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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. 

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. 

 



 

8    Impact of Covid-19 lockdown measures on education provision in Sussex 

 

1 Introduction 

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. 

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. Th 

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 

engage to engage with remote learning, are ongoing and will continue to be problematic 

during this latest national lockdown. 

1.1 Methodology 

The method of information gathering was via telephone interviews, as face-to-face 

fieldwork was not possible due to lockdown restrictions, but also to maximise the number 

of interviews that could be undertaken. In some cases, interviews were conducted via 
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video link (as both the researchers and interviewees became accustomed to using live 

video as a result of lockdown). 

The providers to be targeted were identified by SLN Uni Connect and the contact details 

for the key contacts were provided to the research team. Introductory emails describing 

the research were sent by SLN Uni Connect staff, with the research team’s details 

included, for contacts to liaise directly with the research team regarding the interviews. 

A discussion guide was developed and agreed in discussion with the team at SLN Uni 

Connect, to cover the key research topics. The discussion guide was semi-structured, to 

allow for detailed exploration of key issues raised by interviewees, and was differentiated 

by phase of education to reflect the particular issues faced by providers teaching students 

of different ages. 

To provide context to the local findings from the interviewees, a short literature search 

and review for national contextual information on the impact of lockdown measures on 

education providers was carried out. 

The following number of providers were covered in the research, broken down by the 

different phases/activities (a list of providers is presented in the Appendix): 

■ Primary – interviews covering 6 providers 

■ Secondary (11-16/11-18) – interviews covering 6 providers 

■ Colleges (FE/6th Form) – 5 completed interviews (4 FE colleges and 1 6th Form 

colleges) 

■ Other providers (providing additional support and guidance for young people with 

funding from SLN Uni Connect) – 3 completed interviews 

1.2 Structure of report 

The report is structured as follows: 

■ Chapter 2 presents background contextual information from national reports into the 

impact of Covid-19 lockdown measures on education provision;  

■ Chapter 3 discusses the initial responses of education providers in Sussex to the 

introduction of school closures as part of lockdown measures, and how providers went 

about developing methods for remote teaching and learning; 

■ Chapter 4 investigates the approaches taken to partial re-opening as lockdown 

restrictions were eased, and the impact on cohorts that would be making key 

education transitions at the end of the 2019/20 academic year; 

■ Chapter 5 describes the approaches, planned or enacted, to fully re-opening for the 

start of the 2020/21 academic year; and 

■ Chapter 6 explores wider issues regarding education providers’ workforces and 

support from local authorities and national government. 

■ Chapter 7 presents the conclusions and recommendations from the research. 
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2 National context 

In response to the coronavirus (COVID-19) outbreak, the government asked education 

and childcare settings to close from Friday 20 March 2020 to all children except those of 

critical workers and those classified as vulnerable. 

The proportion of children attending school in the first few weeks of lockdown was around 

two per cent, although with a higher level in the first couple of days of lockdown as the 

country adjusted to the new circumstances (Figure 2.1).  

From 1st June, the government asked schools to welcome back children in nursery, 

reception, year 1 and year 6, alongside children of critical workers and vulnerable children 

from all years, and the proportion of children attending rose to around six per cent of the 

total. A fortnight later, from 15th June, providers were asked to begin face-to-face teaching 

for Year 10 and 12 students as well, and following this expansion of opening, around 16 

per cent, or one in six children, were attending school. 

Figure 2.1 Proportion of children attending school, England, March-July 2020 

 

Note: shaded areas indicate: Easter holidays; 1st June when Reception, Year 1 and Year 6 returned; and 

15th June when Years 10 and 12 returned 

Source: Attendance in education and early years settings during the coronavirus (COVID-19) outbreak 
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2.1 Remote/home learning 

Teachers had to quickly adjust their teaching methods in light of the school closures and 

the need for learning at a distance. Figure 2.2 shows the methods teachers were using 

during the first week of lockdown, based on responses to a survey run by Teacher Tapp, 

an online app and CPD website that asks teachers daily questions about their day or their 

opinions on teaching.  

Setting work through an online platform was the most common method with 63 per cent of 

teachers reporting this, although was much more widely used in secondary schools (82%) 

than in primary schools (48%). Primary school teachers were much more likely than 

secondary school teachers to put instructions on a website (either the school website or a 

third party; 39% compared with 22% of secondary school teachers) or to set work with 

physical worksheets or workbooks (45% compared with 19%). Very few were using live 

video or online chatting. 

Figure 2.2 How teachers were providing work for their classes in first week of lockdown 

 

Source: Teacher Tapp survey of teachers in England, March 26th 2020 

Teachers in more deprived schools were much more likely to use physical worksheets or 

workbooks – only 22 per cent of teachers at schools with the lowest proportions of free 

school meal (FSM) students reported setting work via physical worksheets/workbooks, 

compared with 48 per cent of teachers at schools with the highest proportions of FSM 

students. Thus, in primary schools with the highest proportion of FSM students, it is likely 

that a majority of teachers were setting work physically. The patterns by deprivation are 

likely to be driven by concerns that students may not be able to access online content due 
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to lack of technology, or availability of technology when parents are also working from 

home. (Sutton Trust School Shutdown Impact Brief) 

While paper copies of work could help ensure that learning for students without 

computers/internet was not too badly affected, they could not be returned for assessment 

in the way that online work could. (National Institute for Health Research Back to School 

Study) 

Limitations of remote learning as mentioned by young people included lack of teacher 

interaction/guidance, slow or minimal feedback, lack of motivation, and loss of structure to 

the day. Lack of teacher input could exacerbate motivation issues. Benefits included 

fewer distractions working at home, planning their own time, a more relaxed atmosphere, 

and becoming better independent learners. (NIHR) 

The Teacher Tapp survey asked teachers, at the end of the first week of lockdown, for 

how many hours students should be learning each school day, and how many hours they 

felt students were actually learning, while a Public First/Sutton Trust survey in the second 

week of lockdown asked parents about the time children spent learning each day1. Table 

2.1 shows the results by phase of schooling. Teachers felt that students were not learning 

for as many hours a day as they should, although parents’ views about how many hours 

their children were spending on schoolwork were more in line with teachers’ expectations. 

The timing of the surveys may account for some of the difference, with the survey of 

parents occurring later, when children and families may have got more into a routine of 

learning from home. 

