
 

Purpose and background 

Purpose of this guidance 
This guidance has been issued in response to the First Minster’s announcement 
of 19 December 2020 and is intended to support a phased start to the spring 
term 2021. Details of the phased reopening arrangements are set out below. We 
aim for a full return to school buildings and face-to-face learning and teaching for 
all children on 18 January. 
 
This guidance, therefore, supplements the existing Coronavirus: reducing risks 
in schools guidance specifically to support schools and local authorities over the 
period from 21 December 2020 until 18 January 2021. All aspects of the existing 
guidance and accompanying mitigations continue to apply while schools are 
open. 
 
Please note: Schools that are planned to open in the week commencing 21 
December 2020 should do so as planned and follow their existing end of term 
arrangements. 
 

Background 
These exceptional arrangements are being put in place as a precautionary 
measure in light of the latest developments in the path of the virus. A range of 
previously published evidence has made clear that schools are not high risk 
environments when the appropriate mitigations and safety measures outlined in 
the Coronavirus: reducing risks in schools guidance are implemented, and this 
remains our judgement – there is no evidence that schools are driving 
transmission of the virus. 
 
However, controlling levels of community transmission plays an important role in 
ensuring that our schools can stay safe, open and welcoming – this approach is 
reflected in the Scottish Government’s COVID-19 strategic framework protection 
levels. These exceptional arrangements are therefore intended to ensure 
sufficient time to assess the impacts of the festive period on community 
transmission in light of a new strain of the virus having emerged, prior to the full 
reopening of schools 

 

Schools opening timeline 

Local authorities and schools should put in place the following exceptional 
arrangements for a phased return to schools in January. An educational 
continuity direction will be issued in due course to provide the legal basis for this 
approach 
 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-on-reducing-the-risks-in-schools/pages/overview/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-on-reducing-the-risks-in-schools/pages/overview/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-on-reducing-the-risks-in-schools/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/covid-19-scotlands-strategic-framework/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/covid-19-scotlands-strategic-framework/


After the festive break, schools should reopen in line with their previously agreed 
term dates (starting from Tuesday 5 January 2021). However, during this first 
week of opening (5 January to 8 January), attendance in schools should be 
restricted to: 

 vulnerable children and children of key workers only. Definitions are 
provided later in this supplementary guidance 

 all staff who, in the judgement of the local authority and schools, are 
required to attend in person to give effect to these revised school reopening 
arrangements 

 
This may, for example, include: staff needed to ensure the safe opening and 
operation of the school, including senior leadership teams, facilities 
management staff, cleaners, etc.; staff required to attend in order to plan for 
remote learning in week commencing 11 January; and staff required to attend to 
deliver in-person support to vulnerable children and children of key workers. For 
planning purposes, subject to existing guidance on clinically vulnerable staff, 
local authorities and schools may wish to require all staff to attend in person as 
usual on the day of return to ensure sufficient resource to support and plan for 
delivery of these arrangements. 
 
Local authorities may request an exceptional closure for the first day of return 
after the festive break, if this is strictly necessary to allow planning to take place 
for the safe return of vulnerable children and children of key workers. 
Our expectation is that provision during this first week of operation may be 
limited to in-school childcare and wellbeing support for vulnerable children and 
key worker children. This may create additional time for some teachers to 
prepare for learning and teaching which will begin on 11 January. 
Local authorities and schools may wish to draw on lessons learnt from running 
childcare hubs earlier in the pandemic when putting in place the local 
arrangements in schools to meet the needs of vulnerable children and the 
children of key workers. 
 
Appropriate provision of school transport for children and young people 
attending school should continue. Advice on safe school travel remains in place. 
The school holiday period will effectively be extended for all other children (i.e. 
those not meeting the definitions of vulnerable children, or children of key 
workers) until Monday 11 January. 
 
