish Government 
particular issues which require further exploration.  

The Committee as a whole is seeking answers to the key questions set out below. 
These are organised into four key areas – early learning and childcare; schools; 
colleges, universities and modern apprenticeships; and child protection and wellbeing. 
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Early learning and childcare 
• How is the Scottish Government supporting local authorities to work with private

and third sector providers of ELC in their areas?

• Whether childminders are or will be expected to provide places for children of
critical workers and vulnerable children?

• Whether the Scottish Government is planning to delay the expansion of ELC
and if it plans to legislate for such a delay?

Schools 
• What early information are you receiving on the extent to which local authorities

are managing to ensure free school meals are provided to those that need it
including through hubs?

• What action do you consider local authorities should be taking if there is
evidence of low uptake in these meals, which suggests they are not reaching
those in need?

• Is the SQA developing new methods of certification for all of its qualifications
that require an external exam or is it prioritising certain subjects or
qualifications?

• What have local authorities done to identify and support digitally excluded
households?

• What planning is taking place in relation to the next academic year, should
schools remain closed or if additional time is required to mitigate the school
closures?

• What is your view on the proposal to recruit online tutors to assist children who
are learning at home?

Colleges, universities and modern apprenticeships 
• How is the Scottish Government supporting universities and colleges to

continue teaching and, where necessary, research activities?

• Is the Scottish Government or Scottish Funding Council undertaking modelling
work on the economic impact on colleges and universities of the pandemic?

• What work is Skills Development Scotland undertaking to assess the impact of
the coronavirus on apprenticeship schemes?

Child protection and wellbeing 
• What measures are in place in care homes and secure accommodation to

support children in these establishments both in terms of keeping them healthy
and supporting their education.

• How can local authorities ensure that vulnerable children are identified and
attend the school/ELC provision?
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• How will the day-to-day work of children’s social work and children’s hearings
be supported while social distancing measures are in place?

• What should a family do if they consider the additional support needs of their
children are not being met through homeschooling?

In addition to these questions from the Committee as a whole, as the Committee may 
not have an opportunity to meet for some time, I have also given members the 
opportunities to set out their individual questions and these are in the annexe of this 
paper. As you can see, members are seeking to represent people in many and varied 
situations during this difficult time. 

The Committee would normally set a timescale for response to its letters of a month. 
However, in the current circumstances many of these questions require a response as 
soon as is practicable. Could I therefore request that responses are sent in batches 
as and when they are ready as opposed to waiting for all answers to be finalised and 
collating into one long response to a longer timescale.  

Hopefully this approach, combined with your ability to send relevant questions to the 
Scottish Qualifications Authority, Education Scotland, Scottish Funding Council, 
Student Awards Agency Scotland, amongst others to provide responses, will mean 
responses can be received, published and circulated by the Committee, in as timely a 
way as possible. Wherever you consider there is an overlap in these questions, please 
feel free to provide one response to multiple questions. 

I have also included a link below to the questions received direct from teachers and 
others seeking clarification that could be addressed by the SQA or central government. 
These have been distilled down into the questions in Annexe A. The Committee is not 
seeking individual responses to each of the questions from individuals. However, the 
Committee has published them, sent them to the SQA and also sent them to you. They 
provide valuable context on the basis for the Committee’s questions, including the 
specifics of the circumstances people are facing. 

https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/qualifications_questions.pdf 

Finally, can I thank you for sending the Clerk to the Committee all relevant publications 
that may provide people with guidance and assurances at this time. The Committee 
has published them today in a reference section on its dedicated website. As stated in 
my letter last week, the Committee wants to act as conduit to get information and 
support to those who need it at this time. Please continue to send such information as 
it issues and we will publish and circulate it straight away. 

Yours sincerely 

CLARE ADAMSON MSP 
CONVENER 

https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/qualifications_questions.pdf
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ANNEXE A – Questions from individual members 

JAMIE HALCRO JOHNSTON MSP 

1. Distance learning
1.1 Existing resources like Glow allow teachers to engage in distance learning with

their pupils. I have received reports that some of these resources are 
experiencing pressures, particularly during peak times. Will the Cabinet 
Secretary look into the availability and capacity of these resources on a national 
level and are any new resources planned? 

1.2 Given that some teachers may be relatively unfamiliar with existing distance 
learning systems, is there any availability of training or support resources for 
them? Can they, for example, access a telephone helpline to assist. 

1.3 Will any direction be given from central government on measures that should 
be undertaken to promote distance learning, particularly from pupils from 
disadvantaged backgrounds? There may, for example, be pupils who do not 
have access to an internet connection at home and may find using online 
resources difficult. 

2. Ability to undertake continuing coursework and assessments
2.1 Will work being undertaken with the Chief Examining Officer give clear

guidance on outstanding coursework for pupils in the senior phase? While 
some coursework may be completed from home, some will require practical 
projects and use of specialist equipment only available in a school building. Will 
this be taken into account in terms of evidence for certification? 