Table 2.1 Hours spent on schoolwork per day, by phase of schooling 

 
Secondary Primary 

 
Teacher (27th March) Parent Teacher (27th March) Parent 

 

Should 
be doing Is doing 

(1-3 April) 
Is doing 

Should 
be doing Is doing 

(1-3 April) 
Is doing 

Less than 1 hour per day 1 25 6 5 40 5 

1 or 2 hours per day 25 46 20 63 47 32 

3 or 4 hours per day 60 17 52 28 7 51 

5 or more hours per day 12 4 19 2 1 11 

Source: Teacher Tapp 27th March 2020; Public First/Sutton Trust survey of UK parents, 1-3 April 2020 

A study by the Centre for Economic Performance, Generation COVID: Emerging work 

and education inequalities, analysed national survey data from Understanding Society on 

learning losses during lockdown, and found that one in four children and teenagers (25%) 

had no schooling or tutoring during lockdown, while 38 per cent experienced full schooling 

during the lockdown school closures. Overall, students received 42 per cent of normal 

schooling hours during lockdown, although this rose to 85 per cent of normal hours from 

September. The study also found stark differences between private school students and 

those at state schools, with nearly twice as many private school students receiving full 

 

1 COVID-19 and Social Mobility Impact Brief #1: School Shutdown, The Sutton Trust 
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schooling, and it is likely this pattern is reflected by socio-economic background within the 

state school population.  

In addition to time spent engaged in learning, another issue was access to technology 

that can be used for remote learning. Figure 2.3 presents the views of teachers on the 

proportion of children in their school who did not have adequate access to an electronic 

device to use for learning from home, such as a laptop of tablet. Overall, around one in 

four teachers at state schools felt that more than one in ten students did not have 

adequate access to technology for learning (27% of primary teachers and 21% of 

secondary teachers).  

There was a strong pattern by the socio-economic make-up of the student body, with only 

nine per cent of teachers in schools with the lowest proportions of FSM students reporting 

that more than one in ten students did not have access to electronic devices, compared 

with 42 per cent of teachers in schools with the highest proportions of FSM students. 

Mitigating actions regarding technology for learning were also more common in schools 

with the most affluent student bodies – 28 per cent of teachers in schools with the lowest 

proportions of FSM students reported that their school was providing laptops and devices 

to students in need, compared with 15 per cent of teachers in schools with the highest 

proportions of FSM students. 

Figure 2.3 Proportion of children that teachers think DO NOT have adequate access to an 

electronic device for learning 

 

Source: Teacher Tapp survey of teachers in England, March 25th 2020 

The Public First/Sutton Trust survey asked parents how many internet-enabled devices 

they had in their home, and again there were differences by socio-economic group, with 
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nearly half (48%) of parents in social grade ABC1 reporting that they had five or more 

devices, compared with 39 per cent of parents in social grade C2DE. 

Teachers and school staff were concerned about lockdown increasing the divide in 

educational attainment between advantaged and disadvantaged families, due to 

differences in access to space and technology for learning from home (NIHR). 

Among actions being taken by schools to mitigate inequality gaps among pupils during 

lockdown, the Teacher Tapp/Sutton Trust survey of teachers in early April found that 

offering general advice to parents about supporting learning was the most common, 

mentioned by around half of teachers in primary and secondary schools, followed by 

contacting specific parents to offer advice about supervised learning, mentioned by 

around one in three teachers. Providing pupils with laptops or devices was more 

commonly mentioned by secondary teachers than by primary teachers (31% and 11% 

respectively; Sutton Trust) 

2.2 School re-opening 

School staff had some concerns about reopening schools to all learners, including  

■ infection risk, as staff describe schools as “petri dishes”, and risk reduction measures 

might not always be feasible in school settings 

■ students’ emotional wellbeing, both the emotional impact of the pandemic and 

anxieties about returning to school 

■ supporting students who had struggled with remote learning, and  

■ potential behavioural issues as students adjusted to being back in school. 

Staff recognised and appreciated the amount of work that senior leadership teams had 

put into plans for re-opening, but had a lack of trust in government guidance for schools, 

which was not helped by the U-turn on exam results. Advice and guidance from local 

authorities was more trusted (NIHR).  

Most parents and young people were keen for schools to re-open, as home learning was 

felt to be unsustainable, and returning would also assist with socialising and mental 

health. Risk of infection was not a major concern, except when there were vulnerable or 

BAME family members, although using public transport to get to school was a concern for 

some.  

In terms of practical arrangements, the main measures to achieve social distancing were 

year group “bubbles” and staggered times for the start and end of the school day and for 

lunch and other break times, along with teachers moving between classrooms, a 

reduction or cancellation in assemblies and practical lessons, and extra hand hygiene and 

cleaning. A lack of space was the main anticipated barrier among school staff, and was 

also seen as an issue by parents, along with students wanting to be “normal” on their 

return which may mean close physical contact. Year group “bubbles” were seen as 

sensible by parents, although some were concerned about their size in secondary schools 

where they could be very large (200+), and they also thought distancing might be difficult 
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at lunch/breaks and start/end times, and in more practical lessons such as art, PE, 

science and music/dance/drama. (NIHR and OFSTED Briefing on Schools, September 

2020) 

Primary school leaders said that they were concentrating hard on reading and phonics , 

and wanted to make sure that any losses in learning over lockdown were quickly put right. 

Some were taking a gradual approach to reintroducing foundation subjects, although 

other schools were teaching all subjects from the beginning of the new academic year. 

Secondary schools had generally started teaching all subjects from the start of term in 

September, and were continuing with all GCSE courses, although some students might 

be encouraged to drop an option subject if they were struggling so that they could devote 

more energy to core subjects, while in a few the teaching time for Year 11 students was 

being extended so they could catch up with their learning. Most schools were still 

providing some remote learning, for pupils who were in self-isolation or quarantine or who 

were shielding. Methods were very similar to those used at the start of lockdown, although 

many schools were revising the way remote learning was delivered to align it more to the 

schools’ curriculum (OFSTED).  

In some schools, primary and secondary, there was a stronger focus on wellbeing and 

PSHE, either through separate sessions or additional material woven through the rest of 

the curriculum. (OFSTED). 

2.3 Impact on attainment 

A recent study (RS Assessment) into attainment among primary pupils in England 

following the school closures and subsequent remote teaching for most primary year 

groups found that there were substantial drops in attainment between 2019 and 2020 

across all subjects and year groups. 

The analysis is based on the results from schools that took the opportunity of having their 

Year 1 to Year 6 pupils sit the Summer Papers that they missed at the end of the previous 

year, and comparing the results with those from pupils who sat the tests in Summer 2019. 

The largest reduction in mean standardised scores were seen for Maths papers taken by 

students currently in Years 3 and 4, while there were also significant drops in scores for 

Grammar, Punctuation and Spelling (GPS) papers for each year. 

Some pupils were more affected than others, as the shape of the distribution of the scores 

changed as well as the mean score – a much higher proportion of pupils obtained very 

low scores and there were much lower proportions obtaining above average scores. 

Analysis of the data by Pupil Premium status shows that disadvantaged pupils have been 

more badly affected than others. The reduction in mean scores was greater among Pupil 

Premium pupils for all subjects and in all year groups, with particularly large differences in 

Maths for current Year 1 and 2 pupils, Reading for current Year 1 pupils, and GPS for 

current Year 5 and 6 pupils. 

There were also clear trends by the relative deprivation of the school, as measured by the 

proportion of pupils who are eligible for free school meals, using analysis of the Maths 
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and GPS papers sat by current Year 3 pupils and the Reading papers sat by current Year 

1 pupils. For all subjects, schools classed as high deprivation showed the largest falls in 

attainment, and those classed as low deprivation showed the smallest falls. 

