
OFFICIAL: SENSITIVE

Graeme Logan
Director, Learning Directorate

1711 March 2020

Deputy First Minister and Cabinet Secretary for Education and Skills

Coronavirus - school/ELC closures

Purpose

1. To provide you with advice on the closure of schools and early learning and
childcare settings in Scotland due to coronavirus

Priority

2. Urgent - you requested this advice today.

What is the justification for school/ELC closures?

3. To date we have relied upon the expert scientific and public health advice
provided by the Chief Medical Officer and the Scientific Advisory Group for
Emergencies (SAGE) with regard to any justification for universal school closures.

4. SAGE have been asked to review their position on school closures and are
expected to meet and provide advice tomorrow. We understand that SAGE is now
expected to recommend on Thursday that school closure is the appropriate
course of action.. We are working on the assumption that policy decisions taken on
the back of the SAGE advice will apply not only to schools but to all early learning and
childcare settings providing services to pre-school aged children, i.e. essentially all
childcare provision for under 5s with the exception of childminding services and not
just the provision of statutory early learning and childcare entitlement, and to out of
school care services.

5. We understand that SAGE have considered what additional benefits school
closures would bring on top of social distancing measures already announced, what
timing would give most benefit, what the impacts of partial school closures would be,
and whether the benefits would be outweighed by the impact of children being looked
after by grandparents/childminders or students gathering in other locations. The
impacts on NHS capacity will have formed a key part of this analysis also.

6. Using this advice, we need to be clear what we would be trying to achieve
through school closures. This could be a short term move (extending the Easter break)
for staff shortage/ resilience purposes. Or it could be a longer term measure to try to
suppress the spread of the virus, requiring a closure period of at least 13 weeks. If we
are very clear about what we are trying to achieve, and why, this will build public
confidence. Partial school opening during either period of closure is about enabling
key workers to attend their work, in order to save lives. It is also about fairness for
young people, who have worked toward qualifications for 11, 12 or 13 years at school,
allowing them to complete their coursework and achieve the qualifications and awards
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in the senior phase that they deserve. A crystal clear focus will help explain our
approach and get support for it.

7. There are very significant and building pressures in respect of public confidence
regarding school closures in Scotland and across the UK. The social distancing
measures announced last night have prompted widespread public comment about the
apparent inconsistency with our position on schools. Our daily contacts with local
authorities suggest they are finding it increasingly difficult to "hold the line" on schools
remaining open. Some report being inundated with parental concerns, as well as
declining pupil attendance, staff absences, and pupil/staff infections leading to
localised school closures. Teaching unions are becoming increasingly concerned that
teachers are being asked to put themselves at risk of infection, and EIS have indicated
they may call for school closures from tomorrow. The Scottish Government has
received more than 500 pieces of correspondence about the issue of school closures
in the past few days.

8. Our view is that, in the absence of decisive action on school closures, there is
a real and increasing risk of events getting ahead of us, and the government being
seen as having lost control of this issue. This could be extremely damaging to public
confidence in our handling of the wider Covid-19 crisis.

Options for school closures - how can we best protect key interests?

9. We have previously provided advice about the potential impacts of school
closures. You asked us to explore options for school closures that could help address
public concerns while protecting the following key interests that could otherwise be
affected:

e Critical workers: ensuring children of critcial workers, especially NHS staff, have
continuing access to all age learning and childcare that allows their parents to
participate in the national response to Covid-19.

e Educational continuity: ensuring educational continuity for S4-S6 pupils
preparing for examinations. The message would be that pupils who still have
coursework to complete should go to school to complete this. Schools will agree
this at local level with pupils in relation to individual subjects and qualification
courses. In addition, many schools offer Easter revision classes for pupils
preparing for exams and we would want this to continue. Some of these classes
are funded through the Scottish Attainment Challenge and particularly benefit
children living in poverty. They are part of the strategy to reduce the attainment
gap in some schools. Should we decide on longer term closures for medical
purposes, we would advise that schools open as exam centres (as per the
examinations timetable) on the dates required between 27 April and 4 June.

e Vulnerable children: maintaining protections and support for vulnerable children,
particularly in respect of free school meals and children with additional support
needs. Many more families may become vulnerable (redundancies, zero hours
contracts not being awarded hours etc), and that in terms of health some families
may be vulnerable without knowing it (eg if both parents suffer underlying health
conditions, and authorities may not have them in mind or even in some cases be
aware of them - in such cases having the children in school may help the parents
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rest and keep them at home. In extremis kinship, respite or short term foster care
may be needed).

