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Overview

• Researching COVID and primary education 

– our approach 

– projects and methods in sequence

• Findings: 

– Learning loss or learning disruption?

– The differential impact of lockdowns

– The importance of local circumstances

– School-based knowledge of what matters

• Implications: 

➢ for literacy, for schools and for policy



Researching COVID and education: our approach 

• In conditions of uncertainty there is no ready guidance on 

what to do and no clear knowledge of what the issues are

• Those on the front line discover 

the issues fastest, and begin 

to grapple with them directly, 

using the resources to hand

• Those standing further away

may misread the context

• Conditions of uncertainty lead

swiftly to discourses of blame



Research and the discourse of blame
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Putting primary schools first:

• A duty of care and a duty to 

teach: educational priorities in 

response to the COVID crisis

• Looking beyond “learning 

loss” to schools’ responses to 

community needs

• Assessing whether and in 

what ways schools’ priorities 

might disturb the current 

accountability settlement

• Setting an agenda for change 

in the short/ longer term

“Ultimately of course there will be 

inspections of schools, ultimately there will 

be SATs and ultimately there will be GCSEs 

that will judge the quality of the education 

that has been provided in this period and 

head teachers of schools are aware of that. 

And that’s how our system works whether 

we are in a crisis or we are not in crisis.” 
Nick Gibb MP, To the Education Select 
Committee.

“Again, schools will be assessed on factors 

beyond their control. It’s time for SATs to 

be abolished and the emphasis on GCSEs 

to be changed so their main purpose is to 

decide post-16 progression and not as a 

lazy way of judging schools.” Janet Downs

Reported in Schoolsweek May 27 2020
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https://www.ucl.ac.uk/ioe/departments-and-centres/centres/international-literacy-centre/duty-care-and-duty-teach-educational-priorities-response-covid-19-crisis


The evidence base: 
1. A duty of care and a duty to teach: educational 

priorities in response to the Covid19 crisis. ESRC

• Survey, representative sample, May 2020

• Rapid evidence assessment, Aug 2020   

2. Teacher Assistant Survey. Unison.  Jan-Feb 2021

3. Rapid Evidence Review. DfE/SAGE. May/June 2021

4. Learning through Disruption.  ESRC May-July, 2021
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/ioe/research/covid-19-research-ucl-institute-education/research-related-covid-19

Researchers: Gemma Moss, Becky Allen, Alice Bradbury, Annette 

Braun, Sam Duncan, Sinead Harmey, Rachael Levy, Rob Webster
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Our research questions :

1) How did primary schools respond to the crisis, as it 

unfolded over real time?  

o To what extent were school responses shaped by their local 

contexts and the impacts of COVID and school closures in 

their communities, for pupils, parents and their staff?

2) How did primary school’s priorities compare with policy 

priorities, media coverage, and the research 

community’s initial response?

3) How can the evidence for harms and their mitigation 

from this and previous disasters help inform debate?

4) What might all this mean for recovery strategies going 

forward?
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Project 1: Duty of Care and a Duty to Teach

Methods:  

1. Teacher Tapp Survey – May 2020, published June 2020

10 questions, with up to 9 statements per question to 

choose between

2. Systematic review 

of the literature on learning disruption

3. Documentary collection: 

policy guidance/ media coverage / research reported

4. UCL survey and follow up interviews 

with teachers/ heads/ system leaders
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The Teacher Tapp Survey

• Sent to 2,292 Teacher Tapp panel members (primary)

• 1,653 primary school respondents, linked to a valid 

school identifier

• Schools are grouped into 4 quartiles according to 

proportion of children on free school, using Department 

for Education administrative data

• Sample weighted to reflect the demographic 

characteristics of state school primary school teachers 

in England

• See https://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/id/eprint/10103669/1/Moss_DCDT%20Report%201%20Final.pdf

for the full survey report
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https://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/id/eprint/10103669/1/Moss_DCDT%20Report%201%20Final.pdf


The survey questions we asked:

