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Executive summary 

This report presents the findings from a qualitative study of education providers across 

Sussex exploring the impact of Covid-19 lockdown measures on education provision, at 

all levels from primary up to further education, undertaken by the Institute for Employment 

Studies (IES) for Sussex Learning Network Uni Connect Programme. The aim of the 

research was to understand the Sussex-specific issues related to the sudden and drastic 

changes to education delivery as a result of lockdown measures introduced in response 

to the coronavirus pandemic, and to develop practical recommendations that can be 

shared across Sussex and beyond. 

The Sussex Learning Network (SLN) Uni Connect Programme targets disadvantaged 

students in areas where progression into higher education (HE) is lower than expected, 

with the aim of closing the gap and increase the number of learners residing in these 

areas into higher education. The Programme provided emergency funding to support 

outreach to take place during the Covid-19 pandemic, to help those families and young 

learners who are struggling to maintain reasonable levels of learning, which supports 

progression, at home. The short-term intention of this was to target practical support 

where it was most needed to help learners engage with their education. 

Interviews were conducted between July and October 2020 covering 20 education 

providers and organisations providing non-educational support to young people across 

Sussex, and a review of national literature regarding the impact of lockdown measures on 

teaching and learning. (A list of participating organisations is presented in the Appendix to 

the full report). 

This research was conducted at the same time as a related study for Sussex Learning 

Network exploring the potential for a collaborative ‘Pan Sussex’ approach to ensuring all 

learners are able to make effective transitions within education and training as a 

protective measure against the economic storm created by the coronavirus crisis. The 

related study provides insights into the impact of the crisis on the local labour market, on 

young people across Sussex, and on the education sector and its current and future 

responses regarding careers advice and guidance, employability, vocational/technical and 

transferable skills, and provision types and modes. 

This report is published during the national lockdown in January 2021 in response to the Covid-

19 pandemic, shortly after the announcement that BTEC, GCSE and A-level exams, and SATS 

assessments, have been cancelled for 2021. A number of the key issues arising from the 

research, such as lack of IT resources for some students to use to engage with remote learning, 

are ongoing and will continue to be problematic during this latest national lockdown. 
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Key findings 

Experience at the start of lockdown 

■ The number of children attending schools that had remained open for vulnerable/key 

worker children at the start of lockdown varied across providers, especially for primary 

schools. Secondary schools experienced a low take up of children attending in-person 

teaching, with numbers growing over time, and colleges also noted low take up 

initially. 

■ In terms of curriculum, primary schools prioritised the wellbeing of students attending 

in person teaching and taught accessibly as year groups were mixed together. Pupils 

attending in person teaching at secondary schools followed the same curriculum as 

those learning remotely, similarly to colleges which generally offered remote 

curriculums to those attending in person, in addition to pastoral care. 

■ All education providers that were open for vulnerable/key worker children introduced 

hygiene and distancing measures in their schools/colleges for students who were 

attending, including bubbles, social distancing and regular handwashing. Some 

primary schools introduced staggered start times and lunch times and suspended 

school uniforms to ensure children were wearing clean clothes every day. Some 

secondary schools reported introducing one-way systems, increased cleaning of 

classrooms and equipment and closing communal spaces. Further, some colleges 

carried out temperature testing. 

■ All education providers were able to set up some form of online learning platform for 

students to access remotely. The level/quality of these platforms varied across primary 

schools, with some offering advanced and interactive platforms, and others offering 

less advanced message board platforms. All secondary schools offered a high level of 

platform teaching, with some having existing platforms which facilitated a smooth 

transition, and others utilising multiple platforms to deliver lessons which posed issues 

with transition initially. Similarly to some secondary schools, colleges were able to 

transition easily with existing platforms, however they encountered struggles with 

covering a heterogenous curriculum spanning from Level 1 to Level 3, including 

academic and vocational courses. 

■ A lack of access to IT was the major reason for secondary school students not 

engaging with remote learning. For example, one secondary school estimated that 

around twenty per cent of their students lacked access to necessary IT equipment to 

engage with learning, and one college found from a survey of students that 17 per 

cent did not have access to a PC or laptop at all and a further 29 per cent did not have 

sole use of a PC or laptop. National survey data from teachers found that lack of IT 

equipment was correlated with relative disadvantage, highlighting the importance of 

providing equipment to disadvantaged students. 

■ Some schools were able to support disadvantaged and vulnerable families by loaning 

out laptops and sending food parcels, while other schools who did not have the 

resources to ensure all students could access online learning so introduced alternative 
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methods of ensuring students could engage with remote learning such as providing 

workbooks to students without IT/internet access. Colleges were more able to provide 

laptops to vulnerable students, but for some colleges this came at significant cost to 

the budget.  

■ In addition to schools providing paper workbooks for students without IT access, one 

charity provider worked with local arts organisations to distribute activity packs 

containing arts and creative materials to disadvantaged families, to provide alternative 

activities for children to engage with. Families were identified by schools, community 

centres, youth workers and food banks, and received packs every two weeks during 

April and May 2020. 

