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Deputy First Minister and Cabinet Secretary for Education and Skills 

Coronavirus — the likely impact of school closures 

Purpose 

1. To provide you with an analysis of the likely impact of closures of school and 
early learning and childcare settings, colleges and universities as part of addressing 
the coronavirus outbreak. 

NB: The main body of this submission covers closures of schools and early learning 
and childcare settings. Annex A sets out separate advice from FE/HE officials on 
implications of university and college closures. 

Priority 

2. Urgent — you requested this advice ahead of COBR(M) at 14:30 today. 

Current messaging and advice from UK Government 

3. Our current understanding is that widespread school closures are not part 
of the control measures UK Government are currently considering (these are home 
isolation of symptomatic cases, whole household isolation; and social distancing for 
over 70s and those at risk). However, the emergency response is clearly fast moving 
and SAGE advice notes that school closures "may be appropriate at a later stage", so 
there clearly remains the potential for this to change as decisions are taken at pace 
as the situation unfolds. And, nevertheless, the proposed control measures will 
have a significant impact on the teaching and wider school workforce, and are 
therefore likely to lead to significant, piecemeal school closures. 

Current position in Scotland 

4. The Scottish Government's advice to schools and early learning and childcare 
settings, is that they should follow the advice set out in Public Health Scotland 
guidance on the management of Covid-19 in educational settings. If children, pupils, 
students or staff are diagnosed with COVID-19, the local Health Protection Team 
will advise on any closure/restrictions, in consultation with the headteacher 
and school management team. 

5. As increasing number of cases are diagnosed, we expect short term school 
closures for deep cleaning of affected areas to occur. 

6. We will take steps to formally gather this information as soon as such closures 
start to occur, through the same system used for emergency school closures due to 
weather. This will provide daily updates on the numbers of schools closed in each 
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The impact of ad hoc school closures 

11. The most likely scenario at present is that a significant number of schools and 
ELC settings may have ad hoc closures during the outbreak either due to a 
combination of local public health advice and workforce difficulties. Both types of 
closure may be short term, intermittent and apply differently in different areas, making 
them difficult to manage for authorities, families and employers. 

a) Workforce: Applying the assumptions under the current Reasonable Worst Case 
Scenario, around 10,500 teaching staff and 8,000 ELC staff could be off sick at 
the peak of the pandemic, with more than 26,000 teaching staff and 20,000 
ELC staff requiring some time off during the outbreak as a whole. These 
numbers could increase as a result of staff having to home isolate if they 
become symptomatic, or if a member of their family becomes symptomatic. 
These numbers do not include other practitioners and support staff. 

b) Knock-on impacts on ability of parents/carers to work: If schools and early 
learning and childcare settings were forced to close due to workforce issues, 
many parents and carers would need to take time off work to look after children 
during the week, and flexibilities could be reduced due to whole household 
isolation and social distancing (e.g. for grandparent carers). This could be 
particularly problematic in respect of key workers, especially those in the health 
service. The impact on income could be significant for more vulnerable families. 

c) Educational continuity (including exam preparedness): The pandemic and 
the planned interventions could have a significant impact on educational 
continuity for pupils, either due to requirements for them to absent themselves 
from school or exam settings (for illness, home or whole household isolation 
reasons) or because of closure of schools and early learning and childcare 
settings or disruption to workforce. This will be particularly important for those 
pupils preparing for and sitting exams, leading to potential negative 
consequences, including in respect of university/college attendance or 
employment offers. You have commissioned the Chief Examiner to undertake 
scenario planning for the delivery of the exam diet. 

d) Free school meals: The pandemic and the planned interventions could result in 
an increased number of children who are in receipt of free school meals being 
unable to attend school, either due to illness, home isolation or closures of 
schools and ELC settings. This could have a significant impact on the welfare of 
more vulnerable children. Figures show there are around 125,000 pupils 
registered for free school meals under eligibility criteria, although numbers taking 
up free school meals are lower (about 80% of those registered in primary, 70% in 
secondary and 85% in special schools). It is not possible to predict the numbers 
who would be impacted by the pandemic and planned interventions, but different 
solutions may be possible depending on the reason for the closure. 

e) Initial Teacher Education and ELC qualifications: If the pandemic and the 
planned interventions resulted in closures of schools, there is a specific potential 
impact on Initial Teacher Education (ITE) and the pipeline of teachers. As part of 
ITE, student teachers are required to complete placements in schools. Failure to 
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do so can impact on final award of credits, and the ability to qualify as a teacher. If 
significant numbers of teachers were unable to qualify ahead of the next school 
year, this could result in teacher shortages. All ELC courses require placements 
(and a certain number of hours in placements) in settings and most of the workforce 
are in work and working towards their qualifications so the closure of settings will 
have an impact on this. This is particularly important at this time of expansion and 
ensuring that all staff are qualified or working towards their qualification. 

f) Child protection, youth justice, secure care: The effect on the system as a 
whole of children's residential homes or secure care units being in household 
isolation may be to reduce the availability of places (if for instance there are 
nominal vacancies in those units, but new children cannot be placed into them). 
The peak impact of self-isolation, and particularly household isolation, on the 
Children's Hearings and youth justice systems needs to be more fully explored, 
for instance whether interim orders could satisfactorily be maintained. The impact 
of the outbreak on parents who have underlying health conditions may mean that 
more kinship arrangements need to be sought or respite care arranged for the 
children involved (for instance if the impact on the parent(s) is more severe, 
whether or not involving hospitalisation). 

12. The negative impacts of school and ELC closures can be summarised as: 

• Negative impact on learning, particularly for older pupils due to sit 
qualifications, and disruption to the exam diet; 

• Negative impact on ITE and ELC staff completing their qualifications 
• Negative impact on Economy & key services as workforce will need to cover 

childcare (may not be able to work from home or have paid leave) 
• Children likely to be looked after informally in groups or by grandparents (who 

are at risk) therefore higher risk for spread 
• Vulnerable families and children's needs may not be met — such as additional 

support or meals 

The impact of general school closures 

13. The impact of a wider policy of school and ELC closures would be similar to a 
significant level of ad hoc school closures, with a few differences due it affecting all 
families with children equally. This might mean that the solutions or mitigating actions 
were different, for example, in addressing the needs of vulnerable children all of whom 
would be out of school/ELC, and in considering the impact on the exam diet. At 
present, this is the less likely scenario but as ad hoc closures increase and scientific 
advice is updated, we will keep this under review. 

SG planning and coordination with DfE and key partners 

14. A 4-nations group on education and coronavirus has been established with 
DfE, to ensure consistency of messaging and analysis. It will meet twice a week, 
ahead of COBR(0). We have emphasised the importance of avoiding a situation in 
which UK Government Ministers start talking publicly about school closures without 
the devolved administrations being aware in advance. 
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