• Across a range of duty and care responsibilities

• Teaching tasks set for literacy, by KS

Actions respondents had taken in the last 
week

• In communicating with families

• In creating teaching resources

• Planning for school reopening

Their priorities during lockdown

• What they had learnt about their communities

• Key challenges and dilemmas 

• What might need to change in the wider system

Their reflections on the crisis
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Findings: health and welfare matter most

Question: Thinking about YOUR school community, which of these had 

highest priority in communicating with families during lockdown? Please tick 

just THREE responses

Statement All

Checking how families are coping in terms of mental health, 

welfare, food
72%

Providing information about how parents can support their 

children’s learning at home 63%

Checking how families are managing with the schoolwork 46%

Providing information on how free school meal vouchers are being 

distributed
35%

Providing information on where families experiencing hardship can 

find additional support
35%

Reassuring families that learning will be maintained 17%
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Poverty places a greater burden on schools 

serving the most disadvantaged

Question: Thinking about YOUR school community, which of these had highest priority 

in communicating with families during lockdown? Please tick just THREE responses.

International Literacy Centre

Statement

Q1 (affluent) Q2 Q3 Q4 (deprived)

Checking how families are 

coping
68% 72% 72% 78%

Info on FSM vouchers 18% 24% 41% 51%

Support for families

experiencing hardship
22% 31% 40% 42%

How to support children’s 

learning at home
75% 68% 60% 52%



Poverty limits what families can do: teaching 

has to respond

Question: How has lockdown changed your perceptions of your school’s community?

Statement

Q1 (affluent) Q2 Q3 Q4 (deprived)

I am reassured most 

families have the resources 

to support pupils’ learning at 

home

46% 24% 12% 6%

I am more aware of the 

impact of poverty on pupils’ 

lives

16% 22% 39% 48%

I am more aware of how 

difficult it is for my pupils to 

learn at home

45% 52% 65% 64%



Teaching adapts to meet novel conditions:

International Literacy Centre

.

Question: In creating teaching resources during lockdown, identify your *TOP 3* priorities?

17%

43%

70%

33%

19%

35%

20%

50%

Ensuring we cover our school’s planned curriculum

Maintaining attainment by revisiting prior learning areas

Giving children activities that they will enjoy

Giving children sufficient activities to keep them busy

Differentiating activities to meet different children’s needs

Creating fun educational activities that the whole family can take part in

Capitalising on the opportunity for child to learn differently

Ensuring children without online access still have opportunities to learn



Adaptations to teaching by FSM quartile

Question: In creating teaching resources during lockdown, identify your *TOP 3* priorities?

Statement

Q1(affluent) Q2 Q3 Q4 (deprived)

Giving children activities that they will 

enjoy
75% 73% 67% 67%

Ensuring children without online 

access still have opportunities to 

learn
47% 52% 54% 63%

Maintaining attainment by revisiting 

prior learning areas
44% 43% 44% 48%

Creating fun educational  activities 

that the whole family can take part in 42% 40% 37% 31%

Capitalising on opportunities for child 

to learn differently
24% 21% 21% 12%
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Comparing KS1 and KS 2 priorities for literacy 

learning: tension points in task creation

Question: In creating teaching resources during lockdown, your *TOP 3* priorities?

Statement

EYFS/

KS1

KS2

Reading comprehension tasks 50% 78%

Reading for pleasure 75% 78%

Shared reading with a family member 59% 30%

Phonics, SPAG or handwriting activities 77% 60%

Open-ended writing activities 60% 73%

Tasks to stimulate speaking and listening at home 42% 23%
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Responding to the pandemic: a different 

view of what matters in education: 

Question: Thinking about opportunities as well as challenges for primary education, post 

crisis, what do you think should happen next? Tick any statements you agree with

Statement All

If testing and inspection goes ahead as normal next year, schools 

serving the most disadvantaged communities will be unfairly penalised
77%

Primary education needs to begin again, with a broader definition of 

curriculum values and purposes
73%

Schools have an important role in building community resilience that 

should be both recognised and funded
72%

The best approach to supporting children through the crisis is ensuring 

they reach the expected standards in KS1 and KS2 assessments next 

year
4%
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How catch up narratives take hold: 
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The literature on learning loss