10. You are aware that, in partnership with COSLA, we issued a communication to
all local authorities last week, asking that they consider their arrangements for
achieving these and other goals in the event of localised school closures (see Annex
A). Local authorities are expected to provide us with feedback on the arrangements
they have in place by close of play tomorrow (18 March), and any areas where
further support is required. We have had daily calls with ADES, COSLA and SOLACE
on Covid-19 school issues, including monitoring attendance and contingency
planning, including for partial school closure. Officials have also held a number of
discussions with teacher professional associations.

11. Our view is that it must be for local authorities to make the arrangements
that are most suited to their local circumstances. However, based on discussions
to date, most local authorities are taking similar approaches to these issues, which
entail "partial school closures", or running a skeleton provision to protect key interests.
In particular, it may not make sense to close all early learning and childcare provision
if emergency all-age childcare which could have been delivered from these settings
then has to be re-provisioned elsewhere. Some local authorities may struggle to keep
their entire school estate open on a partial basis, and may wish to make other
arrangements for the key groups detailed in paragraph 9, for example through 'hubs'
across groups of schools or supervised activities in village halls or extending the
childcare provided by after school clubs or holiday clubs. Specific examples we are
aware of to date include:

e Key workers: Shetland have implemented a "hub" arrangement to provide
childcare for the children of key workers, defined initially as health care, social care
workers, emergency services and any other service which is classified as essential
work as defined by Emergency Planning. These hubs are being provided in existing
private and local authority nurseries and out of school clubs.

e Educational continuity: A number of local authorities have provided examples of
home learning and revision packs that have been prepared for pupils to provide
educational continuity. Many local authorities are ensuring that Glow accounts are
current and accessible for staff and pupils. Glasgow City Council have circulated
advice to all their schools on how to make use of a range of online digital tools to
maintain educational continuity.

e Vulnerable children: Options under consideration by some local authorities
include provision of free school meals in alternative venues, and provision of
ingredients used in free school meals to enable preparation of meals at home.
Shetland are organising direct payments to families whose children are entitled to
free school meals.

12. Evenif we promote a local approach, there are actions we can take at national
level to support local authorities in developing and implementing local solutions. The
Directorate for Early Learning and Childcare is considering how we could enable a
system of emergency childcare provision to support those parents and carers fulfilling
critical and key worker roles. This childcare will have to meet minimum regulatory
requirements to provide those parents and carers with confidence that their children
are safe and well looked after while they fulfil their commitments. We understand
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parents and carers will require a single childcare provision for all age groups of children
- both pre-school and those already attending school. Requirements for childcare to
meet work commitments outside of normal childcare hours (including night shifts) is
also being considered.

13. Colleagues have had very encouraging early discussions with the Care
Inspectorate about regulatory flexibilities which could support emergency provision.
The Care Inspectorate is taking a very proactive and pragmatic approach to
registration and staffing requirements. This takes account of cea number of possible
scenarios including extending existing provision to cater for all age groups and
potentially registering new provision in community facilities which are currently
accessed by children and families (community centres, libraries etc). It also includes
relaxing staff: child ratios and lifting of normal regulatory quality inspection
requirements. Childminders will also be included as providers of emergency childcare.
Discussions between Care Inspectorate and the SSSC also indicate that there is a
similarly pragmatic approach being taken to requirements for staff qualifications.
Alison Cumming and colleagues will provide you with more detailed advice on these
issues in the coming days.

14. There is a risk that a partial approach will not be clearly understood, and we will
need to develop a clear narrative regarding how different needs are being balanced in
maintaining some provision. We could review early arrangements put in place by
authorities alongside the emergency powers of direction, once available, and reflect
on whether a more systematic approach backed by directions would be helpful.

15. We understand that DfE are making similar plans, asking schools to close to
most pupils but continue to play a role to support vulnerable children and young people
and children of key workers. This would include schools working in partnerships
together to maintain the provision for the children in those two key situations.

Timing and sequencing

16. In advance of receiving feedback from local authorities tomorrow we cannot be
certain that appropriate arrangements are under development across all local
authorities. The timing and the sequencing of any announcement on school closures
is therefore of critical importance - getting this right could help relieve some of the
pressures/anxiety in the system, while giving local authorities a critical extra few days
to intensify activity on contingency planning and finalise arrangements.

17. We need to recognise the important stability school provides in the lives of
young people (food, care, security, nurture etc). A closure, particularly for a lengthy
period, will have a significant impact on all young people, and it is vital to make this as
orderly a process as possible, setting a timescale for closure that enables us to put
some provision in place for all and for the specific groups identified.

18. On balance, we believe that an early announcement on school closures is
needed to ensure the position remains orderly. Our judgement is that, in view of
building public pressure, it is highly unlikely we will be able to keep all schools open
until the Easter holiday. You could announce this week that normal school/ELC
provision should cease from Friday 20 March, with only skeleton provision in

4

INQ0002567170004