The report acknowledges that other factors, aside from the replacement of in-person 

teaching with remote learning and home schooling, could account for the differences, 

such as the effects of ‘normal’ learning loss during the school summer holiday (which 

would suggest lower scores), and higher pupil age of around four months (which would 

suggest higher scores). However the size of the falls suggests that changes to teaching 

must be a substantial influence, and it is clear that pre-existing educational equalities 

related to poverty, at an individual and school level, have increased. 
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3 Experience at the start of lockdown in 
Sussex 

This chapter describes the immediate impact that the introduction of lockdown in March 

2020 had on education provision in Sussex, and how providers developed remote and 

online learning methods in response to  

3.1 Initial response to lockdown 

Providers were asked about whether they remained open for some students at the start of 

lockdown, and how they adjusted their teaching and learning for the majority of students 

who would not be in schools. 

3.1.1 Primary schools 

All schools remained open for vulnerable and key worker children, although two reported 

that their school premises closed but they set up hub provision in another larger school. 

The number of children attending varied from three per cent of the total number up to 14 

per cent, but children were attending from all year groups. One school reported that initial 

take up of places was higher than expected as there was confusion among parents as to 

who was classified as a “key worker”, and they had to have some difficult conversations 

with parents about eligibility. However, another reported that take up rose over time as 

parental confidence increased about their children being in school and about them 

returning to work. 

All schools introduced strict hygiene and distancing measures. Students were grouped 

into small bubbles, and social distancing was adhered to along with regular handwashing. 

Other measures reported by schools included staggering start times, play/lunch times and 

finish times, closing off parts of the school, and suspending school uniforms to ensure 

children were wearing clean clothes every day to limit transmission risks. 

Teaching in the initial weeks was focused more on the wellbeing of the children rather 

than covering the curriculum or core subjects, particularly as year groups were often 

mixed together. One school reported covering the same material as the online learning in 

the morning session, and art or other activity-based learning in the afternoon, while 

another used topic-based learning and covering other subjects such as history and 

geography. 

Some Academy schools reported loaning out laptops and providing food parcels to 

disadvantaged families, as they seemed to have more resources available than LA 

maintained schools, who would provide workbooks/materials to children without access to 

computers or wi-fi rather than providing technology equipment. 
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3.1.2 Secondary schools  

All secondary schools in the study remained open for key worker and vulnerable students 

over lockdown. Secondary schools said that the take-up of in person teaching was lower 

than expected, especially in March, with all secondaries in our study reporting that less 

than 10 students attended in person over the first few weeks of lockdown. These numbers 

grew over time, typically to around 20-30 students. One school had five per cent of their 

total student body coming in (around 60 students) and had to begin to turn other students 

away as they could not look after more. Schools identified increased awareness of the 

offer and more parents returning to work as the reason for the increase.  

Students that attended in person followed the same remote curriculum as students 

learning from home. Due to small numbers of students this tended to take place in one or 

two classrooms or computer rooms, supervised by a small number of staff members, 

usually a mix of SLT, teachers, supply teachers and teaching assistants.  Secondary 

schools implemented a number of health and safety measures at this time including 

health and safety training for staff, classroom bubbles, hand washing on entry, one way 

systems, two meter distancing, increased cleaning, limiting the number of rooms in use, 

and closing communal facilities like the canteen. 

3.1.3 Colleges  

All colleges remained open over lockdown for key worker and vulnerable students. 

Colleges reported that take-up of this was low, and lower than expected, with a maximum 

of around 30 students attending college in person, or 1.5 per cent of the normal student 

roll. Some colleges reported that numbers dropped during the first couple of weeks, 

causing one college to close fully at the end of March due to no students taking up the 

offer to study on site. Most had a higher take-up after the Easter Holidays, apart from one 

college who found that numbers dropped once restrictions on public transport were 

introduced as many students used buses to travel to college. Despite low take up colleges 

felt it was important to stay open as some vulnerable students found lockdown very 

challenging, especially care leavers who had no family support and limited contact with 

CAHMS and social services which were operating remotely. For example, the college 

which closed due to lack of take up reopened for just one student after this was requested 

by social services. 

Some colleges delivered face-to-face lessons to vulnerable/key worker children as part of 

a blended approach, while others found that it was not possible to deliver face to face 

teaching to students on site due students attending from a variety of year groups and 

subjects. Students tended to study the remote curriculum in a large room such as the 

library. Rather than providing face to face teaching, these colleges focused on providing 

pastoral care to students attending college in person, focusing on behaviour, attitudes, 

and development, with safeguarding staff on site to provide additional support. During 

lockdown colleges followed government health and safety guidelines and implemented a 

number measures including temperature checks, social distancing, and staggered 

attendance to protect students and staff from the virus.  
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All colleges provided additional support for vulnerable students beyond providing the 

option to attend college in person. College staff regularly called vulnerable and SEND 

students to check in and gauge support needs, and in one case these welfare checks 

were conducted daily. Colleges found that some vulnerable students lacked the 

technology or study space to participate in remote learning, while other groups such as 

care leavers needed additional pastoral support to cope with lockdown. All colleges 

loaned or provided laptops to vulnerable students. One had a stock of Chromebooks that 

they lent students over the lockdown, while others used funding, including from SLN Uni 

Connect, to buy new laptops. However, these arrived late for some colleges, who then 

bought laptops using their own funds at significant cost to provide to students over 

lockdown. Some vulnerable students also did not have internet access at home, and 

some colleges provided these students with mobile broadband dongles so that they could 

participate in remote learning, again using funding from SLN Uni Connect and other 

sources.  

3.2 Developing remote teaching 

This section describes the steps taken by education providers to adapt their teaching and 

learning methods for remote delivery. 

3.2.1 Primary schools 

All of the primary schools that were interviewed set up some form of learning platform, so 

that students could learn remotely during lockdown. One reported teething problems 

initially for the first couple of weeks before things were up and running properly. However, 

all schools sent out paper learning packs and exercise books where needed, for example 

for families without computer or internet access at home, to ensure students could still do 

the set work. 

The level of the online platforms varied across the schools. Some were interactive and 

advanced, such as Google Classroom/Google Drive, while others were less advanced 

and consisted of posting work on message boards. Schools also reported using additional 

online resources, with mentions of MyMaths, White Road Maths, Twinkle Hub, Open 

Academy, and BBC Bitesize. Email systems were set up so that parents, and in some 

cases students themselves, could email teachers, and teachers could contact families to 

check on and encourage engagement with the learning. One school reported teachers 

had some training to enhance their use of the online platform. 