1. Derives from studies measuring impact of summer 

holiday closures
‒ planned closures, without the wider social, organisational and 

disruptive issues associated with COVID

2. Relatively crude measures used to quantify learning loss

– Parents’ estimates of time spent “learning”; number of tasks set; 

feedback received

3. Extrapolating forward exaggerates losses, creating a 

moral panic on the need to “catch up fast”

4. Ignores the evidence of longer term repair
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Reviewing the literature on Learning Disruption: 

key findings from a different field

Community Local 
knowledge

Contingency 
based on 
reflection

Leadership

Curriculum
Learning 
about the 

event

Change in 
pace and 
content

Curriculum as 
a vehicle for 
expression

Care Mental health 
training

Wellbeing 
needs of 

community
Leadership

Harmey, S. and Moss, G. (2020) Learning Loss versus Learning Disruption:

Download: https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/12497/pdf
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https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/12497/pdf
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Project 3: Systematic review (IPPO/ DfE)

Focus: harms caused to primary school and lower 

secondary pupils and any mitigation strategies that could 

address them

– searches conducted in May 2021, restricted to evidence in 

the UK

– find high levels of uncertainty in the data at that time; 

– weaknesses in study designs (reliance on self-report surveys 

with small numbers) 

– weaknesses in the “prevailing mental models” and 

assumptions that determine the research questions asked

– Few interventions designed specifically for these conditions

IOE – FACULTY OF EDUCATION AND SOCIETY



Findings: Covid and school closures had multiple 

impacts on primary and lower secondary pupils

• Learning – due to changes in amount or modes of teaching and 

learning in the home context; inadequate access to technology;

• Mental health and wellbeing – affected or exacerbated by the 

conditions the pandemic created;

• Nutrition, physical health, and development - from restricted 

access to the social context of the school/ outdoor space;

• Increased exposure to risk factors at home – familial risks of 

domestic violence, physical abuse; material disbenefits of living in 

poverty (poor housing, overcrowding; inadequate resources; limited 

access to outside space); reduced access to support services.

• A mixed picture - Some evidence for benefits as well as harms

IOE – FACULTY OF EDUCATION AND SOCIETY



What have we learned since: review updated

• Modelling of impacts on attainment at the start of the pandemic 

overestimated “learning losses”

• Regularly collected test data shows attainment dipped during closure 

periods, repaired when schools re-opened. Impacts still uncertain

o relatively modest impacts on literacy (0.2); and on maths (0.3); greater 

losses for younger children (DfE/ Renaissance Learning & EPI, 2021) 

• To date, modest widening of disadvantage gaps (0.05)

o evidence that: “disadvantaged pupils are recovering at around the same 

rate as non-disadvantaged pupils” (Twist et al. 2022)

• No strong relationship between outcomes and what schools did during the 

pandemic, or use of interventions, demonstrated so far

• Still lacking evidence on likely interactions between harms 

• Little research investigating school-based mitigation strategies

IOE – FACULTY OF EDUCATION AND SOCIETY

https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/schooling-during-a-pandemic_7f2b11d8-en


Project 4: Learning Through Disruption:

• Qualitative case study design 
– 7 schools recruited through 
brokers 
– MATs, local authorities, teacher 

unions, other support networks

• Sample, looking for maximum 
variation by region/prevalence 
of COVID

• Qualitative interviews with the 
headteacher, staff and parents

• Interviews with 10 heads [3 
schools had co-heads], 21 
teachers, 13 parents, 6 
network brokers

• 50 people interviewed in total:

Broker

School

Head Staff Parents

Focus: understanding school recovery plans in context



School Type Sponsor 

type

% FSM* 

(to 

nearest 

5%)

% EAL* 

(to 

nearest 

5%)

