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17 November 2020 
 
CORONAVIRUS (COVID-19): STRATEGIC FRAMEWORK AND NEW PROTECTION LEVELS 
 
Dear colleagues,  

I am writing following the First Minister’s announcement that 11 local authority areas will be 
moving into Level 4 of Scotland’s Strategic Framework from 6pm on Friday 20 November. 

As the FM set out in Parliament, this difficult decision has been taken to protect the NHS, 
create the prospect of us all being able to see some loved ones at Christmas and complete 
the journey to next spring with as few restrictions as possible and with the minimum impact 
on life and health. 

Thank you to those of you who have already shared your feedback with me and my officials 
as we develop guidance to support the application of these new protection levels in colleges 
and universities. This has now been published and, for ease of reference, is appended in 
Annex A. 

Some key points I would like to highlight: 

 Everyone should continue to follow the guidance and law in relation to social 
gatherings and travel in their relevant area.  
 

 This means that students should remain in their term-time accommodation, if they are 
able to, in line with our guidance on visits home. The Scottish Government remains 
committed to supporting students who choose to return home at the end of term to do 
so safely. In the meantime, it is extremely important students, particularly those in 
level 3 and 4 areas, follow this advice to prevent any further spread of COVID-19 and 
risking the lives of loved ones. I am writing to students with this request and ask that 
you repeat it to them. 
 

http://www.lobbying.scot/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-update-first-ministers-statement-tuesday-17-november-2020/#page-top
https://www.gov.scot/publications/covid-19-scotlands-strategic-framework/pages/2/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-universities-colleges-and-student-accommodation-providers/pages/health-and-safety/#minimisingcontact
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-protection-levels/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-student-home-visits/
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 Colleges, universities and accommodation providers have a duty of care to students, 
and I would like to reiterate my expectation that your number one priority is to support 
students’ wellbeing and development. This includes providing mental health and 
pastoral support.  
 

 I recognise how hard colleges and universities have worked to ensure the safest 
possible environment for staff and students with the resumption of blended learning at 
the start of the academic year. This approach will continue in Levels 0-2.  
 

 In Level 3, the guidance is clear that learning and teaching will be predominantly 
online, with in-person provision only where it is judged necessary to fulfil learning 
outcomes and to support student welfare and retention. Institutions in level 3 should 
rapidly review each course and support services, taking into account risks associated 
with the increased prevalence of the virus at this level, to determine the balance of 
provision and whether more elements should be temporarily moved online. 

 

 In Level 4, learning and teaching will be online with an exception for the delivery of 
critical and time-sensitive learning, assessments and work placements that cannot be 
delivered remotely or postponed.  
 

 This may include senior phase school pupils studying at college where this cannot be 
delivered remotely or postponed. In these instances, institutions should, in partnership 
with schools, local authorities and public health teams, pay very close attention to any 
evidence suggesting the potential for emerging bridges of transmission between 
school and FE/HE settings. In the event that any such evidence is identified, they 
should consult immediately with local public health teams on any requirement to 
pause in-person attendance at FE/HE institutions by senior phase students.  
 

 I ask that all institutions under Level 4 restrictions inform my officials by Monday 23 
November of the activity identified as a critical exemption along with the number of 
students expected to continue to face learning and teaching at this level. This should 
be sent to Paul.Wilson2@gov.scot  
 

 It is important that whatever level institutions find themselves in that their students 
have the opportunity to continue with a high quality learning experience, and 
institutions fulfil their duty of care to ensure all their students’ wellbeing and 
development is supported.  
 

 That is why, under Level 4, critical in-person student wellbeing and studying support 
services can continue. This includes access to safe study spaces, such as in college 
and university libraries. My officials will liaise with sectoral representatives to rapidly 
develop guidance to ensure the continued safe operation of campus libraries in 
Level 4. 
 

 Non-essential work in laboratories and research facilities resumed on campus in 
phase 2, including research libraries and research archives. This position remains 
unchanged for campuses in all areas in Scotland that are subject to Levels 0-3.  
However, on campuses in areas that are subject to Level 4, only essential work 
should be carried out in laboratories and research facilities, similar to the situation in 
phase 1 of the route map. 

http://www.lobbying.scot/
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 I wrote to you last week to update you on the measures we are putting in place to 
enable students to travel home safely at the end of term. I am grateful for the efforts 
already being made across all institutions to support the introduction of a Lateral Flow 
testing regime for students and I will shortly issue further guidance on the end of term 
arrangements more generally. We will also work with you on plans for a safe start 
next term, learning the lessons of the start of this academic year, with a view to 
providing clarity as soon as possible in the coming weeks. It is clear though that the 
return after the New Year will not be normal. 

 
I want to thank you again for everything you are doing to support students and staff during 
these extremely challenging times.  Today’s announcement is difficult and demands more 
sacrifices from us all but should help us complete the final stage of this horrible journey, with 
as little suffering and loss of life as possible, to help us to the point, hopefully next spring, 
when we will be vaccinating, testing and treating our way back to normality. 
 

 
RICHARD LOCHHEAD 

 
  

http://www.lobbying.scot/
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ANNEX A 
 
UPDATED GUIDANCE 

Minimising contact: blended learning 

From 22 July, colleges and universities have been able to commence a phased return to on 
campus learning as part of a blended model with remote teaching. Public health measures 
(including physical distancing) must be in place on campus.  
 

