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Linda Peat 
Good morning, everyone and a very warm welcome to our second CELCIS 
Education Forum of 2025. It is genuinely lovely to see so many of you 
here with us today, where we are celebrating 10 years of Virtual School 
Head Teachers in Scotland and to launch the first ever role profile for 
Virtual School Head Teachers in Scotland. And for those of you that I 
haven't met yet, I am Linda Peat. I am the Education Lead at CELCIS, and 
I'll be your host for today. It's my job to take you through the agenda, to 
introduce our contributors during the morning and invite you to offer 
questions and reflections throughout the session. We're hoping to do 
three things over the course of the morning. First, we are hoping to 
create a space where we can recognise and celebrate the work that's 
been done by and with Virtual School Head Teachers over the last decade, 
and importantly, the impact that it is having for care experienced children 
and young people. Secondly, we will be sharing the first Scottish role 
profile that has been created, and we've done that in collaboration with a 
number of partners. So, we're hoping for your support to spread the word 
about it and to galvanise some thinking about how we can all work 
together to use this in practice. And thirdly, we are hoping to give you an 
understanding of what a Virtual School Head Teacher in Scotland is, what 
they do, and to create a sense of what we can all do together to support 
their work for the benefit of care experienced children and young people.  

Our agenda today will begin with a story, a story about the development 
of the virtual school role and the work in Scotland. And our storytellers for 
that will be Laura Quinn, who is an Early Help Consultant with CELCIS, 
and Larissa Gordon, who is the Virtual School Head Teacher in Aberdeen 
city. And Larissa was the first Virtual School Head Teacher in Scotland and 
has been in post since 2015. We will then go on to hear from Neil 
Harrison, who is an associate professor in the Graduate School of 
Education at Exeter University, and Neil has led on research into the 
effectiveness of Virtual Schools in England, and he'll be taking us through 
the development of that research and some information around the 
evidence base for the role. Craig McCreadie, an Improving Care 
Experience Consultant in CELCIS, and Louise Chisholm, the Virtual School 
Head Teacher in Argyll and Bute will then give us some information and 
insights into the practice of Virtual School Head Teachers to help us 
understand what Virtual School Head Teachers do and how they work 
across the system.  

And then Michael Bettencourt, an Education Consultant from CELCIS, will  
spend some time sharing key information from our new role profile for 
Virtual School Head Teachers in Scotland, giving you an overview of the 
information that it contains alongside information about how you can use 

https://experts.exeter.ac.uk/39004-neil-harrison
https://experts.exeter.ac.uk/39004-neil-harrison


and access the role profile. And we will conclude today with a panel 
discussion with Mary Jane Hunter, the Virtual School Head Teacher in 
North Lanarkshire, Kimberley Keenan, the Virtual School Head Teacher in 
South Ayrshire, Susan Chambers, the Virtual School Head Teacher in 
Inverclyde and Professor Neil Harrison.    

We would be really grateful if people didn't take photographs of the 
screen or screenshot today's meeting or share any pictures or images 
online or on social media. We will make all the material available after the 
meeting so that you've got access to that and please also make sure that 
you're being mindful of children, young people and families’ confidentiality 
and identifiable information if you're asking questions or offering 
reflections. 

For those of you who haven't been involved with the Education Forum 
before, we at CELCIS, have hosted this free, open access network of 
practitioners and leaders for around 15 years now, and our aim is to bring 
together anyone who is involved with, or interested in the education of 
our care experienced learners. We meet up to four times a year, now 
usually online, to discuss specific themes and areas of relevance. And our 
aim is to provide support to the workforce and share helpful information 
that can have a positive impact on the experiences and educational 
outcomes for care experience learners. Today our theme, as I said a wee 
bit earlier, is celebrating 10 years of Virtual School Head Teachers in 
Scotland and allowing us to share the role profile that we have created to 
support effective, high-quality practice for those in the Virtual School 
Head Teacher role. And while the role of Virtual School Head Teacher has 
been statutory in England since around 2014 it's not statutory in 
Scotland. Larissa Gordon was the only Virtual School Head Teacher in 
Scotland for several years, until about 2018 when local authorities began 
to use the then new Care Experience Children and Young People Fund, 
which is part of the Scottish Attainment Challenge, to implement the role 
more widely in local authorities. In 2019 CELCIS received some additional 
funding from Scottish Government to become the home of the Scottish 
Virtual School Head Teacher Network for those fulfilling the virtual school 
role, and to understand how the role was being implemented locally, and 
the impact it was having for care experience learners. Scotland now has 
18 local authorities who have a Virtual School Head Teacher or equivalent 
in post, and those people that are in the role are working at a local level 
to provide additional support and expertise which makes an impact on a 
range of areas which are important for care experienced learners, areas 
such as children's rights, attendance, exclusions, well-being, amongst 
many, many others. And as a national network, we have undertaken a 
significant amount of work in collaboration with others to raise the profile 



of the role and to influence policy and practice in areas that we know will 
make a difference to care experienced learners. 

Throughout this work, over a number of years, we have become aware, 
though, that the role is not always well understood or well defined. So 
what we've done at CELCIS is work alongside those who are in the role 
and those who are working beside it to think together about how we can 
articulate what a Virtual School Head Teacher is and what they do, 
because we've also become aware that they're always becoming 
vulnerable to what we term as scope creep, and that the lack of definition 
was leading to a range of tasks and activities being asked of the role that 
was much wider than that was originally intended, and this was starting 
to lead to concerns being raised about the impact of this important role 
being diluted. So, as I've said, what we have done to address this is work 
alongside our Scottish network members, our Scottish Government 
colleagues, people in Education Scotland, Neil Harrison and colleagues in 
England and Wales, to develop a profile which defines the Scottish Virtual 
School Head Teacher role. It offers eight recommendations for the 
implementation of it and how it should function alongside a suggested job 
advert and job description. And you'll hear more about this later. So, I'm 
not going to go into too much detail, but one thing I would like to 
highlight is the definition that we offer of the role profile within the 
document that we're launching today. And we define a Virtual School 
Head Teacher in Scotland as a member of Senior Education staff who 
works at a strategic level with a focus to improve the educational 
experiences and outcomes of care experience learners. Their reach goes 
beyond academic learning and has an impact on children's rights, their 
well-being and stability by working with people who live with, teach and 
support children and young people with care experience. The Virtual 
School is the organisational framework that describes the children that 
the head teacher is responsible for, as if they attended a single school. 
And our hope is that by offering a clear definition and principles for 
implementation, that this will promote understanding and raise awareness 
of the role, while reducing the risk of the remit widening and the 
effectiveness of support for care experienced learners and education 
being diluted. I hope that that is some helpful context setting about our 
aims and our focus of today. So, I am going to invite Laura and Larissa to 
tell us a bit more about the story and the development of the role. So, 
Laura and Larissa, I will invite you to start.  

Laura Quinn 
Thanks, Linda and so thank you everybody for joining us this morning, 
and I am in the lucky position to be able to have a chat with Larissa 
Gordon, who is the pioneering first Scottish Virtual School Head Teacher, 



and we're just going to have a bit of a chat about how some of this role 
feels for you and how it's landed. So, we heard Linda give a bit of a 
definition of the Virtual School Head Teacher role, but we know it's quite 
misunderstood. How would you define what a Virtual School Head Teacher 
is, Larissa? 

Larissa Gordon 
Thanks, Laura. So yeah, I guess the role of the virtual school head 
teacher is to support those improvements in educational progress and 
attainment and also achievement for all of our care experienced children 
and young people, and that includes those children and young people who 
are maybe educated in schools in other local authorities. So, for Aberdeen 
City, we have a number of children who are educated outwith our local 
authority, and I would have responsibility for supporting those children 
and young people. Again, the children who are part of the virtual school - 
so on, our school role - do remain the responsibility of the school in which 
they're enrolled, and what we would do is provide that additional layer of 
support, and it's very much a senior strategic role, we are supporting 
from that individual child level throughout the way across to considering 
national policy and implementation, and very much working in a multi-
agency way. 

Laura Quinn 
Thanks. Larissa, could you tell us a little bit about your background and 
how you came into the work?  

Larissa Gordon 
So, I came into teaching back in 2002 and my subject background is as a 
biology teacher. I then became a principal teacher of biology, and then 
biology, science and design and technology, which was quite an 
interesting role, and finally, moving on to being a depute head in one of 
our local secondary schools. But as I say, being passionate about really 
making a difference for our children and young people, has been there 
throughout my career, but I felt that being able to have wider influence, I 
could make more of a difference for maybe some of our young people 
who needed someone who really could advocate for them, alongside  
parents, carers, social work, health, but really coming from that education 
perspective and moving into the role of Virtual School Head Teacher gave 
me the opportunity to do that.  

Laura Quinn 
Could you tell us a wee bit about how and why the position was created in 
your local authority? Being that you were the first authority to do this? 