Schools were able to transfer most of the core curriculum to their online learning 

platforms, although some reported that the focus of the online learning was revision of 

previous lessons and activities or reviewing previous learning rather than teaching new 

topics. One school mentioned that it was difficult to teach Maths as some students were 

being introduced to fractions, decimals and percentages for the first time and so many 

children were getting confused learning remotely, and as a result this was taken out and 

would be revisited when the children return. Another school mentioned that it was difficult 

to incorporate activities relating to phonics into online learning. However, there were more 

difficulties in transferring foundation subjects into remote learning, due to a lack of 
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supplies and materials in students’ homes. Instead, students were encouraged to think 

about these subjects in day-to-day lives, such as thinking about what they would see on 

walks with their families. 

While schools tried to set up full timetabled days of learning, it was acknowledged that 

students were not completing the same guided learning hours that they would have in 

classroom-based teaching. This was exacerbated when there were difficulties with lack of 

engagement, which could be caused by parents being too busy with their own work from 

home to encourage their children, or having multiple children at home and not being able 

to devote time to all of them, although it was also mentioned that in families with multiple 

primary age children, those in different years could potentially be learning similar things in 

certain subjects which could make home learning a bit more manageable. Because the 

guided learning hours were lower than the number required to achieve, assessments 

were not used with remote learning. 

Teachers and staff would monitor engagement and would keep a note of those families 

not engaging and try to encourage engagement, although this was fairly light touch so as 

to not damage any relationships with parents and lead to parents not contacting the 

school. Where there were difficulties with accessing online learning they would send out 

paper learning packs, and teachers would also speak with the students themselves over 

the telephone to support them. One school mentioned organising home visits to aid with 

engagement. It was mentioned by one school that lack of engagement was a particular 

issue with Year 6 students, as some saw no reason to engage with learning as they would 

not be going back to the school. 

3.2.2 Secondary schools 

Most teaching in secondary schools over lockdown was delivered remotely. Some 

secondaries in our study were Google schools who were already set up for online delivery 

using Google Classroom. For these schools, the transition to remote delivery was 

relatively simple. Others used existing bespoke IT systems to deliver remotely, often 

using several platforms and software tools such as Loom and YouTube to record lessons. 

These schools experienced a more difficult transition to remote teaching and took a few 

weeks to put systems in place fully. Online delivery in secondary schools improved over 

time, and some innovative ways of working have been implanted during lockdown. For 

example, one secondary school created a Google site that helps their September 2020 

intake familiarise themselves with the school, which received national recognition.   

“Some positive things come out of adversity”  

Secondary schools found that the usual 9am-3pm school day was not feasible for remote 

delivery, as it required too much prolonged concentration from students. Secondary 

schools structured their online delivery in a variety of ways. In some cases, classes were 

recorded, and teachers sent out work weekly with a suggested timetable while other 

secondary schools delivered 5 lessons daily with homework. Feedback on homework was 

sent regularly to students over email, one school sent whole class feedback as teachers 

did not have capacity to provide individual feedback on homework. Some secondaries 

reported seeing online work “fatigue” among students, with take-up dropping towards the 
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end of term. One secondary school reported that this had dropped to fifty per cent in year 

7 by the end of summer term.  

The approach to covering the curriculum has differed across secondary schools in the 

region. Most have tried cover the planned syllabus as much as possible but have found 

that this was not possible for subjects like music, art, science, design and technology and 

drama which require specialist space and equipment. Some secondaries have focused on 

essential subjects. One took a more flexible approach to the curriculum for KS3 students 

and have instead focused on maintaining engagement for these students. Decisions over 

curriculum coverage were also handled differently by schools in our sample. In some 

cases, department heads made decisions around the content of online teaching to help 

maintain some standardisation while in others it was down to the discretion of individual 

teachers. 

Secondary schools encountered challenges with engaging vulnerable students and their 

families. Schools were able to monitor engagement with online learning through their 

online systems such as Google Classrooms. One school that was interviewed had no 

uptake of face to face teaching from vulnerable students, and another found that these 

students were less engaged with both in person and remote learning. Secondary schools 

kept in regular contact with students who were not engaging, typically through regular 

phone calls which aimed to identify and address barriers to engagement. Teachers 

discussed the importance of using a “fair, consistent, objective policy” for students who 

were not engaging and employing a less punitive approach than usual which recognises 

inequalities of access to learning during the lockdown. One school found that a successful 

approach to reaching families that were not engaging was using a local charity to call 

parents and identify support needs, as some families were unwilling to deal with the 

school directly.  

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

with remote learning. One secondary school estimated that twenty per cent of their 

students lacked access to necessary IT equipment. Some families only had one laptop or 

computer which had be shared between siblings and, in some cases, parents working 

from home.  Secondary schools provided laptops to vulnerable students to help overcome 

this issue, using a range of funding sources including SLN Uni Connect and government 

funding. One school had still not received Chromebooks they ordered during lockdown for 

vulnerable students using government funding due to international shortages so have 

delivered paper resources to these students instead, which was a logistical challenge.  

Some secondary schools also provided additional support beyond laptops and learning 

resources, for example one secondary partnered with local charities to provide food and 

clothing to vulnerable families. Another also offered remote counselling to their vulnerable 

students. 

3.2.3 Colleges  

Colleges faced additional challenges to delivering remote teaching due to covering a 

heterogenous curriculum often covering Level 1 to Level 3 qualifications and a mix of 

academic and vocation courses. Despite these challenges colleges quickly transitioned to 

remote teaching in March. This was aided by lockdown occurring over the summer term 
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which meant it was less disruptive as colleges tended to focus on consolidating learning 

from the academic year at this point.  

Most colleges delivered remote teaching using Google Classrooms which they were 

already using prior to Covid-19. Others used Microsoft Teams which they also found very 

effective. One college had anticipated disruption in February so assessed each subject’s 

use of Google Classrooms and flagged staff members for additional training, which 

helped the transition to remote delivery in March. Another college reported that their staff 

had picked up MS Teams quickly, and were moving into using the extended features 

rather than just video calling; the college had arranged training during the summer term, 

and had set aside an INSET day in the new academic year to do more on MS Teams.  

Online learning consisted of a mix of live lessons, recorded lessons, and independent 

study. As with secondary schools, colleges found that it was not feasible to deliver all 

lessons live. Because teachers were “thrown in at the deep end” with the overnight shift to 

remote learning, one college said that teaching materials and lesson content were at the 

teachers’ discretion, and approaches varied between teachers, with some providing short 

pre-recorded clips explaining topics and assessments, and others offering live sessions. 

One college initially tried to deliver as normal, with live video lessons and webinars for all 

subjects, but student feedback indicated that this was overwhelming when learning 

remotely. This college moved to providing two live lessons a week for each student with 

additional 1-1 or small group check-ins with form tutors, which was more manageable for 

students. One college reported that live lessons were delivered from tutors’ homes 

initially, although from June onwards more and more tutors would come into the college 

and host online lessons from there.  

Curriculum coverage in colleges differed across subjects. Decisions around the content of 

remote teaching in colleges tended to be made by subject heads in line with guidance 

provided by SLTs. Overall, academic subjects were more suited to online delivery than 

vocational subjects, as the latter focused on practical skills and often required specialist 

equipment. The International Baccalaureate worked particularly well remotely due to 

requiring high levels of independent study. Colleges were able to deliver the full 

curriculum for maths and sciences, but teachers were not sure how much of the content 

covered was retained by students. Vocational and arts subjects suffered more from 

remote delivery, but 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 – “What has been 

achieved in the sector has been incredible”. 