Ofsted 

Grade

Sats % -

national 

average 

Covid 

prevalence

, 10-16 

July 21

N1S1 Academy MAT 35 55 Outstanding Above Moderate

N2S2 Community LA 35 60 Good Near nat

average

Moderate

N3S3 Community LA 30 10 Good Near nat

average

V high

N4S4 Voluntary-

aided

CoE/ LA 5 5 Good Near nat

average

High

N5S5 Community LA 15 40 Good Near nat

average

Moderate

N6S6 Free school MAT 30 5 Outstanding Above Lowest

N7S7 Community LA 40 80 Good Below High

*National average FSM 23 % and EAL 21

International Literacy Centre



Findings 1: Every school has its own COVID 

story

1. Community impacts varied: employment, resources

2. Schools are a vital source of support for children 

living in poverty
– if we’ve got hungry children, we have to feed them, right, but what we 

want is a world where our children aren’t hungry (Head S1)

3. Families turn to schools when there is nowhere else 

to go

4. The depth of need in some communities was striking:
– ‘The threshold is so high to get any support from social services ... 

Often there is nobody and you just have to work it out yourselves …’ 

International Literacy Centre

‘[They] lived in a flat, which was temporary accommodation, 

that was infested with rats. .. she was in danger and so were 

her children, and living with rats. I mean, it was just awful.’ 



Findings 2: Schools adapted what they did in 
the light of first-hand experience
1. Schools changed how they taught to meet local needs

– ‘We changed and evolved over that period, absolutely beyond 

recognition really’ (Head S3). 

2. Remote teaching adapted through pupil and parent 

feedback ‘I think from the government’s point of view it was, oh we’ll 

just give all these devices out and that will solve the problem, not 

thinking about actually the root of all this is far deeper’ (Head S1)

3. Networks of support were vital – but also patchy
– That weekly phone call to check on me if I was okay, I could run 

ideas past our officer, past the assistant director and that was 

really helpful. (Head S4)
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Findings 3: School priorities for recovery are 

context specific – local knowledge matters

1. Pupil wellbeing and learning need addressing together
– we’re not saying we’re going to focus on their wellbeing to the detriment of the 

academic. We’re saying we’re going to focus on their wellbeing to ensure that we 

can focus on the academic. (Head S1)

2. Curriculum priorities vary by school and age group
– It was interesting. We just naturally expected writing to have the biggest hit and 

reading but what we found was that it was maths. With maths, it was just the basic 

fluency and arithmetic of it. (Staff S1)

– I think for us, in a sense, it's socialisation and cooperation, and those roleplay 

elements, especially with these younger children (Staff S2) 

3. Different impacts lead to different strategies
– Year 6 are my particular worry … we want to be very clear in our handovers to the 

secondary schools, in terms of their coverage, what they will have, really securely, 

what they will have touched on, and what they won't have at all (Staff S1)

International Literacy Centre



Findings 4: An agenda for system change

1. More support for pupil mental health
– What I’d really like the funding for is for a counselling service, mental health 

support directly into school. ... It’s just fair funding that we want and the mental 

health support. (Head)

2. Put trust in school and teacher judgements first
– The reason we haven't engaged with [the NTP] is because I need my children to be 

taught by people that they know, … my understanding of the national tutoring 

programme is it's a tutor from anywhere, and online at the moment. And the 

member of staff tells the tutor what to do anyway, and then does it, and tells the 

member of staff. (Head)

3. Time to change the catch up discourse and the test 

architecture?
– When you have all manner of inequalities, … then what a ridiculous way to assess 

children with a set of national tests that are the same for every single child. (Head) 

– they’ve trusted us to create our own curriculum to send home, over the last year 

and a half. Why can’t they trust us to assess children? (Staff)

International Literacy Centre



Differences in the logics at work: policy logics 

hold fast to what they already know

1. Curriculum delivery as the object of measurement

2. All children must keep to the same pace and 

sequence - deficits escalate and jeopardy follows

3. Those who fall behind are to blame:
– ‘The aim of education is to deliver a high-quality curriculum so that 

pupils know more and remember more. 

– Everything we know about what a quality curriculum looks like still 

applies. The remote curriculum needs to be aligned to the classroom 

curriculum as much as possible. ..