■ Aside from IT-related barriers to learning, there were also barriers to engaging with 

remote learning through a lack of quiet study spaces at home, and parental support, 

and again there was felt to be an association between these barriers and relative 

disadvantage. 

■ Curriculum coverage in colleges differed across subjects. Academic subjects were 

more suited to online delivery than vocational and arts subjects, although colleges 

found innovative ways of delivering these subjects, such as asking catering students 

to upload videos of themselves cooking. Colleges highlighted the fact that new 

innovations like this were a major upside to the lockdown. 

■ Colleges monitored attendance of remote teaching and reported that take-up was high, 

although there was variation between some groups of students. Level 3 students 

tended to be more engaged than Level 1 and 2 students, and vocational students were 

often less engaged than those studying academic subjects, caused by difficulties in 

translating practical course content to online delivery. The engagement of exam 

cohorts did drop off once students found out that they were not sitting exams. 

■ In terms of the impacts of Covid-19 lockdown measures on attainment, progress and 

wellbeing, primary schools reported students exhibiting lower resilience and predicted 

it may take a couple of years for cohorts to fully catch up academically. Primary 

schools were hoping for leniency for SATs in the 2020/21 academic year. Secondary 

schools were also expecting there to be disruptions to learning and academic progress 

and had planned to focus on core subjects to enable catch up; there had been 

announcements of no exams in Summer 2021 in Wales and Scotland by the end of 

2020, and it was announced at the beginning of 2021 that exams in England would 

also be cancelled. Colleges were planning to identify knowledge gaps in September 

and provide workshops to support students with catching up. 

■ A non-education provider working with SEND/EHCP students felt that lockdown, 

school closures and remote teaching has had a profound negative impact on their 

lives. They would find it much more difficult to catch up on lost work compared with 

students without additional needs, and it has often set their social skills back through 

not mixing outside their homes and having additional stresses at home due to 

lockdown. 
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Partial re-opening and transitions 

■ The degree of re-opening from June 2020 was variable. Most primary schools re-

opened for Reception, Year 1 and Year 6 students, although one school was not able 

to accommodate them on top of vulnerable/key worker children. Secondary schools 

generally opened for Year 10 students, although not all did this on a full-time basis. 

Colleges had a wider variety of re-opening patterns, with some allowing any students 

who wanted to return to come in for classes, while others targeted particular students 

who most needed additional support, or remained open only for vulnerable/key worker 

children. 

■ Among providers that did re-open, safety measures were put in place, and classes 

formed support “bubbles” with no mixing between bubbles. Other measures included 

staggered class rotas and start/finish times, or different “bubbles” attending on 

different days, plus frequent deep cleaning. 

■ Transitions at the end of Year 6 were significantly impacted by lockdown measures, 

with little opportunity for Year 6 students to have open days or activities with their new 

secondary schools. Year 11 transitions were less affected and most schools felt that 

careers advice and guidance had not been disrupted; also destination patterns were 

similar to previous years. However, careers advice and guidance in colleges was felt 

to have been more affected and there was much less opportunity for informal 

discussions with students than would normally be the case. 

■ Destinations of Year 13 students had been impacted by the lockdown and related 

disruptions to exams and the economy. Final year BTEC and A-level students in sixth 

form and further education colleges across were negatively affected by exam 

cancellations and downgrading in the initial algorithmically generated results.  

■ While the governments’ decision to revert to Centre Assessed Grades was welcomed 

by colleges and students, a number of A-level students missed out on university 

places due to their results being downgraded initially. By the time the policy was 

changed these students’ university places had been filled and they had to enter 

clearing or defer their place. Similarly, some BTEC students were automatically given 

U grades due to not sitting exams, leading to rejections from university, which one 

staff member described as “tragic” – “[The handling of A-level grades was] a kick in 

the teeth to colleges” 

Plans for the 2020/21 academic year 

■ All education providers planned for all students to return in September 2020. Providers 

introduced varying measures dependent on logistics to ensure safety in schools. 

Primary schools intended to introduce class bubbles and avoid mixing between 

bubbles in communal spaces. Similarly, secondary schools intended to introduce 

bubble systems, some based on year groups and some based on age groups. 

Contrastingly, some colleges were planning to establish blended learning, alternating 

students for in person and remote teaching. 
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Workforce issues and wider support 

■ Very few education providers utilised the Job Retention Scheme. One secondary 

school and one college did furlough staff, mainly due to health and wellbeing or the 

commercial nature of their role (e.g. canteen staff). 

■ All education providers noted an increase in workload for teaching staff during the 

pandemic, mostly due adjusting to remote teaching and ensuring the transfer of 

teaching resources and methods to online delivery. However, in some secondary 

schools, some teachers of disrupted subjects had lower workloads, such as the arts. 

■ Education providers reported varying experiences with regard to staff wellbeing. 