Larissa Gordon 
Yes, certainly. I've been in post since December 2015, and the position of 
a Virtual School Head Teacher in Aberdeen was created following an 
Independent Review of Inclusion that the local authority undertook. And 
as with any review, there's a number of findings that came out from that. 
The key findings related to having the role of the Virtual School Head 
Teacher was that need to improve attainment, attendance, those long-
term outcomes for our care experienced children and young people. There 
was a need to better understand some of the vulnerabilities that may be 
there for our children and young people who are care experienced. There 
was also a need to be really better placed to look at emerging patterns, 
looking at trends, and having that key officer within the central team that 
had that oversight and was able to do that and inform strategic work. And 
then finally, there was a need to really support the authority to better 
meet our corporate parent duties. So those were the findings that that 
came out of the Review. And at that point, our Director of Education was 
Gayle Gorman, and she took the decision to move with creating the post 
of the Virtual School Head Teacher as a strategic lead who would drive 
those improvements forward, and she'd recently returned from working in  
England, so she had that first-hand experience of what that role looks like 
and what was possible through having that role in place as part of the 
structure. 

Laura Quinn 
Thank you for sharing that. Could you tell us a little bit about how the 
Virtual School Head Teacher Network group works? And some of the 
outputs from the group? 

Larissa Gordon 
So back in 2018 it was mentioned that we had additional funding that was 
given to local authorities to support care experienced learners. A number 
of those local authorities took the decision to use that funding to create a 
virtual school. And again, prior to that, I had had various conversations 
with local authorities about what the role looked like in Scotland, what 
we'd done in Aberdeen and how we were taking that forward. Some of 
that informed the decision that was made by them to take that forward. 
So then collectively, we made the decision to bring people together. So 
again, that was through Linda, Education Lead there in CELCIS, we pulled 
people together to discuss the role in more depth, because I had been the 
only one that was taking that forward in Scotland. We wanted to explore 
the possibilities of what that might look like in Scotland. So again, with 
the support from myself in Aberdeen, it was agreed that CELCIS would 
host and convene the network, back in March 2019 was our first meeting. 
At that point, we had nine Virtual School Heads in different local 



authorities. So, we brought everyone together, providing that that 
leadership and infrastructure and really a place for people to connect. So, 
over the past six years now, we have had links also with the National 
Association of Virtual School Head Teachers (NAVSH) in England. I've also 
linked  out to individual Virtual School Head Teachers in England, initially 
through the previous chair, Patrick Ward, and the insight and support 
we've had from colleagues in England has really been invaluable in 
helping to shape not only the role that I have in Aberdeen, but also 
helping us as a network to consider what it might look like for us in 
Scotland and how we take it forward. And then back in 2021 that 
partnership that we have with NAVSH was formalised when I was invited 
to join the extended board, being the representative for Scotland. So 
that's been a really positive experience, having that opportunity to share 
good practice and the work being done across the country. And we've had 
a number of outputs you were mentioning there. So, the first I would say 
is we've had the Self Evaluation Toolkit that we've done. We've also had a 
cross-border practice paper that's supporting when our children move 
between England, Scotland and also, we have in Wales, and there's been 
number of research papers as well. So real positives in terms of some of 
those outputs. 

Laura Quinn 
so, a socially organic start, but really productive as well. What do you 
personally get out of being part of the group, Larissa? 

Larissa Gordon 
I guess, for me, it's that opportunity to meet with professionals who are 
undertaking the same role. As I say, I had the post for three years before 
there was somebody else in Scotland that I could link with. And although 
it was really positive having the links in England, it does look a bit 
different in Scotland, our landscape is a bit different. I think that's been 
hugely positive, having that. Being able to collaborate to improve our 
outcomes, for our care experienced young people has been really positive. 
We also benefit, and certainly I do benefit, from the expertise of CELCIS. 
We have Education Scotland, who are part of the group, and we have the 
other Virtual School Head Teachers. We can learn from each other. We're 
also fully informed of latest research, training, any interventions that we 
can then take forward to support our children. We also, I guess, benefit 
from having the ear of Scottish Government when we're considering 
policy that relates to an impact on our care experienced children. So 
there's that opportunity to feed back to Scottish Government on what's 
working, what isn't working, and really sort of considering taking that 
policy into practice. 



Laura Quinn 
Thank you. What do you think would be the priorities for the group over 
the next five years? 

Larissa Gordon 
I guess going forward for me, would really want to build the network. We 
mentioned, there are 18 virtual school heads. I have children and young 
people who are educated across the country in some local authorities 
where we don't have that. We're really keen to build on that, that we 
have right the way across Scotland. Again, beginning to collaborate more 
formally with other Virtual School Heads outwith that sort of network - 
meetings that we have, we have done that informally, but I think really 
looking to galvanise some of that work. And then also reconsidering, what 
else is it that we need to do to deliver on The Promise plan 2024-30, you 
know, how can we influence that as a network and influence change 
moving things in a positive direction, including a recognition of the wider 
measures of progress that need to be considered when we're looking at 
impact for our children and young people. So, you know, more than just 
the quantitative measures, which absolutely are really important as well. 
And then continuing to collaborate with our colleagues in NAVSH and 
building those connections with virtual school heads in other parts of the 
country. 

Laura Quinn 
Thank you so much, Larissa. I really appreciate you taking some time. It 
sort of comes across really clearly not only how in central and integral 
you've been to the process, but the relationships that you've built and the 
role around it really bridging from different areas of practice as a strategic 
role, but it really impacts on children's day to day lives. Thank you so 
much for chatting to us and thank you everybody for listening.  

Linda Peat 
Thank you so much to Laura and Larissa for that. Every time I hear that 
story, I'm always struck by the development of the role in really quite a 
short space of time. Just to remind people that we do have the Q&A 
function, so if anything has come up for you that you're more interested 
in or want more information about, listening to Laura and Larissa, please 
feel free to use the chat functions also. So, thank you very much to Laura 
and Larissa for kicking us off with that. I am now going to hand over to 
Neil Harrison, who is an associate professor from the University of Exeter. 
Neil is going to talk to us a wee bit about some of the research that he's 
been involved in around this role, so I will hand over to you now, Neil. 



Neil Harrison 

 

Thank you very much for the invitation to come talk today. My name is 
Neil Harrison. I'm Professor of Education and Social Justice at University 
of Exeter, and I'm going to talk about a piece of work that we did a couple 
of years ago, now. You can see the front cover of the report there up on 
the screen, looking at what underpins ideas of effectiveness for virtual 
schools. It’s going to be a bit of a whistle stop today, but obviously the full 
report is available to read in detail, and also, I'll be happy to answer any 
questions you might have a bit later on as well. So just to start us off, 
some English context just to set the scene here. Movement towards 
having virtual schools really started in the late 2000s there was a 
government funding scheme to set up a small number of virtual schools 
as a bit of a pilot. But also, a number of local authorities used that pilot as 
a catalyst for putting in their own provision around virtual schools. And 
then we move from 2014 onwards, of having a statutory responsibility on 
all 150 something local authorities. Interestingly, that statutory 
responsibility is only that those authorities should have a Virtual School 
Head, and actually there's very little guidance on what that means in 
terms of detail, in terms of structure, in terms of the role which that 
individual takes, and the role of the virtual school takes as a whole as 
well. And so, what we've ended up with over the last 10 or 15 years is a 
very mixed economy. Virtual schools, where there is a strong 
understanding now within the sort of education infrastructure about what 
a virtual school is, actually they are all very different and very different in 
terms of size, in terms of where they sit within their local authority, the 
scale of funding they receive, the forms of funding they receive, and so 
on. So, when we talk about virtual schools in England, we are talking 



about a very multi-headed beast and that, I think is very useful from my 
perspective as a researcher, to be able to go in and look and say, well, 
what is happening in all of these different contexts. And I think that the 
final thing just to mention before we move on, is that we have something 
of a funding crisis in our local authorities at the moment. And so one of 
the other features about our context in England is that a lot of virtual 
schools are under pressure financially because of that funding crisis, and 
that is also means that the system as a whole is in a degree of flux at the 
moment and so roles are changing, and virtual schools are being asked to 
take on more roles and so on as well.  

So, the starting point. Where did this research project come from? Well, 
what I was interested in is how the education of children in the care 
system compares with the outcomes for children in general. The chart 
here is a plot between the Attainment 8 scores, which is what we use in 
England to measure attainment at age 16, for all children, against 
children in care. Now, what you'd expect to see is something like a line 
going between the two axes, so that in those local authorities where 
children generally do better, that children in care would do better as well. 
But the thing is, when we actually started to do a bit of work on this, 
that's not true. At least not in the English context.  

So, each orange dot here is a local authority, and you can see there's 
actually no relationship between the outcomes for children in care, as 
opposed to outcomes for children as a whole. And that was a real 
surprise. We carried on doing some more exploratory work. We found that 
actually lots of the things we expected to find did not hold when we did 
the analysis. So not only do children in care not do better in those areas 
with higher achieving schools, they also don't do better in areas which are 



more affluent as well. And again, that's a relationship that you'd expect to 
see for young people in general, doesn't hold for children in care. And so, 
where we kind of got to with that, our thinking around that was that 
actually there must be something else going on. There are local factors 
going on that strongly influence outcomes for children in care, and indeed 
other care experienced learners. So, the question we posed was well, is it 
about virtual schools? Is it that some virtual schools are more effective 
than others?  