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

with one college reporting seventy-six per cent engagement with online learning. Colleges 

found that take-up was higher among certain groups. Level 3 students tended to be more 

engaged than Level 1 and 2 students, however GSCE and A-level students’ engagement 

did tend to drop off once they found out they were not sitting exams. Vocational students 

may have been less engaged than those studying academic subjects with one college 

reporting that take-up was lowest among construction students. They felt that this was 
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because these students had chosen the subjects out of a preference for practical 

learning, which could not be translated to online delivery.   

Colleges were proactive in contacting students who were not engaging, with one college 

diverting staff resources to this task over lockdown. These students were contacted by 

staff after missing a lesson. Staff typically used a gentler approach than if students had 

missed classes normally, for example one college stopped issuing cause for concern 

notices for non-attendance, as colleges were aware that some students were unable to 

engage due to a lack of access to technology and study space. In some cases, students 

who were not attending or responding to staff were escalated to the safeguarding team.  

Colleges identified inequalities of access to online teaching among their students. IT 

issues were the biggest barrier, the extent of which was often unclear as some students 

who said they had access to a computer were sharing this with family members. Access 

to quiet study space was also a key enabler of successful online learning that was not 

available to all students. One college surveyed students about these access issues, and 

found that while most students did have the ability to study remotely seventeen per cent 

did not have access to a PC or laptop, twenty nine per cent did not have sole use of a PC 

or laptop, nine per cent did not have access to quiet study space, and one per cent did 

not have internet access at home. One college also highlighted the role of parental 

support in ensuring effective remote learning. They found that students who were 

supported by parents with the time and ability to consolidate their learning gained the 

most from remote delivery, which may have created additional barriers for disadvantaged 

students. 

3.3 Non-teaching support 

Interviews were conducted with organisations providing careers information, advice and 

guidance, and support for disadvantaged students and families or those with additional 

needs or SEN/EHCP. These providers were recipients of emergency funding from SLN 

Uni Connect during lockdown with the purpose of supporting disadvantaged young people 

who may not have been reached through schools and colleges. These were generally 

aimed at Key Stages 4 and 5. 

Organisations providing non-teaching support to young people had to move their service 

provision online when lockdown started, as they wanted to ensure that young people 

received what they should have been getting. This often started as phone, email or text 

contact first and then moved into online video contact via Zoom or similar platforms. 

Organisations need to develop online policies and safeguarding guidelines quickly. Where 

provision was delivered in workshops rather then 1-to-1 there was a need for more of a 

rethink. Some workshop provision was changed to 1-1 provision covering the same 

material, while other provision moved to WhatsApp groups or video conferencing but with 

smaller groups and circulation of some materials in advance.  

Some young people had initial reluctance to using video contact, but as education 

provision started to use online video then young people’s acceptance of it grew. Also, the 

older the students were the better they were in engaging with online delivery of additional 

services. There was some reluctance to use Zoom after media reports of issues with the 
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software, so providers would offer alternative platforms (eg WhatsApp for students and 

Skype for parents) or speak over the phone if participants did not want to speak via video. 

As with education provision, there were some young people and families without IT 

equipment/broadband/sufficient data for prolonged video calls so accessing services 

remotely could be an issue. Where young people did have smartphones, lack of private 

space to participate in online video calls was also an issue, and the experience of using 

Zoom or video conferencing on a smartphone was not the same as via a PC or laptop. 

Staff could support young people in using the technology, but not in getting access to it. 

One provider received funding to support disadvantaged families with computer 

equipment so that children could continue to access teaching and learning. Often families 

had limited rather than no computer equipment, but with parents having to work from 

home there was little opportunity for children to use IT equipment for their online learning. 

The provider worked with schools and local community centres to identify families in 

need, and distributed 50 reconditioned PCs and laptops for families to keep. This helped 

overcome an issue, reported by schools, that schools were sometimes reluctant to loan 

out new equipment because they were concerned whether it would come back at all or in 

a good condition. 

This provider also distributed activity packs to disadvantaged families, which contained 

arts and creative materials for children to work on. There was parental concern that there 

were not enough resources coming from schools, or not the right resources, and lots of 

children were kicking their heels or spending too much time glued to their screens, and so 

the provider worked with local arts/craft organisations to develop activity packs which 

were distributed to families identified by schools, community centres, youth workers and 

food banks. The packs contained structured materials for two weeks’ worth of work, and 

were delivered every two weeks for a two month period during lockdown. The packs were 

self-explanatory with activities for children to do on their own, or they could engage their 

parents/siblings in the activities, and they were encouraged to share their end results 

although few did, but when volunteers spoke with families while delivering packs the 

feedback was very positive. 
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4 Partial re-opening and transitions 

This chapter presents information on the actions education providers were taking after the 

initial lockdown, as some students started returning to school or college, through to the 

end of the Summer 2020, covering transitions for students in the leaving cohorts, and any 

provision or other activities arranged for the summer holiday. 

4.1 Partial re-opening 

From 1 June 2020, the government asked schools to welcome back children in nursery, 

Reception, Year 1 and Year 6, alongside children of critical workers and vulnerable 

children from all years.  

From 15 June 2020, secondary schools, sixth form and further education colleges were 

asked to begin providing face-to-face support to students in Years 10 and 12 to 

supplement their learning from home, alongside full time provision for students from 

priority groups. 

4.1.1 Primary schools 

The level of re-opening varied across schools. One large school reported that they were 

not able to accommodate Reception, Year 1 and Year 6 students on top of the children 

from vulnerable and key worker families, although Year 6 students were invited in for a 

(socially distanced) end of year awards ceremony and goodbye party. Other primary 

schools did re-open for the eligible years, and junior schools reported re-opening for Year 

6 students, and that a majority did start coming into school.  

Safety and wellbeing measures were introduced, with classes forming “bubbles” and 

being on staggered rotas to minimise interactions between bubbles, having phased 

returns starting off with a few hours a week and building up, and having reduced opening 

times eg closed on Fridays to undertake a deep clean – these adjustments meant that “it 

wasn’t school as pupils knew it”. One school reported sending out a survey to parents to 

set out their proposed arrangements and see whether children would be comfortable 

coming back. 

Student wellbeing was a concern, particularly anxiety. However, one school reported that 

students were happy to be back in school, and others said that they provided wellbeing 

packs for children and parents. 

There was little difference in engagement between disadvantaged children and 

advantaged children, rather it was related to whether or not parents had been able to 

allocate time to home learning while schools were closed. Progress during remote 

learning was variable, with some children falling behind and other progressing ahead, but 
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again there was little reported variation by disadvantage characteristics. In terms or 

curriculum covered, most primary schools focused on maths, reading and phonics, where 

they anticipated having the biggest gaps in knowledge due to remote learning during the 

lockdown. 