Primary schools noted staff were experiencing increased levels of anxiety and 

concerns over inclusion, whereas secondary schools reported staff encountering 

physical health issues due to increased time spent working at a computer and colleges 

reported some staff enjoying working from home and felt safer there, but that for 

others there were difficulties balancing childcare responsibilities. 

■ Education providers supported their staff in varying ways, depending on the particular 

issues arising. One primary school encouraged the use of the wellbeing plan, whilst 

most secondary schools relied on peer support to maintain morale and connectivity. 

Other schools also provided additional support through wellbeing teams. Colleges 

supported staff members by allowing remote working if it encouraged feelings of 

safety, and by organising wellbeing days. 

■ Both secondary schools and colleges noted the negative effects media headlines have 

had on morale – headlines determining teachers as ‘lazy’ due to concerns over 

returning to work for safety reasons had significantly impacted teachers. 

■ The support from Local Authorities was felt to be more useful and helpful than that 

from central government. There was a widespread view that policy and 

communications from the government had been confusing, and schools and colleges 

highlighted several instances of: mixed messages and U-turns that made it very hard 

for them to adapt to policy changes; instances where policy changes were released at 

unsociable hours, such as late in the evening or on bank holidays, which made it 

difficult to implement new guidelines; and that the views of teachers were rarely taken 

into account. Because of this poor handling of policy changes, they were not confident 

in their plans for re-opening fully in September 2020 as they anticipated further policy 

changes. However, one college felt that their Local Authorities requested too much 

information from colleges early in the pandemic, and as a group spread across 

multiple authorities they often had to send the same data in different formats which 

was time consuming and frustrating. 

Conclusions and recommendations 

There are a number of conclusions and recommendations arising from the research: 

■ The need for IT equipment and access for more learners, and particularly 

disadvantaged learners – the national lockdown in March 2020 meant that the vast 
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majority of students were having to access teaching and learning remotely, and lack of 

IT equipment, or access to a device that students could use personally when needed, 

and internet access limited the ability of some students to engage with teaching. 

National survey data from teachers highlighted the digital divide between students 

from affluent and disadvantaged backgrounds, with more than half of teachers in 

affluent areas saying that fewer than one in 50 students did not have access to IT 

equipment, while nearly half of teachers in disadvantaged areas said that at least one 

in 10 students did not have access to IT equipment for learning. Ensuring that IT 

equipment and internet access is available for all students is essential if they are to 

engage fully with remote learning, as the country enters another period of lockdown 

with school and college closures in January 2021. 

■ The need to develop offline resources to support students without access to IT 

equipment – this is vital to ensure that no students are left behind, and most 

schools/colleges were providing and distributing workbooks to students who needed 

them. A community provider was also involved in distributing creative arts packs to 

disadvantaged families, as an additional way of keeping young people engaged with 

learning and to provide additional opportunities to engage with learning aside from the 

academic work.  

■ The need for additional monitoring of attendance and engagement for certain 

groups of students – while most students were able to engage well with the switch to 

remote learning, and to other changes to teaching when schools re-opened from 

September 2020, it was felt that there were particular groups that may be finding it 

more difficult. Among schools, it was felt that disadvantaged students were most at 

risk, while among colleges, students on Level 1 and 2 courses, and those studying 

arts and vocational courses, were most likely to need additional measures to support 

engagement and retention. 

■ The need for a focus on wider wellbeing of students – while it was important to 

support students to engage with learning, it was also felt to be important to support 

them pastorally during the pandemic, to reduce anxiety and mental wellbeing issues 

and to support their resilience. This was felt to be particularly important for SEND 

students. 

■ The need to engage and work with community groups to reach those less 

engaged with learning – schools and colleges can only do so much to encourage 

engagement, and community groups are well placed both through their own activities 

and through community networks to work with those groups or individual families who 

may require additional support to maintain engagement during periods of disruption to 

normal teaching provision. 

■ The need to support those students going through key education transitions, 

particularly those leaving Years 6, 11 and 13 – students going through key 

education transitions since the introduction of lockdown have faced markedly different 

circumstances to their predecessors, in terms of disruption to their preparation for the 

coming phase of education (eg no transition visits), confusion over future options as a 

result of uncertainty of exam results, and reduced opportunities to access careers 

education, information, advice and guidance (CEIAG). Measures should be put in 
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place to support those going through transitions at the end of the 2020/21 academic 

year including ensuring sufficient access to CEIAG opportunities. 

■ The need for timely and appropriate support from central and local government 

– schools and colleges felt that policy and communications from the government had 

been confusing and often rushed out at the last minute which made it difficult to 

implement them. There was also felt to be a lack of recognition of the views and 

opinions of teachers in developing policy changes. While some providers reported 

helpful assistance from sector bodies, such as the Association of Colleges, better 

communication with sufficient lead time was seen as important in allowing providers to 

plan properly for upcoming policy changes. Support from local authorities was felt to 

be more useful, although there could be more focus on minimising the 

data/information burden on providers, possibly through greater data sharing between 

authorities. 
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