As set out in our Strategic Framework, to best tackle the virus, and protect people, we are 
moving to an approach based on five levels of protection. This allows for a rapid and 
proportionate response to be taken – locally or nationally – using a transparent range of 
measures and options.  

 

Building on planning during the various phases of the Scottish Government’s route map, a 
blended or ‘hybrid’ approach will remain in place. This will see a combination of digital and 
face-to-face delivery that reflects public health guidance. The precise blend of remote and 
face-to-face teaching will depend on the protection level a campus is operating under as set 
out in the Strategic Framework. The levels are set out below: 
 

  
Level 0 

(Baseline) 
Level 1 Level 2 Level 3  Level 4  

Colleges Blended  Blended  Blended 
Restricted 
Blended  

Restricted 
Blended  

Universities Blended  Blended  Blended 
Restricted 
Blended  

Restricted 
Blended  

 
As they did at the start of the crisis, colleges and universities should continue to support the 
provision of equipment to support blended learning, while maintaining physical distancing, 
and also to minimise the impact of digital poverty on their students.  
 
At all levels, students should refer to our guidance on visiting home. 
 
Institutions and providers should consider the guidance on transport, which includes 
exemptions for work and education. Institutions and providers should also consider advice 
on how to travel safely and other guidance both in considering the implications for staff and 
student travel to campuses and where they are transport providers themselves. 
 
Institutions, providers and student associations should continue to follow specific national 
guidance relevant to a particular area where it is applicable to the setting or activity. 
 
Levels 0 – 2: blended learning 
 
Colleges and universities will implement a blended learning model and identify the 
appropriate blend of delivery, reflecting what will best ensure compliance with public health 
requirements while providing high quality learning as well as supporting more vulnerable 
learners and staff.  
 

http://www.lobbying.scot/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/covid-19-scotlands-strategic-framework/
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https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-on-travel-and-transport/
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Staff and students may spend time on campus, albeit not in the numbers or as frequently as 
before the virus. The learning environment will be different from ‘normal.’ 
 
Recognising that there may be negative impacts to students and others if access to 
education is limited, colleges and universities should carefully consider the appropriate use 
of risk and equality impact assessments in deciding the scope and scale of face-to-face 
teaching and support services. 
 
For all in-person activity, mitigation measures should be put in place to manage risk. 
 
Large scale teaching events indoors must continue to be avoided. The expectation is that 
most face-to-face engagement will be in much smaller groups. Physical distancing measures 
should be in place in all situations. 
 
For contact tracing purposes, a record of the contact details of students attending in-person 
sessions should be kept. Colleges and universities should keep records of staff and students 
who have attended on-site classes and activities. Records should also be kept of visitors and 
contractors. Particular attention should be made to the guidance on lawful data collection 
and management. 
 
How institutions should operate in levels 0-2 is set out below:  
 

Level Colleges Universities 

0 As per the guidance 
above with the 
possibility of more on-
campus activity if that 
can be done within 
FACTS guidelines.  

As per the guidance above, with the 
possibility of more on-campus activity if that 
can be done within FACTS guidelines. 

1 As per the definition of 
blended learning 
above.  

As per the definition of blended learning 
above. 

2 As per the definition of 
blended learning 
above. 

As per the definition of blended learning 
above. 

 
Levels 3 – 4: restricted blended learning  
 
Colleges and universities will implement a restricted blended learning model. How 
institutions should operate under these levels is set out below: 
 
 

Level Colleges Universities 

3 Learning and teaching 
will be predominantly 
online, with in-person 
provision only where it is 
judged necessary to fulfil 
learning outcomes, such 
as for subjects which 

Learning and teaching will be predominantly 
online, with in-person provision only where it 
is judged necessary to fulfil learning 
outcomes, such as for subjects which 
require clinical, practical or a 
vocational/professional learning element, 

http://www.lobbying.scot/
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require clinical, practical 
or a 
vocational/professional 
learning element, and to 
support student welfare 
and retention. 
 
Colleges will review 
each course and support 
services, taking into 
account risks associated 
with the increased 
prevalence of the virus 
at this level, to 
determine the balance of 
provision and whether 
more elements should 
be temporarily moved 
online.  

and to support student welfare and 
retention. 
 
Universities will review each course and 
support services, taking into account risks 
associated with the increased prevalence of 
the virus at this level, to determine the 
balance of provision and whether more 
elements should be temporarily moved 
online.  
 
 

4 Learning and teaching 
will be online with an 
exception for the 
delivery of critical and 
time-sensitive learning, 
assessments and work 
placements that cannot 
be delivered remotely or 
postponed. 

 
Critical in-person student 
wellbeing and studying 
support services can 
continue. 
 
Additional risk 
assessment and 
mitigation measures.  
 
 
 

Learning and teaching will be online with an 
exception for the delivery of critical and 
time-sensitive learning, assessments and 
work placements that cannot be delivered 
remotely or postponed. 

 
Critical in-person student wellbeing and 
studying support services can continue. 
 
Additional risk assessment and mitigation 
measures.  
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