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Presentation context

Two large-scale, rapid school surveys conducted between May and July 
2020 in England to investigate the impacts of Covid-19 

Jointly funded by the Nuffield Foundation and the National Foundation 
for Educational Research (NFER), it was led by NFER

• The Nuffield Foundation: An independent charitable trust with a 
mission to advance social well-being. It funds research that informs 
social policy, primarily in education, welfare, and justice

• The NFER: An independent, not-for-profit organisation dedicated to 
producing high-quality, independent research and insights to inform 
key decision-makers about issues across the education system
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Government response to the 
pandemic in England’s schools
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20 March 
2020

British Government orders all schools in England to close to pupils 
(other than vulnerable pupils and the children of keyworkers) and 
cancels national examinations. Most pupils learn remotely.

1 June 
2020

Primary pupils in nursery and reception (aged up to 5), Year 1 
(aged 5-6) and Year 6 (aged 10-11) return to school. 
Years 2-5 continue to learn remotely.

15 June 
2020

Secondary pupils in Year 10 (aged 14-15) and Year 12 (aged 16-
17) are offered some face-to-face support in schools. 
Pupils in Years 7-9 continue to learn remotely.

Early Sept
2020

Schools re-open fully to all pupils.
Localised Covid-19 outbreaks lead to some partial or full school 
closures. Some schools offer ‘blended’ on site and online learning.

4 January 
2021

British Government orders all schools in England to close to pupils 
(other than vulnerable pupils and the children of keyworkers) and 
cancels national examinations. Most pupils learn remotely.



Research context

Two school surveys (May and July 2020). Each received 
responses from c.3,000 school leaders and teachers in 
c.2,100 schools

Each survey was weighted to be representative of schools 
in England

• First survey focused on pupil engagement with remote 
learning and the factors that facilitated/hindered this

• Second survey focused on the extent to which pupils 
had fallen behind with their learning, the need for ‘catch 
up’.
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Key findings: the implications 
of pupils not being in school
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All pupils have been impacted by the 
pandemic
The pandemic has had a substantial impact, as indicated across a 
number of measures:
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Measure Finding
Pupil engagement in 
remote learning

Fewer than half (42%) of pupils returned their most 
recent piece of set work to their teacher (May). This 
fell to 38% by July

Parental engagement 
with remote learning

Just over half (55%) of parents were engaged in their
child’s home learning (May). This fell to 44% by July

Limited pupil access 
to IT resources

Almost one quarter (23%) of pupils had limited access 
to IT in their homes (May). In July, this figure was 
reported as 28%

Degree of curriculum
coverage

Four fifths (80%) of teachers said that all, or parts, of 
the curriculum were getting less attention than usual 
(May). In July, they said they had covered 
approximately two thirds of the usual curriculum 



Pupils in the most deprived schools have 
been disproportionately affected

Measure (May 2020) Most deprived 
schools

Least deprived 
schools

Pupil engagement in remote 
learning

30% 49%

Parental engagement with 
remote learning

41% 62%

Limited pupil access to IT 
resources

39% 19%

ALL areas of the curriculum
getting less coverage than 
usual

34% 22%
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Key findings – the equity of 
remote learning
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‘Live learning’ was not a common 
form of remote learning (May)
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Access to remote learning also lacked equity 
Engagement in remote learning activities by 
primary/secondary and by school deprivation (May)

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

Highest 20% Second 20% Middle 20% Fourth 20% Lowest 20%

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 o

f p
up

ils
 e

ng
ag

ed

FSM proportion quintile

Primary Secondary

• On average, 71% of 
primary, and 63% of 
secondary pupils were 
engaged in learning 
activities 

• There was a clear 
disadvantage 
gradient

• Engagement was also 
lower for pupils with 
special educational 
needs, vulnerable 
children, and young 
carers



Factors affecting pupil engagement 
with remote learning (May)

Lower engagement Higher engagement
Schools with highest deprivation
Schools with lowest prior attainment

Teachers receiving a good level of 
support from their schools

Inexperienced teachers (aged 
between 20 and 29)

Teachers working with pupils aged 
16+

Using the school website to 
communicate with pupils and 
parents

Using a virtual learning environment
to communicate with pupils and 
parents 

Schools which experienced a drop 
in pupil attendance prior to 20 
March

Delivering learning by having online 
conversations with pupils

All areas of the curriculum getting 
less attention than usual

Activities involving consolidating 
previous learning or revising
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Key findings – learning loss 
and learning recovery
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All pupils had fallen behind compared to 
normal expectations in July 2020

By July schools had been disrupted for at least 4 months
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By July teachers had, on average, covered 66% of the usual curriculum

On average 
pupils 3 
months 
behind



But pupils in the most deprived 
schools were more behind
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Key conclusions – what needs to 
happen now?
• Government resources and funding need to be prioritised for the 

most disadvantaged schools

• Teachers need high quality training and suitable IT resources

• Government needs to speed up the distribution of laptops and 
internet connectivity to disadvantaged pupils (especially those in 
disadvantaged schools)

• Schools need to identify strategies for learning recovery for all, and 
especially for the most disadvantaged pupils.

• New research is needed on the extent to which schools have 
managed the switch to live learning, and the outstanding 
challenges.
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More information about our work

• To see NFER’s suite of Covid-19 research 
reports, please go to: 
https://www.nfer.ac.uk/news-events/nfer-
spotlight/schools-responses-to-covid-19/

• For queries or enquiries, please do get in touch:
− j.nelson@nfer.ac.uk
− enquiries@nfer.ac.uk
− @Nelson_Julie_A
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