4.1.2 Secondary schools 

Over the summer term secondary schools expanded their in-person teaching to varying 

degrees, prioritising Year 10 students to limit the impact of the pandemic on their GCSE 

results. One school reopened for all Year 10 students in June. The school split the year 

into four “bubbles” based on form groups to maintain social distancing, and each bubble 

attended in person once a week. They alternated weekly between core subjects and 

GCSE options. Another secondary school invited Year 10s to come onto site for 

occasional face to face tutoring. Some schools also widened on site provision for other 

year groups during the summer term. One secondary school allowed a few students who 

had difficult home lives but were not technically classed as vulnerable to attend in person 

during the summer term. Another invited all students into school in small groups over the 

last week of term to speak to their form tutor and get guidance around preparing for the 

Autumn term.  

4.1.3 Colleges and HE 

Some colleges had a partial re-opening from June, while others continued to open only for 

vulnerable and key worker students in the summer term. One college expanded its offer 

to any student who felt they would benefit from attending in person. Take-up for this was 

small, most students attending in person were classed as vulnerable while one or two 

students came in due to not having a workspace at home. These students followed the 

remote curriculum in the college library. This college also provided 1-1 check ins for all 

students with a teacher they knew well in the summer term. These check ins gave 

students a chance to discuss their experiences of lockdown and staff the opportunity to 

check in on knowledge gaps which they evaluated to identify areas for additional support 

in the Autumn term. Another college that partially re-opened targeted certain students and 

invited them to attend in person, identifying students who needed most additional support 

or needed to do practical work; all students who were invited did go into college, and were 

pleased to go in. This college also re-opened their learning resources centre, which had 

lots of computers available in a large, well ventilated room, and good numbers of students 

were taking advantage of this and going into college. 

4.1.4 Non-teaching support 

As lockdown restrictions were eased, some additional support moved back towards 

traditional face-to-face delivery although with sufficient safeguards and according to the 

national guidance. For example, one programme moved from online only at the start of 

lockdown to meeting in groups of up to six young people in parks/outdoors as restrictions 

eased. Managing social distancing was very important as participants would generally be 

from different school/colleges so were mixing outside of their regular “bubbles” – “a risk 
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on top of a risk”. Meeting in person again was particularly important for SEND/EHCP 

students who often suffered from isolation more so than other students during lockdown. 

Careers guidance was delivered completely online up to the end of the Summer term, and 

during the summer holidays, as face-to-face delivery would normally take place in 

school/college and they were only open for essential teaching rather than any additional 

provision. 

4.2 End of year transitions 

Providers were asked about transition arrangements for leaving cohorts – Years 6, 11 and 

13. 

4.2.1 Primary school 

The general consensus was that Year 6 students have not had a normal transition, and 

have missed out on open days and activities with their new schools. The engagement of 

secondary schools with the primary schools involved in the research was variable, and 

some primary schools reported a lack of engagement from local secondary schools, or 

very last-minute engagement which meant that teachers could not prepare in time for the 

end of the year, and issues with transition pages on secondary schools’ websites not 

working.  

With the standard transition visits to secondary schools cancelled, the transition activities 

that were put on were virtual, for example online videos for future students, or former 

students from the primary schools conducting video calls with current students to answer 

their questions, and these were seen as positive albeit not as engaging as actual visits.  

Despite the online transition activities, some schools reported that outgoing Year 6 

students were anxious about moving up to secondary school, and that concerns over 

travelling to their new schools was one aspect that could not easily be addressed through 

online transition activities. One school said that if schools are in a similar position next 

summer in terms of not being fully open and back to normal, they would make transition 

arrangements for Year 6 students a priority. 

4.2.2 Secondary schools 

Secondary schools were asked about the impact of the pandemic on the transitions from 

school of their Year 11 students, including how the lockdown affected careers advice and 

guidance available to these students, and how the destinations of Year 11s compared to 

other years. Most secondary schools said that careers advice and guidance for Year 11s 

had not been disrupted by the pandemic. Some had delivered the bulk of their careers 

advice before lockdown and others delivered remotely or were already using online tools 

to deliver this guidance. Some secondary schools relied on the Local Authority to provide 

careers advice and guidance, and this was delivered remotely during lockdown. Only one 

secondary school had to implement a new online careers guidance system, and they 

were given funding by SLN Uni Connect to set this up. Secondary schools also 

implemented innovative ways of helping Year 11 students with their transition from 
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school, for example sending students transition work for each of their subjects based on 

Sixth Form Syllabus’ and holding virtual transition days. While schools worked hard to 

make the transition from school easier for Year 11s, they did stress that this was the most 

disrupted year group due to the cancellation of exams and missing out on milestones 

marking the end of their time school. One interviewee described the uncertainty at 

beginning of lockdown as “traumatic” for this group.  

Secondary schools found it harder than usual to track destinations of Year 11 students, 

particularly those without college plans, as students were not on site. Most schools were 

able to overcome this issue by calling all Year 11 students, which they also used as an 

opportunity to provide further advice and guidance. Schools also found informal ways of 

checking in on students, for example one secondary school made a yearbook for Year 

11s and talked to students about their plans when delivering them.   

The research asked secondary schools about the destinations of their year 11 students. 

Most schools had not seen a negative impact of the pandemic on the transitions of 

students. Destinations of Year 11s were comparable to normal years, with most students 

moving on to study at a local college or sixth form. For the most part, secondaries were 

not concerned about students becoming NEET and most schools reported that students 

who they had identified as at risk of becoming NEET were planning to remain in education 

or training in the Autumn. However there is some evidence of Year 11 students being at 

risk of becoming NEET next year from one secondary school with a high proportion of 

disadvantaged students. This provider estimated that around five per cent of their cohort 

were at risk of becoming NEET, but did not provide details on how this compared to 

previous academic years. Some groups of students were felt to be more at risk of this 

than others, with the provider identifying young parents as part of this group. On the 

whole however this was an outlier, with the evidence suggesting that destinations of Year 

11 students were not negatively impacted in a significant way, and that few providers 

were concerned about students becoming NEET. 

4.2.3 Colleges  

Colleges were asked about how the pandemic had impacted the transition from sixth 

form/further education for their final year students, including the effect of the pandemic on 

careers advice and guidance, and on the destinations of these students.  

Careers advice and guidance in colleges has been disrupted by the pandemic. While 

careers advisers had been working throughout lockdown, they had found it harder to 

engage students remotely as there were less opportunities to speak informally to 

students. A college interviewed in September 2020 mitigated this by using results day to 

provide guidance to students. Students were able to collect their results in person in the 

college playing field, and staff from each subject volunteered to provide support and 

advice on the day, including helping students whose grades had been lowered to navigate 

clearing. This was a valuable opportunity for the college to speak to students face to face 

and provide both formal and informal support, which is a key means of providing careers 

guidance that colleges missed out on during lockdown. One college has applied for a 

government fund to provide disadvantaged students with careers advice and pastoral 
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care to support delivery, but they would not receive the money until October. College staff 

also expressed concern about the underfunding of careers advice and guidance in the 

community, and fear that this year’s cohort will miss out on guidance for their transition 

from further education. Colleges were also concerned about their September intake as 

they would have had less interaction with feeder schools than usual and were worried that 

students would have significant knowledge gaps due to the lockdown.  