2.2 National 4 assessments have previously been conducted, under supervision, 
in a school setting, regardless of them being open-book assessments. Can 
these assessments be undertaken by pupils remotely? 

3. Results under the alternative certification model
3.1 For marks made under the alternative certification model being devised, will 

there be additional routes of appeal. Will a pupil be able to retake a full 
examination at a later date without being disadvantaged by an award issued 
now? 

3.2 I was contacted by the parent of a young person who is currently studying 
towards a National 5 or equivalent qualification, with a private tutor and was 
due to sit an examination through a local university. The constituent was 
informed that the SQA would not accept feedback from the private tutor, despite 
having sat a prelim exam privately under exam conditions. Is this an accurate 
reflection of the SQA’s position and what further evidence can be provided in 
cases like these to ensure that a person’s ability is reflected under the proposed 
alternative certification model? 

3.3  Where a child is ill with suspected coronavirus, Government advice is currently 
for the household to isolate with no need to call 111 or seek other medical 
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support unless symptoms worsen. What evidence can be provided to show that 
a child has been unwell if required? 

 
4.  Further education colleges 
 
4.1 What discussions has the Scottish Government had with further education 

colleges about qualifications and distance learning at this stage, and has their 
approach been satisfactory?  

  
ROSS GREER MSP 
 
Coursework & Evidencing: 
The SQA have stated that Higher & Advanced Higher coursework submissions are not 
required but that completed coursework can be used as part of the suite of evidence 
which will determine grades. To clarify, does this mean that the SQA will not uplift any 
coursework from schools post Friday 20th March? 
 
If this is not the case and uplift of any available evidence is planned, will deadlines 
remain the same? 
 
If the regular uplift is not going ahead, will completed coursework be collected by the 
SQA and marked at a later date, for example to assess against predicted grades 
submitted by teachers/lecturers or as part of an appeals process? 
 
If coursework is not to be uplifted and instead used as evidence of teacher judgement 
in the issuing of predicted grades, should coursework completed after Friday 20th 
March be considered by teachers (presuming it can be safely submitted, ie online)? 
 
If coursework completed after Friday 20th March is admissible evidence, how will 
equity be achieved in the issuing of grades between those who are able to complete 
further coursework from home and those who are not, for reasons of illness, self-
isolation, living situation, lack of resources such as an internet connection etc? How 
will this latter group not be disadvantaged? 
 
Many pupils were sent home with coursework, portfolios etc. on Friday 20th March. If 
these are to be used as evidence, has clear communication gone directly to pupils, as 
well as to staff, to ensure that they do not dispose of evidence which they may now 
believe is of no further use? 
 
If coursework completed after Friday 20th is not admissible evidence, how will this be 
verified in the situations where students took the coursework home that week and may 
now, with the best of intentions, continue to work on it ahead of submission? 
 
What is the advice on college students completing assessments via distance learning, 
given it is not completed under the proscribed supervised conditions? Closed book 
assessments cannot be done but even open book is supposed to be supervised, which 
is clearly not possible. [also asked by Jamie Halcro-Johnston] 
 
When will the SQA clarify exactly what evidence is required? 
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Many college courses are modular and some simply do not produce evidence 
throughout the year. With modules uncompleted and a lack of evidence, on what basis 
are lecturers to issue estimated grades? 
 
Coursework completed with the assistance of a tutor being used as evidence in a far 
more consequential manner than normal will give students in this privileged position a 
disproportionate advantage. How can this be taken into account when in many cases 
teachers are not even aware that their student has a tutor? 
 
Evidencing & Teacher/Lecturer Judgement: 
 
What verification process will be in place for the teacher/lecturer issuing of predicted 
grades? 
 
Is the fire in Peebles going to be taken into account when their grades are decided as 
this has undoubtedly affected their ability to achieve grades? Coursework was lost in 
fire 
 
College  students often do not attend every class due to personal reasons, which is 
accepted. Some courses do not sit prelims. Focus is more on final exam. How are 
lecturers to evidence professional judgement with less coursework? 
 
When will teachers/lecturers be expected to submit predicted grades to the SQA? 
 
What allowances will be made if teachers/lecturers are unable to access evidence ie 
because schools continue to be closed, students took portfolios home and are unable 
to return them etc?  
 
What measures will be put in place to protect teachers, whose professional judgement 
will this year have a disproportionate impact on their pupils? 
 
How will the weight being placed on a teacher’s professional judgement take into 
account situations in which individual teachers are not aware of a pupils’ 
circumstances? What role will guidance/pastoral teachers play? As an example, a 
pupil who did poorly in his prelims was diagnosed days before schools closed with 
anxiety and depression. Only their guidance teacher is aware of their diagnosis at 
present. 
 