And so, we put together a project which was very generously funded by 
the KPMG Foundation, who fund a lot of work around the education and 
care of children in the care system. Collaboration was between Exeter and 
Oxford and NAVSH. The project itself ran from late 2021 to early 2023 
and we used a mixture of different research methods. I'll come back to 
those again in a few minutes. And we started with this working 
assumption that there would be models of virtual schools that would be 
more effective than others, that this diversity, that I was talking about, 
the organic growth and so on, was going to have an impact on those 
outcomes, because the things we expected to find weren't having that 
impact.  

 
What we were interested in were how virtual schools themselves 
understood effectiveness, how that linked to outcomes. Whether we could 
draw a clear causal link between ideas of effectiveness and what was 
happening for young people, but also how virtual schools were operating 
within their local contexts, and whether those local contexts made a 
difference to virtual schools themselves. And it's actually the second 
research question, in a sense, which I'm going to be focusing on in the 
rest of the talk today, which is about what elements of effective practice 



can be identified, because that's actually something which is useful, 
obviously, to share across virtual schools, but also with policy makers and 
other practitioners and organisations as well. 

We started off with some expert interviews. So, we spoke to former and 
retired Virtual School Heads, asking them to reflect back about their own 
careers. We talked to directors of children's services in several local 
authorities. We spoke to teachers in school, and particularly in the English 
context, we have what called Designated Teachers for Children In Care 
within each school. And so, we spoke to them as people who would be 
working on an everyday basis with their virtual school. We then fed those 
findings into some quantitative analysis. So we looked at the data that's 
held at the local authority level about outcomes, but also about some of 
the background statistics around exclusion rates or rates of special 
educational need, the expenditure per child in care, and various other 
data that we were able to extract about local authorities, and we also had 
data from the annual survey that NAVSH does of virtual schools, which 
asks about funding levels, which asks about the organisational status of 
the virtual school head and other factors about how the virtual school 
itself runs. So, we did some initial analysis, and then we fed that and the 
results from the interviews into a series of focus groups with 26 virtual 
school heads, and that was the main part of the of the data collection for 
this project. And so we had the opportunity to reflect those findings from 
the initial interviews and the initial quantitative analysis to virtual heads 
to ask them what they thought was going on, how did they interpret and 
understand the results that we were finding from those earlier stages, and 
then we took the results from that exercise and revised our quantitative 
analysis as well at the end. Now I'm not really going to talk about the 
quantitative side of things today. Largely, I'm going to be drawing on the 
expert interviews and the focus groups. 



 

 

So once we had done our analysis, one of the first things we realised very 
quickly is that our initial assumption that I talked about actually was not 
substantiated, that there was very little evidence to suggest that there 
were models of virtual schools that were better than others - that there 
was a right way to do it and a wrong way to do it. In fact, what we found 
was that it was the context of the virtual school that was important here 
and their interaction with the local context. So, for example, whether the 
virtual school was commissioning additional support for young people, or 
whether it was delivering that itself. And so rather than focusing on what 
the best model was, we refocused to think about, well, what is it that 
local authorities and national government can do to help virtual schools to 
be effective? And so, it was a real recast of what we were understanding 
from the data, once we'd looked at it and analysed it.  



And what we did was to come up with what we've called our 10 Principles 
for effectiveness. Now clearly, I haven't got time to go through all these 
today, so what we're going to do is just focus on two of those. The first 
two there, as I say, the full report itself goes through the remaining eight 
in more detail. So, the two that I'm going to talk about in the time I've 
got left, is around the existence of strong and influential Virtual School 
Head, but also the status of the virtual school within its local authority. So 
first of all, looking at Virtual School Heads, what we found was that it was 
really important that they had high expectations and that they were 
intolerant of low expectations about children in care, their potential to 
attain highly in education and to learn effectively, and having that kind of 
confidence to communicate those expectations to their own staff, to other 
staff within the local authority, but also to external agencies as well. And 
it was that kind of ecosystem sitting around the young person that was 
particularly important. One of the phrases that we've used, is this idea of 
'systems wisdom' - understanding those organisations, understanding the 
processes that sit around the child, and how to influence those. And in 
particular, the obvious one of those is the local school itself, the physical 
school, if you like, as opposed to the virtual school, and having 
relationships that are sufficiently strong to enable the Virtual School Head 
to challenge those schools, to influence their practices, to make them 
rethink decisions, to make them see a young person differently, to amend 
their approach, perhaps in terms of behaviour policies or curriculum and 
so on. We also felt that a key attribute of an effective Virtual School Head 
was what we called nag-ability, persuasiveness and tenacity, and that 
willingness to keep going and to keep challenging, even if there's an initial 
pushback and an initial point of conflict or difference with a school or with 
another agency, to be willing to keep going and to go the extra mile was 



very important. And we also felt that there was something about the 
ability to inspire change and to manage change, but also to respond to 
change as well, and particularly in the English context. This is an area 
which has been changing for some time now and will continue to do so. 
And so, we felt that effectiveness for virtual schools had that element of 
being able to start change, to initiate change, but also to respond 
positively and strategically to change initiated elsewhere. And so, the 
second element was about the local authorities and what the local 
authority could do for its virtual school. So, the first one was about the 
clarity of the role and how the local authority explained that, not only 
obviously, to its own virtual school, but other elements of the local 
authority, so maybe the children's social care system, maybe other parts 
of the local authority that are looking at kind of workforce development, 
for example. There was the need, we felt for Virtual School Heads to have 
access to senior leaders. It didn't matter too much where the Virtual 
School Head was reporting to as long as they had access to senior 
leaders, to councillors and also to relevant committees as well. That was 
not something that was a given, and there were very definite differences 
between local authorities. There needs to be a stable policy leadership 
and funding environment. We certainly spoke to Virtual School Heads who 
did not have that, and where it was impossible to plan strategically, 
because the amount of funding from year to year was not consistent. The 
idea about transmitting a high status that the local authority is not just 
clear about the role of the virtual school, but actually that it has an 
important role sitting within the local authority. And then finally, also an 
issue about pay grades and parity of pay, we also felt was very important 
as well.  

 



So just to conclude, in our view, the effectiveness of virtual schools in 
England has been negatively impacted by inconsistency. We see very 
profound differences in educational outcomes for children in care at age 
16, which cannot be explained by the usual socio-demographic 
background. We concluded that the structures of the virtual schools, are 
not that  important, and that there are lots of different ways of being an 
effective virtual school, but actually it's about the local relationships, the 
expectations set of the virtual school and by the virtual school that are 
very important, and how those interplay with the local educational 
environment, whether that's the physical school or other agencies, social 
work teams and so on. And within that, we saw the Virtual School Head - 
that their role itself was very, very important in providing that leadership 
and strategic thinking and setting those high expectations. So, I think my 
final point is just to say this is such an exciting and positive opportunity 
that Scotland has to get that consistency about the role of the Virtual 
Head at this stage, and hopefully to avoid what I think some of the 
strategic errors in the way in which the system has evolved in England. 
So, thank you very much.  

Linda peat 
Thank you very much. And just to say a huge thank you to Neil for 
managing to condense what is a really thorough report into 15 minutes. 
We understand that the task we set you was not easy, so we appreciate 
it, and I would urge anybody or everybody, rather, to go and have a read 
of it. It's a really interesting report. It's written so accessibly, and I know 
it's been hugely instrumental for us in Scotland and the development of 
our role profile and has, I think, helped to accelerate some of our thinking 
around the recommendations that you and your colleagues found, Neil. 
So, thank you very much for sharing that with us.  

I am now going to invite Craig McCreadie from CELCIS and Louise 
Chisholm, the Virtual School Head Teacher in Argyll and Bute to join us to 
tell us a wee bit more about what Virtual School Head Teachers do. And I 
would just like to acknowledge that Louise has very helpfully stepped in at 
the last minute after some changed plans, and I think exemplifying what 
Virtual School Head Teachers do best, working with uncertainty and 
stepping into things at the last minute. So, thank you very much to Louise 
and Craig for that, and I will hand over to you both. 

Craig McCreadie 
Thank you, Linda. Thanks for letting us be part of this experience. As 
Linda said, my name is Craig, and I'm an Improvement Consultant within 
the Residential Child Care team within CELCIS. So, although the Virtual 
School Head Teacher work isn't primarily part of my day-to-day existence, 
I was really excited to get the invitation to be part of both the in person 



event a couple of weeks ago and also today. We're going to come to 
Louise shortly, but I want to just provide a little bit of context, which is 
just to try and explain what the experience was when we were together in 
person a few weeks ago in Glasgow. 

I was given the opportunity to facilitate a workshop, and I'm just going to 
share a couple of slides. The focus of the workshop that I was part of a 
couple of weeks ago was about what Virtual School Head Teachers do to 
support children and young people. And specifically, we wanted to think 
about the space we work in. We were exploring this idea of the 
Bronfenbrenner model, which you may or may not be familiar with, but 
we wanted to kind of try and explore this a little bit experientially.  