One college reported that they extended their online provision to Year 13 students beyond 

the summer half term to help keep them engaged and reduce isolation, and to provide a 

bit more subject knowledge for those planning on going to university. 

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. One large 

further education college with saw fifty-six per cent of their results downgraded from their 

Centre Assessed Grades. Staff felt this was due to having large class sizes and a high 

proportion of disadvantaged students, while their strength in certain subjects was not 

considered. 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”  

Non-university destinations of further education students had also been affected by the 

pandemic. Some students who were hoping to start apprenticeships have had their offers 

withdrawn due to uncertainty from employers. On the other hand, few colleges were 

worried about students becoming NEET, especially as many students who were not 

planning to continue education after leaving college were employed in key worker roles 

during the pandemic.  

4.2.4 Non-teaching support 

Careers information, advice and guidance was different in both positive and negative 

ways as a result of lockdown measures. Because of remote delivery at young people’s 

homes, advisers could speak with parents more so than if delivery occurred within 

schools, and advisers could also chase non-engaging young people more, eg phoning 

their homes multiple times whereas if they missed their session in school it would be 

difficult to chase them up. While it was felt that delivery of information was not affected too 

much (advisers could send out lots of video content to young people), provision of 

guidance, in terms of what was best for the individual student, could be more affected with 

non-engaging students. 
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4.3 Activities over the summer holidays 

4.3.1 Primary schools 

All primary schools in the research closed over the summer, mentioning that both staff 

and students needed a break, particularly as the schools had been open during the 

Easter holidays and half term. However, one school reported that summer learning packs 

were sent to students, and that they still had access to Google Classroom to enable them 

to contact their new teachers. Another school said that they had been keeping in touch 

with vulnerable families over the summer and sending food parcels, although they were 

not discussing any learning over the summer as they felt the pressure on families was 

already very intense and they did not want to add to it. 

4.3.2 Secondary schools 

Most secondary schools closed over the summer holidays. Interviewees felt that both 

students and staff needed a break over the summer after a difficult year and anticipated a 

lack of engagement over the summer due to evidence of online learning fatigue. These 

schools also expected further disruption in the next academic year and the need for 

significant preparation for the Autumn term so felt it was important that staff took their 

holiday as usual to prepare for this. Other issues such as building work over the summer 

limited the ability to run summer provision. 

One school did run some summer workshops in Maths and English, taught by existing 

staff, and offered a transition activity for students moving from Year 9 to Year 10, while 

continuing to offer wellbeing support throughout the summer. Another secondary school 

was initially planning to deliver a summer school with local partners but decided not to 

pursue this due to a lack of interest from students. A third school provided students with 

optional self-directed homework over the summer term delivered through Google 

Classroom, but most closed as normal over the summer.  

4.3.3 Colleges 

There was a mixed response from the colleges about activities over the summer. Some 

shut their premises to give staff a well needed rest, as lots were on their “last legs” by 

then, although there was some additional provision, either extending the end of term by a 

couple of weeks, or ‘keeping warm’ work which was normally set over the summer as part 

of transition activity. 

Other colleges remained open over the summer for students to complete assessments 

and independent study. Some further education colleges were able to hold assessments 

over the summer for a small number of subjects, such as blacksmithing, that could be 

held outside in line with social distancing requirements. Another college opened the 

library for students to catch up on gaps in learning identified in 1-1 check ins over the 

summer term. During this time colleges followed government guidelines around health 

and safety such as the rule of six, two-meter distancing and mask wearing. This was a 
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good opportunity for colleges to trial health and safety measures that would be widely 

introduced in September. 

4.4 Overall impact on disadvantaged children 

There were widespread views among schools (both primary and secondary) that existing 

issues faced by disadvantaged students had been exacerbated by the changes made to 

methods of learning delivery, despite the measures that some schools and colleges have 

put in place to mitigate these.  

Access to technology, access to quite spaces at home from which to work, less-

developed independent learning skills, and lack of parental support were all mentioned as 

issues that were disproportionately faced by students from more disadvantaged 

backgrounds, and could widen the attainment gap between them and students from more 

advantaged backgrounds. While some providers were able to loan laptops to 

disadvantaged students and to prioritise them in family engagement activity, interviewees 

felt that many disadvantaged students would have missed out on a lot of teaching over 

the summer which will have knock-on effects over the coming years. Some providers who 

were interviewed from September reported evidence of differences in the quality of work 

between disadvantaged and advantaged students, for example project work completed 

over the summer. Providing additional support and focusing resources on disadvantaged 

students from September to help them catch up was mentioned as a priority by some 

providers.  

Most providers highlighted issues that disadvantaged students faced with accessing 

online learning, workspaces at home and parental support. This was ameliorated to some 

extent through the provision of extra support to these students including offering face to 

face teaching, IT equipment and regular monitoring and communication with students who 

were not engaging. While a small number of colleges reported that there was no 

noticeable difference in the performance of disadvantaged students as a result of these 

measures, most providers felt that these students were more negatively impacted by the 

pandemic and related disruptions that the student body as a whole, which was likely to 

widen the attainment gap for this group. 

No providers felt that there had been any positive impacts on disadvantaged students in 

general, although some individual students may have adapted better to remote learning, 

eg more introverted students, or may have had more support at home which reduced the 

impact of the changes on their learning. 

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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5 Plans for the 2020/21 academic year 

Interviews were carried out between July and October 2020, so some schools and 

colleges were able to report on how the return in September 2020 had taken place, while 

others described their plans during the summer for the start of the new academic year. 

5.1 Primary schools 

Primary schools’ plans for the new academic year from September 2020 focused around 

three areas – safe settings, priority curriculum areas, and addressing students’ anxiety. 

To ensure safe learning environments for students and staff schools said that classes 

would form bubbles and would introduce measures to minimise mixing between bubbles, 

such as playgrounds separated into specific areas for each bubble, classes staying in one 

classroom and teachers moving between rooms, one way entrances/exits to enter/leave 

school, assemblies conducted via online video into bubble classrooms, PE equipment 

cleaned after every session, and staggered starts and staggered timings during the 

school day. Parents would not be permitted to enter school, and doors and windows 

would be kept open to increase ventilation. One school said that science would rotate 

between classes on a termly basis, so that the equipment stayed in one bubble week to 

week and so did not need to be disinfected after every use. 

Maths was mentioned as the main subject in which students needed additional work to 

catch up with where they would have been without the impact of lockdown measures, 

along with reading and phonics. It was a benefit not having SATs this year, although 

schools mentioned that they hoped there would be leniency for SATs next summer given 

the impacts on students since March, as they felt it would take a couple of years for 

cohorts to fully catch up on what they’ve missed. 