Prelims: 
 
How will prelim exams be used as part of the body of evidence on which grades are 
based? 
 
How will the use of prelim exams take into account the significant differences in the 
time at which they are sat, sometimes of up to four months? 
 
Will prelim exam papers be quality-assured to ensure that no pupil is disadvantaged 
for having take a poor quality prelim? 
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For National 5 candidates, the DFM removed the need for unit assessments for those 
who would be sitting the final exam, so there is very little verifiable evidence available, 
particularly in subjects such as Maths. What will be considered evidence in these 
situations? 
 
Exams: 
 
Will an exam be offered at a later date for those not happy with result, (as is the case 
in England)? 
 
Some of our (university) students are concerned about being known as the "COVID 
graduates", with employers knowing that they didn't have to sit the same exams as 
other years. What can be done to ensure that this year's students can demonstrate to 
potential employers that their qualifications carry the same rigour as those from other 
years. Universities have the autonomy and skills to manage this, but do colleges have 
the flexibility to create and implement alternative assessments at short notice? 
 
Appeals: 
 
What appeals process will be available to students who are not awarded the grade 
they feel they deserve? (also asked by Jamie Halcro-Johnston and Beatrice Wishart) 
 
Will any appeals process include a financial cost, similar to the current charge for re-
marking exam papers? 
 
Admissions: 
 
Will university/college grade boundaries be affected by pupils not actually sitting 
exams? 
 
What discussions have the SQA and Scottish Government had with 
Universities/Colleges Scotland regarding this? 
 
Will Access courses be going ahead and if so, when will the application process open?  
 
Please see a specific example below: 
 
“My son  has 2 higher qualifications and 4 Nat 5's. He has just completed 6th year 
(unexpectedly) and needs further qualifications to go on to Uni as he plans. We have 
identified an Access course at a university for which school leavers are accepted. It is 
a part-time course which costs £500 in fees. This is normally would be funded by SAAS 
in our circumstances but Access funding and the application process has not yet 
opened. I wonder if you could advise me whether to pay the £500 fees upfront to 
secure a placement for him and try to recuperate later, even though this would be 
highly risky for me at the moment.” 
 
Miscellaneous  
With exams cancelled, what measures are in place to ensure that pupils attain the 
learning outcomes of their courses, even if they are not assessed in the normal way? 
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Have the SQA consulted learners in the process of making these arrangements thus 
far and what plans are there to consult learners before confirming final arrangements? 
 
BEATRICE WISHART MSP 
 

• Given that isolation from the outside world is a tactic many domestic abuse 
perpetrators deploy, and that Adverse Childhood Experiences can be lifelong, 
how can we protect children that are living in a domestic abuse household 
during this lock-down? What action can be taken to ensure that children in those 
households receive educational support? 

 
• Currently SAAS have stated that payments will continue until May. If students 

need to return to university to complete units later in the summer, will SAAS be 
able to extend financial support?  

 
• Will final year nursing students who are called up to work be required to 

complete further summative course work that will form part of their degree 
grade during this time? What guarantee can be given that their course 
outcomes will not be detrimentally impacted by working for the NHS during this 
crisis?  

 
• What is the situation for (a) current probationers (including those on the flexible 

route) (b) supply teachers (c) supply teachers with a contracted agreement with 
schools (d) teachers on rolling one year contracts and those currently waiting 
to hear about jobs starting in August who are neither permanent with a school 
or council.  

 
QUESTIONS FROM UNIVERSITIES SCOTLAND – SUBMITTED BY A NUMBER OF 
MEMBERS 
 

1.  In light of the potentially very serious impact of COVID-19 on universities’ 
sustainability, does the Scottish Government recognise the scale of financial 
risk facing universities, across all of their activities; and can the Scottish 
Government reassure Scotland’s 19 universities that it will commit the 
resources to support institutions’ financial sustainability, reduce permanent 
damage and lay the foundations for the sector to contribute as strongly as 
possible to Scotland’s recovery and success? 
 

2. Can the Scottish Government give an assurance that whatever decision is 
taken about the fee status of EU undergraduate students due to start at 
Scottish universities in 2021/22, that the sum of funding that would have gone 
to universities to support this type of provision will not be removed from higher 
education in AY 2021/22 given the highly destabilising combination of 
financial factors that universities are facing across every aspect of their 
business as a result of COVID-19? 
 

3. Universities are not closed and are providing “essential” services to many 
thousands of students still in accommodation, key research and testing and 
other COVID-19 related work. The discretion for local councils to interpret the 
Scottish Government’s guidance on three categories of key workers creates 
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the possibility of inconsistency across Scotland and increased bureaucracy as 
universities deliver services across multiple Councils. Can there be a move to 
greater consistency?  