For the week from Monday 11 January to Friday 15 January, vulnerable 
children and the children of key workers will continue to attend school in-
person.  Schools will switch from offering childcare and wellbeing support to 
offering learning and teaching on 11 January for these groups (attendance in 
schools should be restricted to necessary staff, vulnerable children and children 
of key workers). 
 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-on-reducing-the-risks-in-schools/pages/school-operations/#schooltransport


All other pupils should be provided with an appropriate timetable of remote 
learning during the week from Monday 11 January to Friday 15 January. 
From Monday 18 January onwards, we expect schools to be open to all staff 
and pupils for in-person teaching and learning as normal, and operating within 
the existing guidance on reducing risks in schools and strategic framework 
protection levels. It will be crucial to ensure enhanced attention to applying all of 
the preventative and mitigating approaches to reduce risk in school, the wider 
school estate and on school transport. 
 
Under normal operating circumstances, neither the strategic framework nor the 
reducing risks in schools guidance requires any automatic move to school 
closures or remote or blended learning as a result of specific levels being 
attained. The measures put in place across wider society at different levels of 
the Strategic Framework have been designed precisely to avoid this eventuality, 
reflecting the Government’s key priority to enable schools to remain open safely. 
 
However, the use of targeted remote learning remains an important contingency 
for schools at all levels of the Strategic Framework. There may be 
circumstances in which, based on clear evidence and public health 
considerations, or other relevant factors (e.g. minimum staffing requirements) 
specific schools require either to close, or to implement remote learning for 
some children and young people, for a defined period of time. All such decisions 
will continue to be made by local incident management teams working in 
partnership, and led by Health Protection Teams on behalf of local Directors of 
Public Health, who will take full account of school safety and wider public health 
considerations in line with their statutory duties. Similar decisions may require to 
be taken by local authorities in conjunction with schools where staffing 
constraints (e.g. due to self-isolation or shielding) or other matters make such a 
move unavoidable. 
 
These exceptional arrangements will be subject to an ongoing assessment of 
the state of the virus in Scotland and any further developments with regard to 
the new mutation. Updates on this will be provided at the earliest opportunity. 
 
All of the above is subject to existing guidance on attendance for clinically 
vulnerable staff and pupils, including the enhanced protections at Levels 3 and 
4. In line with existing arrangements, a letter from the Chief Medical Officer 
(CMO) is expected to be issued to those on the shielding list ahead of local 
authorities moving into Level 4 in most parts of the country. 
 
For children and young people, the letter sets out the general advice that those 
who are on the shielding list should not attend school, college or regulated 
childcare services such as nurseries in protection level 4. However, following 
consultation with secondary care (hospital) clinical teams families may be 
advised that an individualised risk assessment could be undertaken with the 



school, college or nursery and arrangements put in place which may allow the 
child to continue to attend. 
 
Local authorities and schools should consider whether local risk assessments 
and individual risk assessments for clinically vulnerable individuals need to be 
updated to ensure the safe running of schools under these arrangements. Local 
decisions should be made about whether specific staff may work from home 
where their attendance is not required to give effect to these arrangements – for 
example, when delivering remote learning. 
 
Local authorities should ensure that children eligible for free school meals 
continue to receive them (or benefit from alternative arrangements) during the 
period of operation of these arrangements (see below for further information on 
this). 

 

Vulnerable children and young people 

Support for vulnerable children and young people 
Some children and young people rely upon the care and protection provided by 
schools and other agencies in relation to a range of specific circumstances. 
Local authorities (including through joint working between Chief Social Work 
Officers and Directors of Education) should ensure and prioritise continued care 
and support for these pupils during the period of 5 January to 18 January. 

Vulnerable children and young people – definition 

Children and young people may be vulnerable because of factors related to their 
personal development, features of their family life, or because of wider 
influences that impact on them within their community. 
Those children who were considered to be vulnerable prior to the pandemic 
should have been known to services, and are likely to have had a child’s plan. 
Where a child requires co-ordinated support from more than one agency, this is 
likely to suggest greater vulnerability, and the plan would be co-ordinated by a 
lead professional. This would include a range of children and young people, 
such as those: 

 at risk of significant harm, with a child protection plan 
 looked after at home, or away from home 
 ‘on the edge of care’, where families would benefit from additional support 
 with additional support needs, where there are one or more factors which 

require significant or co-ordinated support 
 affected by disability 
 where they and/or their parents are experiencing poor physical or mental 

health 
 experiencing adversities including domestic abuse and bereavement 
 requiring support when they are involved in making transitions at critical 

stages in their lives. 