 

So I'm going to just illustrate that to you a little bit about what we did in 
the room, because we had the ambition to share examples of what Virtual 
School Head Teachers do to create better understanding of how and why 
the role works in multiple layers of the children's services and education 
system, and the multiple layers bit is the highly operational bit in this 
conversation that we're having just now. And just to get people into that 
head space, and for anyone who wasn't necessarily familiar with the 
method that we're talking about, I gave people a bit of a challenge. I put 
them into three groups. I asked one group to think about the context of a 
school, one group to think about the context of the broader community, 
and the final one to think of the broader national context, specifically with 
those three groupings in mind, I gave them a few minutes, and I said, 
write down as many things that come to mind, one per post-it please, 
who or what plays a role in the development of a child in the context of a 
school, in the context of our community and from the broader national 



context? I gave them a few minutes on that, and then I added in if there 
were any additional elements that they would add for care experienced 
learners, specifically. They were writing furiously, one thing per post. 
Post-its flying everywhere. It was a very short activity. I was asking 
people to work at Sprint pace on this, and what we ended up with was 
something visual. We created a very simple complexity, or a mapping 
format where we invited people to put down everything that they'd 
written down. So, the group who were looking at the school context on 
each of these, that's the one the child was in the centre there. So, the 
ring around that is what was written down in relation to schools. Around 
that was what was written down in relation to the local community, and 
beyond that was the broader national context.  

I then said, let's start connecting these things. And I gave them various 
lengths of wool, the wool being there to represent the golden thread, the 
golden thread being the space that the virtual school head teachers often 
occupy. And you can see there that what we ended up with was 
something quite messy and highly complex, and I think, really illustrative 
of the number of systems that Virtual School Head Teachers have to cut 
across, and the number of languages that they have to be able to speak 
as they come in and out of each of those different systems, and the 
importance of the Golden thread from a child's point of view, and being 
able to help them navigate that, there's almost an inevitability that each 
of the three groups came up with something quite different, but I think 
that probably just further enhanced an understanding of the level of 
complexity, and was a further illustration of just how fast and complex the 
responsibility is that sits with the Virtual School Head Teacher role. So 
having just briefly illustrated that, let me stop sharing. Louise, just a 



quick reminder if you would, where it as you work, what your role is and 
how long you've been there. 

Louise Chisholm 
Good morning, everybody. My name is Louise Chisholm. I'm the Virtual 
Head Teacher for Argyll and Bute and I have been in post since April 23 
and Argyll and Bute have just committed to making this post permanent. 
I'm very fortunate to work for a local authority who are committed to 
keeping The Promise. And just for a bit of geographical context, we're just 
under 2,700 square miles with 23 inhabited islands. We're the second 
largest local authority by area. So, it's a bit of a challenge making our 
resources stretch everywhere to make sure we've got rural equity, but we 
try our best to achieve that. And for the team, there's myself, who's a 
Virtual School Head Teacher, and I've got four Health and Well-being 
Family Liaison Officers spread across Argyll and Bute, with 50 hours 
amongst them. 

Craig McCreadie 
Louise, thank you. I can only imagine how much time you must spend on 
ferries. I don't know if there's a ferry equivalent of air miles, but I hope 
there is. When we were in the in-person event, I was working with three 
Virtual School Head Teachers in the room at the time, and my challenge 
to them was, could you think of one story that illustrates what it's like to 
work across the system that adds a bit of colour to that illustration that 
we did with the complexity mapping I just showed on the slides? And at 
that point in time, I knew that the biggest challenge was them whittling 
down their 10,000 stories to one story that they could share. And Louise 
has had exactly the same challenge. But Louise, I'm going to give you the 
time that we've got left now just to if you can illustrate this role, just by 
sharing a story about what it's like to work across the system. 

Louise Chisholm 
Thanks, Craig. So, we've got 300 care experienced children and young 
people across Argyll and Bute, and they can be in one of our 70 plus 
educational partner settings. So, it was quite a challenge to try and 
choose one, but there's one that sticks out in particular. So, the big focus 
for us, as many local authorities, is raising attainment, attendance, well-
being and reducing exclusion. These are some of our priorities, 
particularly for our care experienced young people. And our young people 
have told us how difficult they find these transitions. So, if you imagine 
going from a new place to stay, new school, new friendships, and with one 
situation, I'll keep anonymity for location and gender, but one young 
person was moved to one of our children's houses. This was an 
emergency transition with no time to plan, and the location was 



completely unknown to them. Now I don't know about you, but if I'm 
going on holiday, I research where I am, where the nearest pub is, where 
I want to be walking. Is there somewhere nice to go for breakfast? So, I 
do a lot of research before I go to a new place. And if you think of this 
young person having no time to do that at all, it's quite a daunting 
prospect for them, and given that everything's going to change for them. 
So, they were very overwhelmed. They had no sense of belonging or 
place or understanding of where they were, and the situation around 
them was really complex. And they had a lot of questions at that point in 
time. I think one of the main things was our children's house wanted to 
get them into the school and create routine for them. For me, that was a 
bit too much of an ask of this young person at that point in time. So, what 
we had done was we worked together, realising that getting them into 
school wasn't going to be that easy, actually. The previous attendance had 
been around 50% and we wanted to make sure that we were 
underpinning everything with them, with their wellbeing. We didn't want 
this false placebo of them going into school and then not going in again 
the next day. So, we were really keen to make sure this was a supportive 
transition and reducing any potential exclusion risk. There were some 
behaviours that we weren't overly familiar with and we were just getting 
to know this young person and working out the best way to support them. 
They were at risk of not achieving and they were at risk of becoming 
known to wider services as well. So, we wanted to create this successful, 
positive transition experience, and we wanted this to lead to increased 
school attendance and attainment, but we primarily wanted that young 
person to know that we really cared about them and we were listening, 
and we were going to go at the pace that suited them. So, what 
happened next was not planned for. This is something that happened 
when I first came into post, this young person that I got to know as I 
came into post, they moved at the same time as me, we were both going 
through a transition. This is over a period of two years, what happened 
next. We had to work really closely with the school, the children's house 
and wider agencies to make sure there was adequate supports and the 
consistency of approach to help the young person feel safe from day one. 
They were receiving different messages, you know, the children's house 
was really keen they went to school, to have that structure, to have the 
routine, to help them go to bed at night. And social work had their 
priorities. Health had their priorities. Everybody was coming at this young 
person from a different angle. So, we decided to all get together and look 
at what did this young person need right now? And that resulted in a 
really supportive transition plan. And on the first day that we were hoping 
to get the young person to look at the school. They were determined they 
were not going. They were absolutely not leaving their house to go into 
school. And I drove down and met them, and you've got to sometimes tell 



fibs to get the best outcome. So, what we did was, we went a drive past 
the school. Then I said, well, we might as well have a walk, since we're 
here. So, we had a walk, and then I had a hip injury miraculously appear, 
and I decided to sit down on a wall. And I knew the time that young 
people were going to be coming out of school. So, the young person sat 
next to me, and I said, I need to wait my hips too sore. And all the people 
came out of school, and the young person saw the whole school empty 
and watched everybody, looked at everybody, kind of got the measure of 
them, and they then felt more comfortable and could place themselves in 
their year group and wondering who their peer group would be. And we 
hung around a wee bit longer, just till some teachers came out and we did 
some really quick introductions. So that wasn't a planned part, but I took 
opportunities when the young person was there. So, we continued to 
work in partnership with the school and the house to create this gradual 
transition plan. Some days were more successful than others. We had to 
be really flexible, realising that nine o'clock in the morning wasn't an 
optimal time, but 10 o'clock was, so we created a different timetable and 
very bespoke around that. We were all coming at it with different lenses. 
Some were looking for routine structure, well-being. Some had a fear of 
what provision was needed, what would be required, in the resourcing 
capacity around that. So, what the virtual school did was we maintained 
the high expectations, and we held those around us accountable to do the 
same for this young person, to create that shared understanding and 
make sure the young person felt heard and respected at all points of this 
process. As Neil mentioned earlier, it's a nag-ability, and we're very good 
at that. The Virtual School in Argyll and Bute were very often nagging 
people. So, after one week, this young person was on a full timetable, 
and that was incredible. We never expected that to happen, but the 
gradual transition had really supported that. And we know sometimes it 
can take a lot longer than that as well to maintain this momentum, that it 
wasn't always smooth. There were bumps in the road, and some of the 
supports that education put in, included a bespoke timetable that was 
very flexible, flexible entry and exit to classes, learning support. There 
were lots of gaps in learning from attendance challenges in the past, and 
these impacted on self-esteem. So, we were looking to try and increase 
that. We had soft starts, nurture spaces, key adults in the school. And one 
of the parts for me that's really key about this is the young person chose 
those adults. We didn't give them their guidance teacher or their key 
person. They chose them themselves. The young person engaged in 
mentoring sessions, Skill Development Scotland engaged, the health and 
wellbeing family liaison officer got involved for inputs. This was a young 
person who really depended on a peer group to feel included, and if there 
was the normal teenage angst, what used to happen is our health and 
wellbeing liaison officer would pick that time up and go in and talk about 