– it needs to be carefully sequenced and ensure that pupils obtain the 

building blocks they need to move on to the next step’ Ofsted, 2021

International Literacy Centre



Differences in the logics at work: school logics 

have to adapt to wholly novel circumstances

1. Prioritising safety and basic welfare needs

2. Thinking in the round about children and their families

3. Taking into account resources on the ground

– Access to technology – devices but also data plans

– Physical space

– Siblings and family structure

4. A focus on children’s willingness to learn; parents’ 

potential to support in novel conditions

5. Reimagining pedagogy in response

International Literacy Centre



Key messages from our research:

• The effects of the disruption are diverse

– Losses seem to be lower than anticipated in literacy (0.2) with a 

slightly greater impact on maths (0.3)

– For younger children, speaking and listening, socialisation, 

physical development all matter 

• Poverty impacts on children’s learning

– Inadequate housing, overcrowding, pressure on income, limited 

access to outdoors and digital resources, all impact on pupils

• Teachers’ local knowledge counts

– Through the crisis and in repair

IOE – FACULTY OF EDUCATION AND SOCIETY



Actionable insights:

● Short term “catchup” interventions targeted on individuals  

may overprescribe and miss interactions between harms

● More studies are needed of how schools’ own strategies 

for repair can be best paced over the medium to long term

● Locally led, integrated planning that re-paces curriculum 

delivery and broadens its scope should be the priority.

● To create a more resilient education system, schools 

working with pupils living in poverty require more 

generous funding

●



https://www.ucl.ac.uk/ioe/departments-and-centres/centres/international-literacy-

centre/learning-through-disruption-rebuilding-primary-education-using-local-knowledge
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Governing by data in England

• Frequent testing, benchmarked standards

• Pupil progress measured between test points to judge 
progression over time

• High penalties for “failing” schools

High stakes accountability

• Unequally distributed between schools

High autonomy

• In practice heavily regulated by contract and through 
sanctioned patronage

A quasi-market
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How accountability has changed over time

Education reform round 1: invest and direct

• The National Literacy Strategy centrally directs reform

• Investments build from school improvement principles 

• Results plateau just short of improvement targets (1997-2010)

Education reform round 2: outsource and control

• “Closing gaps” as the driving educational purpose

• Proliferation of tests, driven by politicians’ picks

• Proliferation of education actors offering different services

• New ways of identifying knowledge gaps and arbitrating “what 
works” (2010 - )
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The test architecture in English primary schools

(Goldstein and Leckie, 2017)

Year Group Key stage Age Testing and Assessment  

Reception Early Years 4-5 Reception Baseline Assessment – within first 6 weeks 

Early Years Foundation Stage Profile

Year 1 KS1 5-6 Phonics screening check

Year 2 KS1 6-7 Phonics screening check repeated for those who failed in Year 1

English grammar, spelling and punctuation test (SPAG)

English reading test

English writing teacher assessment

Mathematics test

Year 3 KS2 7-8

Year 4 KS2 8-9 Multiplication tables check

Year 5 KS2 9-10

Year 6 KS2 10-11 English, spelling, punctuation and grammar test (SPAG)

English reading test

English writing teacher assessment

Mathematics test
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Teacher assessment exemplification: end of key stage 2

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/653

133/2018_exemplification_materials_KS2-EXS__Morgan_.pdf 

Proliferation of external directives: the test 

becomes the curriculum
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Pedagogy or policy? Interpreting the story 

in the data:

“There remains a 
danger that 
phonics teaching 
is seen as 
sufficient in 
terms of teaching 
reading. The 
evidence is that it 
is necessary but 
not sufficient.”
Stainthorp, 2020
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A fragmented knowledge ecosystem: 300 + 

sources of influence in education

https://www.edpol.net/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Non-govt-influencing-policy-EPI-roundtable-April-21-report-v3.4.pdf
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https://www.edpol.net/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Non-govt-influencing-policy-EPI-roundtable-April-21-report-v3.4.pdf


For discussion:

• How do these findings resonate with schools in your 

local area? 

• Which issues and themes need more research now?

• The accountability system as currently configured runs 

on data that is too thin – how can we challenge this?

• How might literacy research help equip policy and 

practice with the impetus to change?

International Literacy Centre
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