Children and families may also experience adversity because of the impact of 
poverty and disadvantage (including entitlement to free school meals), and many 
will be facing this because of the necessary measures to respond to the 
pandemic.  This will include families with loss of income, experiencing social 
isolation, or otherwise struggling because of the lockdown. 
 

Decision making for this group 

Local authorities and health boards, working with partners including third sector 
organisations, will either know or be able to identify the children and families 
within their areas who are potentially at risk and therefore need additional 
support.  The need for additional support can be identified prior to birth, so this 
should include help for pregnant women. 
 
Crucially, vulnerability is not an exclusive concept, but should take account of all 
of these factors and others, that means that a child and family may need 
additional support. The judgement of the children’s sector professionals – 
critically those working most closely with the family – will be paramount in 
assessing vulnerability. 
 
Those who work directly with children and young people are best placed to 
identify children and young people who will require support in order to ensure 
their wellbeing, as a result of these exceptional phased opening arrangements. 

 

Named Person (key point of contact) service 
Named persons as key points of contact are a very important first response for 
vulnerable children (as defined above). 
Local authorities will consider how best to continue to provide key points of 
contact during the period from 5 January to 18 January. 

 

Support for children of keyworkers 
The definitions of key workers agreed with local authorities previously during the 
pandemic will continue to apply. The need for local flexibility to suit local 
circumstances is acknowledged. The definition of key workers sets out that: 
There should be a particular focus on key workers in posts which ensure that 
essential services can be delivered and cover tasks within the local community 
which support the vulnerable and aid community resilience. This may be slightly 
different in each community to allow the country to address local 
priorities. Whilst decisions will be taken at the local level, we would expect this to 
include consideration of: 
 Category 1 – Health and Care workers directly supporting COVID-19 

response, and associated staff; Health and Care workers supporting life 
threatening emergency work, as well as critical primary and community care 
provision; Energy suppliers (small numbers identified as top priority already); 
staff providing childcare/learning for other category 1 staff. 



 Category 2 – All other Health and Care workers, and wider public sector 
workers providing emergency/critical welfare services (for example: fire, 
police, prisons, social workers), as well as those supporting our Critical 
National Infrastructure, without whom serious damage to the welfare of the 
people of Scotland could be caused. 

 Category 3 – All workers (private, public or third sector) without whom there 
could be a significant impact on Scotland (but where the response to COVID-
19, or the ability to perform essential tasks to keep the country running, would 
not be severely compromised). 

  
For the avoidance of doubt, during these phased reopening arrangements we 
would expect that all school staff and staff providing daycare of children’s 
services, including early learning and childcare, who are required to attend their 
work in person would qualify as category 1 or 2 key workers. 
 

Implementation of reducing risks guidance (including 

approach to groupings) 
All staff and pupils attending schools during the period 5 January to 18 January 
should continue to implement and strictly observe the mitigations set out at Level 
4 in the Coronavirus: reducing risks in schools, including with regard to face 
coverings (the small number of local authority areas in Level 3 should implement 
Level 3 restrictions, although they will also be subject to the timeline for the 
phased reopening of schools set out in this guidance). 
 
It has been agreed with clinicians that schools may, if absolutely necessary 
during the phased start to the term, re-group vulnerable pupils and children of 
key workers (i.e. move them into different groups to those they were in prior to 
the festive break). This should be kept to the minimum necessary to ensure 
effective, safe learning and teaching arrangements are in place. It should be 
done in a way which meets children’s needs and enables them to engage in 
learning and teaching which is age and stage appropriate.  Upon a full return to 
school, children and young people may return to their original groupings. 
 