emotions and help them reflect on the situations. Relationships in the 
school were impacted by the Keeping the Promise training. We've done a 
session of I Promise leading to the We Promise Award, and the school 
successfully achieved that. And when I was getting in and out of school, 
various members of staff - I particularly remember the janitor and the 
clerical teacher - told me the impact it had on their approach to all young 
people, not just care experienced young people. There were bumps in the 
road, there were periods of dysregulated behaviour that were quite 
challenging for the school community and the local area as well. So, we 
partnershipped up with the fire service and the young person was given 
the opportunity to undertake a Firefighter Skills Experience Day, and they 
decided they wouldn't go without me, so they undertook all the tasks with 
gusto, no fear. Can't say the same for myself. Um, crawling through a 
small cage and a dark room was not in the job description, but there you 
go. There are some things you just have to do. But the sense of 
achievement the young person got from that experience was more than 
we could have hoped for, to tell everyone how brilliant they were, to also 
tell how not brilliant I was, but it was absolutely amazing to see their self-
esteem and confidence and their own ability just go through the roof. So 
how did it turn out after a couple of years? What we now have is a young 
person who's still supported by multiple agencies, but they now have an 
increased trust in how this is working, and they're now more able to 
access the supports available to them. And it might seem a really small 
one, but I got sent a picture of the young person wearing school uniform, 
and that was quite emotional, because the day I received that picture, I 
realised that that young person had a sense of belonging in their school 
community and could see themselves as part of that community. Two 
years of never missing a mentoring session, the young person turned up 
for every mentoring session. Attendance eventually averaged around 90% 
and they've just recently left school with four NAT fours and some NAT 
five units. And that wasn't a trajectory for them a couple of years ago. 
They undertook work experience, and they've now secured a place at 
college. The school feel more skilled, more confident, more trauma aware, 
more able to support young people - care experienced or not - in these 
situations. Our agencies then created a transition working group to create 
a shared understanding around educational supports, gradual transitions 
and actually really focusing on meeting the need of the young person and 
how we can do that best. And that young person who, if you think back to 
the start of the story, had 50% attendance, has now left school and is 
continually popping into school to say hello. So, they're really seeing 
themselves as a sense of belonging in school and offering to do things 
such as undertake work experience with younger pupils and support in 
any way they can. So, I don't know if that gives a flavour of what you 
were looking for to try and explain some of the role. It's the most diverse 



role I have ever had. I was a head teacher in a physical primary school, 
and I thought that was a bit bonkers when I was clearing the salt off the 
path and putting the tomato sauce on the lunch plates. But this one really 
takes it all. 

Craig McCreadie 
Louise, thank you. That is a beautifully phenomenal, powerful story. I 
think it does a brilliant job of illustrating, how systems change and 
improve through the lens of a child's experience. I've got two takeaways 
just to kind of reflect back on before we hand back to Linda. One, 
something about the phrase what happened next wasn't planned for - 
that feels like it could be the tagline for the Virtual School Head Teacher 
job profile, because I'm sure that's a daily occurrence. And the other 
thing just to finish on this is something really powerful about the 
metaphor of crawling through the dark space, the dark space with a 
young person at the fire station. Louise, thank you so much. I really 
appreciate your contribution, especially as you stepped in at the last 
minute. Thank you very much.  

Linda Peat 
Thank you so much to Louise and Craig and thank you to Louise for 
sharing that story with us. I think it's a story that will resonate with a lot 
of people that are in the room, with the parallels about the complexities of 
young people’s journeys and about the importance of a relationship-based 
approach to providing support that is meaningful, authentic and 
supportive. And I saw someone in the chat put that we need to add 
variable hip injury to our list of a supports that work for children and 
young people. And I know again that there'll be lots of people in the room 
that have used similar creative tactics to think about how to provide the 
support that children and young people need it at the time that they need 
it. We have one more input left before we are going to our panel, Michael, 
who is going to take us through the role profile. Michael, I will hand over 
to you.  

Michael Bettencourt 
My name is Michael Bettencourt. I'm an Education Consultant with 
CELCIS, and I was a Virtual School Head Teacher for about 10 years. I 
had responsibility for 400 care experienced young people, and it was my 
job to offer them support as if they attended one school, even though 
they attended up to 60 different schools, including those children who 
lived outside of the authority. I'm going to try and do three things today.  



 

Well, first of all, I'm launching the profile. This is the launch. That is the 
QR code. You can use the QR code to find it if you haven't got it already. 
There are three things that I'm hoping to cover today. One is to 
synthesise some of the research that underpins the job profile. Two, to 
share a bit of the process that we went through to get there and to 
summarise and describe the output.  

So, I wanted to start at the end almost, by telling you what it is that 
we've done. We've written a job description and a sample job advert, 
which sits in the appendix of this document. And we created this for a 
number of different reasons, some of them have already been alluded to 
in this session. There's been an aim and desire for the virtual school 
network since it started to say, what is it that we do? What are our 
similarities? There are differences, but can we nail down what it is that we 
do? We wanted to establish a baseline that defines the role, and in terms 
of reframing, we wanted to think about what to capture, the core 
requirements for success. What is it that makes this role successful in 
Scotland, Wales and England? It's a role that's been launched, profiled, 
piloted, even though there wasn't a job description. That's not necessarily 
a bad thing. It certainly gave us in Scotland time to understand the role, 
to have conversations, to have a bit of a process before getting to that 
point. There's a limited evidence base on what works for care experienced 
learners, but the virtual school model is described as showing promise, 
and is, I would argue, a driver or a deliverer of many of the interventions 
where there has been evidence to indicate that they support care 
experienced young people. For example, if you think about literacy and 
numeracy interventions, book gifting, mentoring, there are a range of 
interventions where there's an evidence base that shows that that is an 



effective way of supporting care experienced young people. I would argue 
that Virtual School Heads are driving forward or delivering those 
interventions.  

But what did we do? The Virtual School Head Teacher Network is hosted 
by us at CELCIS, and it meets every month. We meet online, and we 
meet face to face. It's made up of officially, as of today, 19 local 
authorities. The number varies as there are changes in local authorities 
and changes in posts. We have representatives on our group from 
Scottish Government, Education Scotland, we have researchers from 
CELCIS. We regularly meet to talk about policy and legislation. We read 
the evidence. Part of our role at CELCIS is - we have a catch line. "We 
read the research so that you don't have to". We will read research. We 
consolidate it, we put it into digestible forms, and we give it to our 
members so that they can look at it. But we're constantly also looking at 
practice, and we very much exist in that middle intersection of looking at 
what's going on in the policy landscape, listening to the evidence and 
triangulating against our practice. In terms of the question of what we did 
around this job profile, we invited Neil and other authors of his report to 
come to one of our events. We also invited colleagues from Wales, who I 
must say Bore da to, I hope I pronounced that correctly. We came 
together, Virtual School Head Teachers from England, Scotland and Wales 
and researchers and Neil presented his findings to us. We also analysed 
the job descriptions of 10 of our Virtual School Head Teachers. We put all 
of those job descriptions together, and we really spent the day talking and 
nailing down some of these components of effectiveness. We looked at 
the job title, we looked at remit, we looked at the different responsibilities 
that Virtual School Head Teachers were being asked to carry out, and we 
consolidated that into the output that you're going to see. This is a normal 
part of what we do, as Larissa referred to at the beginning, we've created 
other outputs, but because we did have some support from the KPMG 
Foundation, we were able to put more time and work with different 
people, and we've also able to host events  that we haven't been able to 
do before.  

I am going to attempt to synthesize five papers for you. I don't have the 
time to go in depth into any of these papers, but I just wanted to give you 
a flavour of what we did and how we arrived at our job profile. Over the 
past two years, there were a series of publications that we shared with 
our network, and we looked at them in the round. So, these are papers 
that are over and above, papers that we are already familiar with in the 
virtual school world. There are relatively few papers around virtual 
schools. I think when we wrote our Scottish research, we found 16 papers 
specifically about Virtual School Head Teachers. These came in after those 
16. I'm going to attempt to summarise each of them and take you on a 



whistle stop tour around the world. So, let's start with “Education's hidden 
Asset”. This is a policy paper that was published by the County Council 
Network in England. They represent some 60 local authorities in England, 
and they basically said that virtual schools are a hidden gem. They do lots 
of work, but people don't really know what they do unless they work 
directly with them. So, there's something around an identity issue. It's 
also a very good paper if you want to look at the history of virtual 
schools, potentially starting in 2014 although there's a history behind how 
we got to that point. The “Improving the effectiveness of virtual schools” 
paper - you've just heard from Neil, but again, my summary that was the 
paper that we focused on attempts to isolate those factors that are 
needed to ensure that the role is effective. And that's what we were very 
much doing in the room, 19 Virtual School Heads from Scotland, along 
with colleagues from Wales and England, we were really trying to isolate, 
What are these factors? 