All staff and pupils should continue to be vigilant for coronavirus 
symptoms.  Unless staff are symptomatic or are advised to get a test by a 
healthcare professional, testing is not a requirement. However, if members of 
school staff are concerned that they have been at risk from infection, then they 
may request a test whether or not they have symptoms. Staff should make such 
requests via their local authority employer, who can book a test for them using 
the employer portal, or for staff in Orkney, Shetland and Comhairle nan Eilean 
Siar, can advise school staff on the testing arrangements with their local Health 
Board. 
 

 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-on-reducing-the-risks-in-schools/


Clinically vulnerable staff and pupils (including 

formerly shielding individuals) 
The arrangements for clinically vulnerable school staff and pupils as set out in 
the reducing risks in schools guidance should be followed. This includes 
the baseline advice (which applies as standard throughout all levels) and 
the enhanced protections at Levels 3 and 4. This guidance makes clear that 
individual risk assessments should be in place for clinically vulnerable staff. 
Local authorities should ensure that clinical advice is taken fully into account 
when agreeing appropriate mitigations with employees. 
 
Information on shielding, including who would be considered within the highest 
risk group, is available in COVID-19: shielding advice and support. Where 
concerns exist, guidance for people with underlying health conditions has been 
prepared and will continue to be updated. School staff who have underlying 
health conditions will wish to be aware of this advice in order to inform 
discussions with their employer, trade union and/or healthcare team in line with 
the current guidance on reducing risks in schools. 

 

Remote learning support 

The guidance on reducing risks in schools includes guidance on contingency 
planning. The advice is based on the assumption that practitioners know their 
learners best, and can arrange learning which is appropriate to the needs and 
circumstances of their learners.  It should also be assumed that learners will 
know what they are to do when remote learning and that parents/carers are fully 
informed of the contingency plans in place.   All schools and local authorities 
should therefore have well-developed plans for blended and remote learning. 
These should be reviewed as early as possible to ensure they are current and 
appropriate for fully remote learning, and updated as required. 
 
Resources to support remote learning in non-school settings have been 
developed within local authorities, through Education Scotland and Regional 
Improvement Collaboratives, including national initiatives and partnerships. 
A variety of options may be considered. These may include, for example, written 
work, online tasks using Glow or Google Classroom, access to live lessons 
through Glow (for example, by communicating through the chat function or 
through live video links with learners), or access to recorded lessons. 
Practitioners know their learners best, and should be arranging learning which is 
appropriate to their needs and circumstances. 
 
Education Scotland, e-Sgoil, ADES and Regional Improvement Collaboratives 
have worked very closely with all 32 local authorities to strengthen the overall 
national offer of support for e-learning through partnership working. This offer 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-on-reducing-the-risks-in-schools/pages/scientific-and-public-health-advice/#specialconsiderations
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-on-reducing-the-risks-in-schools/pages/protection-levels-3-and-4/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/covid-shielding/pages/changes-to-shielding-advice/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-tailored-advice-for-those-who-live-with-specific-medical-conditions/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-on-reducing-the-risks-in-schools/pages/contingency-planning/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-on-reducing-the-risks-in-schools/pages/contingency-planning/


includes access to live, recorded and supported learning resources as part of 
the National e-Learning Offer. 
 
 Live – e-Sgoil has been widening access to a range of programmes covering 

ages 3 to 18 since August 2020 augmenting the work of classroom teachers 
across the country. The first example of this was in August 2020, when e-
Sgoil announced a package of free, live, interactive online study webinars for 
senior phase pupils starting 7 September. 

 Recorded – Teachers in the West Partnership and Tayside have developed a 
series of over 400 recorded lessons for BGE and senior phase. The first set of 
videos are now available and will be added to over the next few 
months.  These recorded lessons are available through Glow by local 
authorities signing up to ClickView, free of charge.  
 Supported – Teachers in their subject networks have shared and 

developed resources for online access and use. Nearly 14,000 supported 
resources are available across 14 subjects.  The materials have been 
developed by teachers for teachers and are available through Glow. 

 
As a further aspect to its national offer, Education Scotland's Scotland Learns 
provides additional learning at home activities. 
 
The e-Sgoil provision is one part of the wider national offer of e-learning support, 
and can respond to requests for additional support from local authorities. 
E-Sgoil programmes are in place for Early Level and for First to Third/Fourth 
Levels BGE.  The programmes are designed to complement the curriculum and 
remote learning being provided by schools and local authorities across 
Scotland.  The programmes are developed iteratively, in collaboration with 
schools and partners, building on what works. They will adapt and change in 
response to need. 
 
Live lessons for secondary BGE are delivered in a rolling series of four, two-
week programmes, catering directly for teachers and young people self-isolating. 
Programme details and timetables are available on the e-Sgoil website. 
A refreshed Senior Phase daytime provision will be available from 11 January 
2021 taking account of changed guidance and arrangements from SQA.  This 
senior phase offer is live on the e-Sgoil website. 
 
Study support sessions are currently running for young people in the senior 
phase and will continue to do so in response to demand. The following subjects 
are available via the e-Sgoil Senior Phase study support offer: 

 

 

https://education.gov.scot/improvement/national-e-learning-offer/
http://www.e-sgoil.com/esgoilbgeoffer2020/
http://www.e-sgoil.com/seniorphase20/


National 5 (4) Higher (13) Advanced Higher 

(8) 

Mathematics 

Physics 

English 

Computing 

Science 

  

  

Physics 

Chemistry 

Mathematics 

English 

Business Management 

Health and Food 

Technology 

History 

Music 

Spanish 

French 

Gaelic learners 

Gàidhlig 

Religious, moral and 

philosophical studies 

Human Biology 

Biology 

Chemistry 

English 

French 

Mathematics 

Modern Studies 

Physics 

Spanish 

  

In addition, the National Improvement Hub provides learning resources, 
webinars and links to Glow Connect, a resource where teachers can to get 
information, help and support for Glow. Regional Improvement Collaborative 
Partnerships of local authorities have further information and support on 
Curriculum and blended learning for teachers which can be accessed through 
Glow. Live and recorded webinars and blogs for practitioners with advice on 
learning and teaching online and on making the best use of digital 
platforms continue to be made available through digilearn.scot. Further 
innovative work is underway via the regional improvement collaboratives. 
Local authorities and schools should continue the work they have been 
undertaking in relation to tackling digital exclusion. This includes the provision of 
devices and connectivity solutions to support educational continuity when 
children and young people are learning outside of the school environment. This 
local activity is supplemented by the Scottish Government’s £25m investment in 
digital devices and connectivity solutions designed to combat digital exclusion in 
school-aged children and young people. 
 

 

https://education.gov.scot/improvement/
https://glowconnect.org.uk/
https://blogs.glowscotland.org.uk/glowblogs/digilearn/
https://blogs.glowscotland.org.uk/glowblogs/digilearn/
https://blogs.glowscotland.org.uk/glowblogs/digilearn/


Assessments for senior pupils being affected 

by these decisions    
In acknowledgement of COVID-19 related disruption to young people’s 
education this academic year, the Deputy First Minister outlined to Parliament on 
8 December that National Qualifications in 2020-2021 will be awarded on 
evidence of demonstrated attainment, supported by local and national quality 
assurance processes. The alternative certification model offers flexibility and will 
help to alleviate some of the impacts on learning.  Work is ongoing, led by SQA 
in collaboration with the education system, to produce further guidance for 
Higher and Advanced Higher.  
 
Individual schools can provide more information on the arrangements for 
forthcoming assessments including the support young people can receive. 
Individual schools may have prelim exams scheduled for the period between 5 
January and 15 January. Prelims are not a required part of the qualifications 
process and decisions with regards to this matter rest with individual schools. It 
should, however, be noted that the guidance issued by the National 
Qualifications 2021 Group in October outlined advice on gathering evidence and 
producing estimates for National Qualifications, in light of the exams being 
cancelled.  This outlined that a range of candidate evidence for estimates should 
be gathered to demonstrate attainment across the course, and that a range of 
flexible assessments can be used.  
 