We in CELCIS also published a piece of research in the last couple of years 
that compared Virtual School Head Teachers in Scotland with Virtual 
School Head Teachers in England. We found that the role was ostensibly 
similar, but there were differences around the legislative context, 
differences in finance and differences in remit. We coined the phrase “the 
same, but different”, so we're kind of doing the same things, but 
obviously the role in Scotland has evolved and developed to our context. 
And as you know, it's not statutory in Scotland, where it is statutory in 
England. And I'm going to take you to Wales again. This was a paper that 
was published, which is an evaluation of initial evidence. Wales are 
coming to the end of the pilot for Virtual School Heads. They have 22 
local authorities. I think they have nine Virtual School Head Teachers. 
That is a changing picture. This was a midpoint evaluation. It wasn't able 
to draw strong conclusions because the pilot was relatively new, but what 
it did say there was Virtual School Head Teachers are creating 
relationships across the system, and they're having an impact on 
attendance. But it's early days to make a big comment on what the 
impact is. We look forward to the latest publication that's coming out from 
Wales soon, which I understand, is an evaluation of the entire pilot. And 
I'm going to end in Australia. This was a really interesting paper on policy 
from Australia. It looks over at what we have in the UK, I would say with 
some envy. In Australia, care experienced young people are not 
necessarily prioritised in policy or legislation. It is in some of the 
territories, but not all of them. And we must acknowledge that Australia 
has a very different education system to the UK. However, what they're 
saying is that they have something like Virtual School Heads in some of 
their territories - they're called Look Out Centres - but not in all of them, 
and this creates a risk of territorial injustice or the postcode lottery. So, 



as I said, a super-fast tour, an overview of some of the research papers 
that we were reading and talking about, and there were two messages 
from those papers that echoed with our group.  

On the left hand side, there was this golden thread, and I'm going to read 
this out, a thread that runs through almost every paper on virtual schools 
underscores collaboration, pre-existing professional relationships and post 
holders as - and these are all words from the research - the glue, the 
crossroads and speaking both the languages of education and social care. 
So, they really are the connectors between different parts of the systems 
that make things happen. That is what the research literature says. 
However, on the other hand, they all issue warnings and calls. They all 
say beware of remit and scope creep. Beware of a successful role having 
more and more put upon it, particularly in the context of financial 
constraints. Most papers make allusions to the confusion of the words 
virtual, the title virtual. It's not a title that I think the profession would 
have chosen for itself. It does cause confusion, and people think that it's 
about online learning, when in actual fact, it's not. It's very much, a very 
live and real role. We do work directly with children and families. 
However, there is confusion that is caused by the title. And then finally, I 
made a reference to that inconsistency that Neil and the research papers 
referred to, there's a potential for inconsistency and care experienced 
young people not accessing their right to an education, if there are 
differences between the different local authorities, which was very much 
the message from the Australian paper. All of those papers are linked. You 
will get copies of this presentation and the others so you can dive into 
them.  



I want to spend a little bit of time talking about the role profile itself. The 
report is divided into these different sections, as I said at the beginning, 
right at the end, there's a job advert and a job description. We could have 
just published those two pieces. However, what we really wanted to do 
was share the layers and the thinking behind it. We wanted people to be 
able to understand the context that there's more to a job than just the 
job description or an advert. It's the thinking that's gone in behind it, the 
conversations that we had, the research that we synthesised.  

 

I'm going to home in on some of the specific areas that we looked at. We 
start off with a nod to values. All of our Scottish members are members of 
the GTC Scotland, the General Teaching Council Scotland, which has its 
own values. However, we felt there was something quite strong about the 
professional qualities required. So we started with a value statement, 
which, again, I would like to read out to you the role of the Virtual School 
Head Teacher should be grounded in the values of credibility, strong 
relationship building across individuals and organisations, adaptability in 
the face of complexity, tenacity and championing children's rights and the 
courage to speak out to drive systemic change, but there was something 
there about having pointy elbows, and I think what Neil, in his research 
calls nag-ability. We've made reference to the perceptions of the role. We 
agree that the role is not well understood, which is why we had a face-to-
face event, and why we're having today, and why we've created the job 
profile to get people talking and understanding the nuance around it. 
Arguably the most important part and the bits that we've tried to nail 
down are the remit around areas of focus and core tasks, where we've 
really tried to nail down what it is that we think should fall within the 
remit of the role.  



And I'm coming to the end. I wanted to talk a little bit about consensus. 
There was consensus in the publication of this job profile. That doesn't 
mean that everybody agreed with all of it. And we, in our work, like to 
surface the proverbial elephant in the room, and I wanted to name for 
you some of the areas that we disagreed on and the areas that we did 
agree on. So, there was disagreement on whether the job title should be 
changed. Some Virtual School Heads hate the word virtual and felt that 
this was an opportunity for Scotland to come up with our own title that 
better encapsulated what we do. Others felt that it was the title that we 
had, it linked us to NAVSH in England and Wales, and what they call it, 
but also, it's embedded into their local authority system. So, a change 
would have lots of practical issues, because those are the words that 
they've been using to describe the roles in their local authorities. There 
was disagreement on whether the role needed to be a qualified teacher. 
Some feeling quite strongly that it should be, because it's an education 
role. Others feeling like it might exclude people from other professions 
who may well be able to carry out the role. There was consensus that the 
role should be a senior education leader - again, consensus not complete 
agreement, whose substantive post was dedicated to care experienced 
learners, line managed - and this was key from the research - line 
managed by somebody who understands the model. And finally, we have 
recommendations in there. We must make it absolutely clear that this is a 
guide. This is not a prescription. We hope that local authorities will use it 
to guide what they are doing. We are not telling anyone that this is how 
they should be setting up their roles in their local authorities or 
configuring their systems. We come up with recommendations, and they 
are just that. There's a recommendation about the qualities that are 
needed to drive systemic change that are described around the values. In 
the research literature words around dilution, mission drift, scope creep 
and territorial injustice are warnings that we're taking very seriously. We 
think the role is vulnerable, which is why we've worked hard to put some 
parameters around it and provide some readiness, boundaries and 
protection around the role. The other recommendation is around raising 
awareness of the purpose and function. The role is not well understood, 
so we need to keep on defining it. It took me 20 minutes to describe to 
people what my job was, so there's something about plugging that gap. 
We need to have clearly defined tasks and remit, which we attempt to do 
in this report. And finally, we have recommended that it is a qualified 
teacher with experience but acknowledge that that might change in time. 
So, for Scotland, at this moment in time, we think it should be a qualified 
teacher, but there is recognition that it could change over time.  



Linda Peat 
That's great, Michael. Thank you very much. That was really helpful as a 
bit of a whistle stop tour around the evidence base, but also a bit of a 
rationale for how we've got to where we got to with the role profile. And 
you will think I'm sounding like a broken record by the end of this 
session, but please use the link to access the role profile that we shared 
with you in the chat and share it with your networks. One of the aims of 
developing this was to improve the visibility of the role and develop an 
understanding of it. So, we're really hoping that this document can get 
shared far and wide. Thank you very much to Michael for giving us an 
overview of that and thank you to all our contributors, so far this 
morning.  

I will invite Neil to rejoin us, Mary Jane from North Lanarkshire, Susan 
from Inverclyde and Kimberley from South Ayrshire. Kimberley and Susan 
and Mary Jane all took part in a panel discussion with us at our face-to-
face event, a couple of weeks ago. So, Neil, you are new to our panel, but 
very welcome. And one of the questions that I have seen come through, 
which I think is really relevant, and a question that we get asked a lot is, 
what makes the virtual school role different. So, what is the role that you 
do that is different to what other people in local authorities could do?  

Kimberley Keenan 
I think what makes it different to other roles is the vast number of multi-
agencies that you work with and partners to make it work, and they're all 
parts of the cog to make it turn and get it right for the young person in 
the centre of that and certainly from experience of other roles I've been 
in, I haven't had to work with so many partners in such a focused way, 
and that at times can be challenging and it can also be really productive 
and positive, but I'd say that's a massive part of it. It's just that massive 
team round about you that you need to work with. 

Mary Jane Hunter 
I'm just going to jump in here, Linda, and second that, but also around 
understanding and learning very quickly, at least the basics of different 
systems. To be able to navigate those systems is really important, and 
probably not really something that you think about before you take on 
this role. And then it can, at times, be a little bit overwhelming. But 
tenacity has been mentioned already, so just trying to move things 
forward, regardless of the systems, and just looking to see who are the 
partners that can help you with that. 



Susan Chambers 
I agree with everyone. And I think the final part to that would be, you 
know, Neil reflected on the status of the role, and I think for us to be in a 
position of the role that we have, having that status, but having that 
really sharp focus on one particular cohort of young people also makes it 
different - and I know some of us are victims of scope creep with that - 
but I think having that sharp focus and showing that it's been so effective 
is something that set it apart, and because it's been effective, and having 
that level of role looking at a cohort, so specifically, that's where the 
scope creep has come in, because it shows that it's successful. So, there 
is, there is that real difference there in the role. 