 

School meals 

Under the provision of section 53 of the Education (Scotland) Act 1980, local 
authorities must promote the availability of school lunches at all schools, and 
any other educational establishments under their management, and they must 
encourage all pupils in attendance to consume those school lunches. In the case 
of free school meals, education authorities are also required to take all 
reasonable steps to ensure that every pupil who is entitled to free school 
lunches receives them. 
 

Free school meals provision during the period 5 January to 15 

January 
The arrangements for free school meals over the Christmas school holidays 
should be rolled on for the period 5 January to 15 January initially.  Local 
authorities and schools should continue to provide free school meals or 
alternatives, for children and young people who are eligible for free school 
meals. 
 



These can be provided using a range of methods in line with family preference 
including: cash payments to families of eligible children; supermarket vouchers; 
home deliveries or through attendance at school. These options are not 
exhaustive and there may be alternatives which would better suit local needs 
and circumstances.   
 
Local authorities and schools will use different approaches depending on their 
individual circumstances and in response to local need.  These approaches may 
also need to change due to health protection advice. 
Information on eligibility criteria is available from mygov.scot. 
 

Provision for special diets 
Local authorities and schools will continue to ensure that pupils with special 
diets or allergies are catered for. No matter which option is chosen to provide 
meals to pupils, care needs to be taken to check whether any pupils have 
allergies or special diets before food is provided. 

 

 

Communication with families 

Local authorities and schools should ensure arrangements are put in place 
to  communicate what the phased start to the term in January 2021 means for 
individual families as soon as is practically possible, and continue to 
communicate regularly thereafter. Consideration should be given to matters 
such as the needs of separated parents (having regard to the appropriateness of 
both parents being provided with information), parents for whom English is an 
additional language and parents/carers with disabilities. The importance of 
complying with mitigations should also be reinforced with all members of the 
school community. 
 
Guidance for early learning and childcare settings, schools and local authorities 
on communicating with and reporting to parents during COVID-
19 and supporting parents and pupils with learning at home during COVID-19 is 
available on Education Scotland’s National Improvement Hub. 
Information to support parents includes: 

 A Parent Club COVID-19 internet microsite, which contains advice on 
working from home whilst caring for children, advice on helping children 
with remote and blended learning as well as links to advice and support 
resources for parents of children with additional support needs. 

 Education Scotland’s Parentzone Scotland website includes advice for 
parents, families and practitioners on supporting children and young 
people’s learning during COVID-19. 

https://www.mygov.scot/school-meals/
https://education.gov.scot/media/qqydodzt/cerg-reporting-to-parents-guidance-nov-2020.pdf
https://education.gov.scot/media/qqydodzt/cerg-reporting-to-parents-guidance-nov-2020.pdf
https://education.gov.scot/media/3zxfumlo/supportingpupilsandparents.pdf
https://education.gov.scot/improvement/
https://www.parentclub.scot/topics/coronavirus
https://education.gov.scot/parentzone/


 The National Parent Forum Nutshell guide on blended learning, published 
in August 2020. This joins further Nutshells on Supporting Learning at 
Home during “lockdown” and on online safety. 

 Education Scotland’s Scotland Learns initiative provides newsletters and 
online resources for teachers and for parents/carers. 

  
When children and young people are learning at home, schools should ensure 
communication with families to maximise engagement in learning, offering any 
support or advice that may be needed. 

Young Scot have updated their guidance for children and young people to 
include information on the phased start to the term in January 2021. This can be 
accessed through the Young Scot website: Going to School During the 
Coronavirus (COVID-19) Pandemic | Young Scot. 
 

 
 

https://www.npfs.org.uk/downloads/blended-learning-nutshell/
https://www.npfs.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/edd/2020/05/NPFS_learning-at-home_E.pdf
https://www.npfs.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/edd/2020/05/NPFS_learning-at-home_E.pdf
https://www.npfs.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/edd/2020/05/NPFS_online_safety_E.pdf
https://education.gov.scot/improvement/scotland-learns/
https://young.scot/get-informed/national/back-to-school-your-frequently-asked-questions
https://young.scot/get-informed/national/back-to-school-your-frequently-asked-questions