Linda Peat 
Thank you, Susan. Neil, I know that you will have a slightly different lens 
from our Scottish Virtual School Heads, but is there anything that you 
would want to add to that about what makes the virtual school role 
different from other maybe senior strategic leaders and local authorities? 

Neil Harrison 
I think it is those sorts of issues of focus that other people have spoken 
about. But also, there's something anticipatory as well. It is about seeing 
a big picture, seeing what's coming down the line. And it's an unusual role 
because it is, at one level, very strategic, because it is understanding how 
this cohort of young people, their needs are spread across a whole range 
of local authority activities, and it's quite different from some of the forms 
of local authority support that went before. So, there were teams in local 
authorities that looked after "looked after children" in the past. But 
actually, there's something here which is about seeing the big picture, not 
the little picture. And that, for me, is what is quite different. And I think 
from our work and more general sort of experience, those virtual schools 
that work really well are those that are thinking about all of those things 
at once, and not just, how do we work with this one young person? That's 
still important. I'm not saying for one minute that isn't important, but it's 
the seeing that in the wider context as well, I think. 

Linda Peat 
Thank you. And I think everybody's seen lots of references to what we've 
heard this morning about speaking several different languages, about the 
multi-agency working, about being the glue. There's something in there 
as well you can hear coming through about the status of the role. So 
that's really helpful. This question comes up in the network a lot. So, the 
first part of it is, what does the research suggest about how Virtual School 
Head Teachers can influence change when they don't have direct 
managerial authority over schools? So maybe I'll come to Neil first to ask 



if he's aware of anything in the research. But I'd also be really interested 
Kimberley, Susan and Mary Jane on your experiences of working 
alongside schools to influence practice change without the direct 
managerial authority. So, Neil, may I come to you first and ask about the 
research aspect to that question? 

Neil Harrison 
I think it is difficult, and I think it's one of these things that relies so much 
on the individuals. I mean, I think it's about being able to be someone 
who has the authority, the influence, the credibility to talk to a head 
teacher and say, I think you should do this differently. Now, what we see 
in England is with the increasing autonomy of schools through the 
academisation program, which I won't go into detail now, that becomes 
quite hard, because I think it's easier in England for a head teacher to 
just tell the virtual school to go away. I think one of the real benefits you 
have in Scotland is that those relationships are stronger and clearer, but 
they still rely on that individual relationship. And I think that's why I think 
that that skill of being able to build those relationships and believe be 
influential is such an important one for the Virtual School Head. In terms 
of influencing practice, I think there's a lot about role modelling good 
practice but also bringing schools together so they can see and talk about 
what's happening. So that's something we've seen over the last few years 
in England, happening more and more is, rather than working with 
schools individually, working with them in clusters, working with them 
through head teacher conferences and committees and so on as well. So 
that the virtual school has something of a role as a broker for good 
practice as well, saying, look, what's the school over here doing? Could 
you do something like that? The skies haven't fallen, even though they're 
doing something quite different here. And so, I think there's a lot of that 
binding together, gluing people together, bringing different people to the 
table who may not necessarily speak to each other a lot. So, for example, 
one of the things we've seen is stronger relationships between schools 
and educational psychology services mediated through virtual schools, 
because the virtual school was able to provide a stronger rationale for 
why the educational psychology service was useful to the school. And so, 
I think that's where you get those practice changes, is by helping head 
teachers and others to see the value of the work. 

Linda Peat 
Thanks, there's those words glue and brokering again, and I could see 
Mary Jane and Kimberley nodding along, so I think that what you were 
saying must have sounded quite familiar, so I'll come to the three of you 
now and ask what your reflections on that would be.  



Susan Chambers 
I think there is a lot of truth in what Neil's saying. I think we all have to 
work really hard at those relationships and building that credibility. That's 
a huge part of the role. We are certainly trying to frame it as holding the 
hands of those who hold the hands of the care experienced young people. 
We are there to be jointly responsible for these young people. We're not 
there to come in and say that schools are doing everything wrong, 
everything right. It's about that support and challenge and getting that 
balance right. I would say, reflecting, I’m into my third year now, that's 
something that takes time. You have to build processes and systems 
around that as you go and really building those real, strong relationships 
so that you can go in and have those difficult conversations and building 
that kind of network of your designated managers, and having that real 
focus within schools of the work that you want to do. It takes time, but it 
is absolutely built on that foundation of relationships, and you get things 
through that way. 

Kimberley Keenan 
I agree completely with what Susan said about building that credibility, 
but I think there's also a lot of onus on the people above, your director 
and quality improvement managers and whatever is above you to push 
that, and they're your kind of backbone and your authority. If they believe 
in you and they believe in the virtual school, they get that message 
across. And it almost is a top-down approach in an authority that that 
message is out there, and then they've got trust in you. And I suppose 
every authority is different, how they operate and who line manages the 
Virtual School Head Teacher, and I'm really fortunate that where I sit in 
my authority is right with the central team. And they support every piece 
of work that's done. So, schools almost have to get on board with that as 
well. But over and above that it is back to that relationship, getting on 
with the schools, showing them that you're there to help. And we have 
such a big onus on these young people belong with you. We are not here 
to take them out, you know. And it's that sense of belonging, and like you 
said, you know, holding our hands through it and helping them. But I 
think relationships is key to absolutely everything. 

Mary Jane Hunter 
I suppose part of our learning, Linda, was around how we would frame it 
with schools. You know, if a school or a head teacher are contacting us. 
It's quite often they're either stuck for resources, they don't know what 
else to do, or there's a lack of experience, there's a lack of understanding, 
they've not got the bigger picture, whatever it is. So, we try and go in 
very much the way we would with our young people, that it's strength-
based - everything's not terrible. You might feel that it's terrible right 



now, and sometimes our role can just be around a listening ear and 
containment a little bit, but actually it's then around looking at the 
strengths, so that you've got staff in here who can manage this, you've 
got resources. We can maybe add to those resources. We can maybe, 
bring a person in for a period of time. We can maybe bring a bit more 
information, but it's about working alongside and sort of building the staff 
and the school and building our head teachers up to empower them that 
we would with our young people, with our families. Because with the best 
will in the world, we don't have the resources, and we are not the saviour 
of all looked after or care experienced children, that's an impossible task. 
So, it's in our own interests as well, to be able to move some of that on. 
What we do if we are doing a sort of joint piece of work, we are very clear 
in North Lanarkshire around what everybody's role is, what everybody's 
responsibility is, and holding everyone accountable, ourselves included. 
And I think that's really been quite a powerful way to move things 
forward. We're not saying you go and do this while we watch you. It's 
very much we're in this, as you mentioned, Susan, it's very much we're in 
this together. But the next time you're in a similar situation, it's maybe 
not quite so scary, or you're not feeling you're on your own so much. But 
that takes time. That takes time, and it takes commitment, and we are 
six years in and so there is a level of kudos and etcetera. But, you know, 
the same as everybody else, we started from Ground Zero to work hard 
at that.  

Linda Peat 
So, there's something about those relationships, being able to build 
capacity for other people. So, it's about trying to make changes right 
across the whole education children's services system, like you say, rather 
than the virtual school being seen as other or a service in and of itself, it's 
about the support that it can provide to all schools and all care 
experienced children. It's really helpful. This question is connected in 
some ways. And Neil, you touched on this this morning about some of the 
benefits of the role having developed organically in Scotland. But this 
question asks, what do you think have been the benefits of the role 
developing organically in Scotland? Would it be better if it was statutory. 
So, I'd be really keen to hear from our Virtual Heads around this, because 
you've all been in post for a while now, so quite a lot of experience of the 
journey, of that organic development.  

Susan Chambers 
I think we talk about this a lot in the network, as you say. And I think it 
was quite interesting hearing from Neil about the statutory part of the 
role in England didn't necessarily lead to consistency, and talking about 
that mixed economy that was really interesting for me to reflect on, 



because I think when we talk about statutory, my perception was that 
would lead to that kind of consistency, that security. I still believe that it's 
something that would benefit us, but I do think the kind of organic way 
that it's going for us, I'm kind of maybe sitting in the middle, you know, 
I've not been in as long as the other two panel members. I think it's 
allowed our network to reflect often on all the roles that we have. It's 
been good to learn from each other. There's definitely been kind of 
developments in each of our roles over time, but to reflect on this, the 
profile that we have now, had that existed three years ago when I 
started, would that have been better? I think so, yeah, I think absolutely. 
But I think without the organic journey we've been on, we maybe 
wouldn't have been in the position to create the profile that we now have. 

Kimberley Keenan 
I think so, Susan. I think looking back to when I first started, six, seven 
years ago, it was so daunting, and it's like this hasn't been done, and 
we're one of the first few authorities to have done it, and it would have 
been nice to have had that vision there, or reflection on what's been done 
before, or whatever. But on reflection now, the organic nature of it was 
really exciting. It gave you that autonomy to make it what works for your 
specific authority. And the worry would be, if it was statutory, would 
people maybe try and replicate, you know, and then it wouldn't fit their 
authority. And I don't know how rigid it would be. So, a bit like yourself, I 
sit on the fence with where I think it should be. It would be lovely to think 
there was security for all authorities, and that focus and spotlight on care 
experienced young people to make it statutory, but with the autonomy 
around it to make it, you know what fits the authority without it going a 
bit too wild and off kilter. 

Mary Jane Hunter 
I'm just going to agree with what Kimberley and Susan have said. We 
were, I suppose fortunate now on reflection, but I think back to six years 
ago when I thought, I don't even know what this job is. I don't know what 
this is. Off you go and create a service. And I'm really glad that I was 
kind of thrown in at the deep end, because it made us really go and look 
at the research, get to know our schools, get to know our landscape. We 
had to work really hard to figure out what do we in North Lanarkshire 
actually need? I think I know what we need, because I obviously had just 
come out of a school. But that was just what was needed in my school 
kind of thing? So we had to do a huge amount of groundwork. But 
actually, what we learned in that process, and it wasn't just around our 
schools, it was around our social work localities, it was matching up the 
lists between education and social work. When I think back, I actually go, 
my goodness, I don't even know how I managed to get through that, 



because it fills me with dread at the thought of that list not being right 
even now. But I suppose it's allowed us, and I'll be honest, our service 
has changed year on year on year, and we've been allowed to grow that 
way, because it's the right thing for our young people, and it will continue 
to do that. And I just think it's right that we be an organic service. The 
needs of our young people are very individualised. The needs of our 
schools are individual. Even across local authorities, Cumbernauld is 
different from Airdrie in North Lanarkshire. So, I think we need to really 
fight to keep that effort for our own local authorities for our own areas. 
But like both my colleagues have mentioned, it would be absolutely lovely 
if in Scotland, we had someone in every single council that had that hat 
on that was focused on our care experienced learners in whatever way, 
because they know how much easier, and I would like to think better, 
outcomes for those children that are across authority when we know the 
person that we can contact to discuss that, because we all sing from the 
same song sheet. I'm sure there are other people out there who would as 
well. But you know, sometimes if you don't know who that person is, it 
can be a bit of a challenge. 

Linda Peat 
Thanks, Mary Jane. Neil, I could see you leaning right in there as our 
Virtual Heads were talking. And you have got experience and will have 
reflections on this from watching the journey of this in England. So, we 
are really keen to hear what you think around that. 

Neil Harrison 
I'm a fan of the fact that Virtual School Heads are statutory, but I'm going 
to temper that, because I think it does provide a baseline. It provides a 
minimum expectation. I think what we're seeing now, perhaps in some 
local authorities, is that there is a drift back to the baseline. And that's 
the problem. Where there's been organic development and growth, now 
where there are funding difficulties, actually there's a contraction back to, 
oh, well, legally, we only have to do this, so therefore we're going to cut 
back. And I think that could be potentially very, very problematic looking 
forward. So, I think that's the problem always, when you have a statutory 
expectation - it gives you something, but there's a risk it becomes a 
constraint rather than an enabler. The other thing that I'd say from the 
English experience, is because of the organic growth and the mixed 
economy, where problems do arise is where there are young people who 
are crossing local authority borders, because systems are so different, 
expectations, processes, funding levels, etcetera, are so different that 
that's where you start to get those sorts of problems arising because, you 
know, 150 flowers have bloomed. Those flowers don't always talk to each 
other very effectively. And we see this particularly, for example, where we 



have schools just on the boundaries of local authorities. And I'm sure it's 
the same in Scotland to some extent, too. But in England where that's 
happened, often the school gets very frustrated because they're having to 
deal with two virtual schools with completely different ways of working. 
And so, I would like to see there be more statutory intervention to avoid 
that kind of situation, where often what seems to happen is the young 
person is being pushed from pillar to post because they're just being 
caught in conflicting administrative systems, particularly around special 
educational needs funding, for example. 

Linda Peat 
Thank you for that, Neil, and I think one of my reflections on that 
question would be - you've already referenced this, it comes up in the 
network for us all the time around whether or not the role should be 
statutory, and what those statutory duties would look like, and when we 
were doing the role profile we've been thinking along the lines of, do we 
frame it as minimum requirements for the role? But I think that's been a 
really helpful reflection Neil, because I think one of our concerns was that 
an unanticipated consequence could potentially be if we frame things in 
terms of minimum requirement, then local authorities, faced with difficult 
financial decisions, might then make the decision that that's all they had 
to do, rather than being really aspirational in terms of what the virtual 
school service could offer. So that's why we've made the decision to frame 
some of our language around core requirements for success, so that you 
know anything in addition to that is better, but we know that this is what 
we need to be successful.  

I cannot believe that that is our time up with our panel. I think we've got 
lots more questions that we could have answered, but I think a lot of our 
answers actually touched on quite a lot of the other questions. So could I 
just say a huge thank you to Mary Jane, Susan, Kimberley and Neil for 
your openness and frankness and insights around that. I know that the 
panel is never an easy gig, because you never know what's coming up, so 
it makes it difficult to prepare. So, thank you very, very much. We'll 
collate those questions and send them out to you guys as well. So, if 
there's anything additional that you want to reflect, we can take them in 
written form, and we'll put them on the Forum website. So, thank you 
very much to all of you for your input around that.  

I was also going to say that I can see some questions around specific 
local authorities in terms of if a child is looked after in one local authority 
that doesn't have a Virtual School Head Teacher, should they expect 
support from the Virtual School Head Teacher in the area in which they 
are living in. And there's another question around how much support 
should be expected from virtual schools in residential settings. And I 



think, hopefully through our answers from the panel and our contributors 
this morning, people have developed an understanding around the 
different ways that different virtual schools operate in different local 
authorities. So my advice to people, if you have any questions about 
specific Virtual School Head Teachers or the services that they provide, to 
contact them directly to have a discussion about what might be available. 
All of the local authorities who have Virtual School Head Teachers are 
listed on our website, and we can put a link to that, all the service 
information alongside the contact details of the local authorities in 
Scotland who have Virtual School Head Teachers. As we know, there are 
some who do not have Virtual School Head Teachers, but we are hoping 
that that number will continue to rise. But if there are local authorities 
who don't have Virtual School Head Teachers, but you would like to be 
linked in with the person who's responsible for care experienced learners 
in that area, please contact us, because we quite often will have a name 
and a contact number for someone, even if they don't have a Virtual 
School Head Teacher. So please do that if you would like more 
information. 

We are coming to the end of our program for today, the time has 
absolutely flown by, and I know that we have covered a lot in a couple of 
hours. As I said earlier, we will make the recording available on our Forum 
page, alongside all the slides and the materials used today, we have put 
lots of links in the chat for you, one for the role profile, and others for 
other research or papers that we've used, we would be really grateful if 
you could share the message about this work, if you could share our 
website with the resources that we've developed, and if you could share 
the role profile. We're really hoping that through these events and these 
discussions that we are raising awareness of the importance of that role 
and how local authorities and other organisations can support it. You will 
also receive a short evaluation about today's session after it ends, and we 
would be so grateful if you could spend just five or 10 minutes telling us 
what you thought, what you enjoyed, what you didn't, what you want to 
see more of what you want to see less of. We really do value your 
reflections on your experience, and we use these to strengthen what we 
offer in the future so that we can do more of what you're enjoying and 
less of what is not as relevant to you. And just before we close, I want to 
say a huge thank you to all of our contributors today for sharing your 
expertise, your wisdom, your knowledge and your reflections. There is so 
much learning that sits across this work, and I know that today has just 
been a snapshot of it but also know how useful that is for people who are 
new to the work or learning about it. I also want to say thank you to the 
CELCIS team who have worked behind the scenes to get us all here today 
and to help it run so smoothly. And last but certainly not least, I want to 



say a thank you to all of you, not just for taking the time to come along 
today to help us celebrate 10 years of the virtual school role in Scotland, 
but for your engagement, your enthusiasm and support for all of our work 
in the virtual school world and our wider education work, we really do 
appreciate it, and couldn't do it without you. Thank you very much, and 
we will be in touch when our recordings are available and all that's left to 
do is to say that we hope you enjoy the rest of your day.  

 

Links: 

The CELCIS VSHT page: 

https://www.celcis.org/our-work/key-areas/education/virtual-school-
head-teachers 

Improving the effectiveness of virtual schools - 
https://www.education.ox.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/Final-
report-effectiveness-virtual-schools.pdf 
  
CELCIS Scottish Research - https://bera-
journals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/berj.3988 
  
Wales Initial Evidence - 
https://www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/statistics-and-research/2024-
01/virtual-school-model-of-integrated-education-for-care-experienced-
children-initial-evidence-gathering-from-local-authority-pilots.pdf 
  
Australian Policy - 
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/chso.12890 
    
Education's Hidden Asset - 
https://www.countycouncilsnetwork.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/CCN-
Policy-In-focus-Virtual-Schools.pdf 

For anyone who wants to dive into the ecological systems model in the 
context of a virtual school. 
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10212-018-0374-0 

Virtual School Head Teacher Role Profile Report - 
https://www.celcis.org/application/files/4817/4887/1284/VSHT_Role_Prof
ile.pdf 
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