Primary schools discussed focusing on pastoral care and meeting children’s mental 

health and wellbeing needs, through additional PSHE sessions exploring students’ 

experiences of and anxieties around Covid-19. One school interviewed after the start of 

the new term said that since returning, children’s resilience seemed to be lower, they 

seemed to be more emotional and less able to complete tasks independently, and they 

had also been struggling with social disputes. These student wellbeing issues gave 

schools concerns over the capacity to teach new content in addition to going over what 

had been missed since March. 

5.2 Secondary schools 

All secondary schools planned for all students to return in September. One school had 

also put into place a ‘Plan B’ for delivering blended learning using Microsoft Teams, in 
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case the situation changed during the Autumn term. Secondary schools planned on 

implementing health and safety measures in September. All were planning to create 

student bubbles to protect students and staff from coronavirus. Secondary schools 

interviewed over the summer planned to split students into year group bubbles, while the 

school that was interviews in September 2020 had split students into two bubbles of 

younger and older students. This had the unintended consequence of improving the 

confidence of younger students, although staff worried that students would miss out on 

interacting with older year groups. Most schools were planning to open the school to Year 

7s a day before the rest of the school, as in normal years. Some secondary schools 

planned to introduce staggered start, break and end times for each bubble to allow for 

social distancing at the school gates and during break times, although one school 

expressed reservations about the feasibility of this in practice. Others planned on 

dedicating toilet facilities to year group bubbles. One school planned to teach students in 

form groups, with each from staying in a single classroom and teachers moving between 

rooms to limit the number of people in corridors between classes. Schools also set up 

isolation rooms in case of students displaying coronavirus symptoms. Aside from these 

measures, some schools also planned on providing health and safety training to all 

students on their first day back, as well as providing talks on wellbeing to support 

students’ transitions back into face to face learning.  Staff stressed that planning for 

September has been a major logistical challenge and had required extensive risk 

assessments and spending. 

Schools were also asked about their approach to covering the curriculum and catching up 

on content that was disrupted by the lockdown. Most secondary schools were planning on 

covering the curriculum as planned and holding exams as usual in 2021 unless OFQUAL 

advised otherwise2. One secondary school was planning on focusing on core subjects and 

dropping some modules from non-essential subjects to help students catch on up missed 

learning over the summer term, meaning that twenty five per cent of assessments for non-

core subject would be dropped. Another school was also planning to let GCSE students 

who were struggling drop one of their options subjects and replacing it with a study skills 

module, if staff felt the student will benefit from this. For the most part however the 

syllabus would be delivered in full in September 

All secondary schools had plans in place to assess students’ gaps in knowledge for 

subjects covered during lockdown. Schools were prioritising Year 11 students, with some 

assessing all Year 11 students progress in Maths, English and Science at the start of the 

Autumn term. Schools were also using student self-assessments and staff assessments 

to identify gaps in knowledge across subjects for all students. Most schools were planning 

on using existing interventions such as after school clubs and self-directed online learning 

to help students catch-up on content missed. 

 

2 In January 2021 it was announced that summer exams in 2021 would be cancelled. 
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5.3 Colleges 

Colleges interviewed for this research were planning to take different approaches to 

teaching in September, depending on the feasibility of social distancing on their 

campuses.  

Those that were interviewed after the start of the Autumn 2020 term reported that they 

had fully opened but with safety measures put in place. One reported that face-to-face 

teaching alternated between Year 12 and Year 13 students on a weekly basis, with 

remote teaching when students are not attending college. However students could 

request to come in during their “offline” week and have supervised sessions in the 

college, although most were happy to work from home. Another college reported that 

students were coming in in smaller groups, with Year 13 students starting back a week 

after Year 12 students; this college reported having a high proportion of older tutors and 

thus greater concerns about staff catching the virus. Other safety measures were similar 

to those mentioned by schools and included one-way systems, mask-wearing in 

communal areas, anti-bacterial handwash at entrances/exits, and distancing in 

classrooms with all students facing the front and two metres between students and 

between the tutor and students; additionally one college mentioned having temperature 

guns to test students coming into college buildings.  

Among those interviewed before the summer holidays, one college was planning to open 

for all students. Another would be delivering blended learning with each year group 

alternating weekly between attending college and learning remotely. This college would 

have preferred to deliver full face to face teaching, but they had too many students to do 

so safely. They looked at several approaches to blended learning and decided that this 

approach would be the safest option for students and staff. One college had given 

curriculum heads autonomy for how to deliver teaching in September. Curriculum heads 

were provided guidance by SLT, with the key guideline being that all students on each 

course must have the same experience as one another. Staff in this college were to be 

given a week in October to change timetables if needed based on reflections on 

September and any new government guidelines. The member of staff interviewed from 

this college anticipated that some subjects would continue to be delivered remotely while 

vocational subjects taught at an outdoor campus could be delivered effectively and safely 

in person.  

As all colleges were planning for students to return to on site learning in September 2020 

to some degree, they had introduced health and safety measures. Most colleges were 

planning to introduce staggered start and end times, with one timetabling more twilight 

classes to limit the number of students on site at any one time. Colleges were also 

planning to introduce one-way systems, although this was not feasible in all areas and in 

one case not feasible at all due to a lack of space. Some colleges were planning to 

introduce mandatory mask wearing in corridors, and in one case classrooms where it was 

not possible to maintain two metre distancing. Colleges were also hiring new cleaning 

staff and placing sanitising stations in each classroom. 
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Colleges planned to deliver a full curriculum in September, although they were waiting to 

hear from exam boards before making plans for assessments. As some were working 

with many awarding bodies, implementing these recommendations was likely to be a 

logistical challenge. One college however was already planning to hold Maths resit 

examinations in November.  

As well as delivering the curriculum, colleges also had plans for delivering catch-up 

sessions for learning missed during lockdown, which they anticipated being a challenging 

balance to strike in the Autumn term. Colleges would identify students’ gaps in knowledge 

by asking students to complete self-assessments in September, while one college was 

planning to ask second year students to complete unassessed work to help teachers 

identify gaps in learning. One college would also assess student progress before half-

term through student self-assessment and 1-1 progression reviews. Colleges planned on 

using workshops to support students to fill gaps in knowledge. One college has been 

given a ‘small group grant’ for this purpose. They had used it to hire recent graduates to 

run catch-up tutorials for science subjects. They chose to hire recent graduates as this 

would provide an element of peer learning.  

5.4 Non-education support 

Careers support had started to move back into schools/colleges where advisers were 

going in regularly before lockdown eg a couple of days a week, and where the advisers 

were happy to attend in person, but in schools/colleges where delivery of careers support 

was more sporadic and spread out across a few days a year, it was continuing as remote 

delivery. However, continuing with remote delivery increased flexibility, and advisers could 

arrange appointments with young people for different days and times rather than being in 

the school/college for one day only. Remote delivery also allowed for more parental 

involvement which can benefit young people who have experienced the disruption to their 

education since the start of lockdown. 

 

 

 

 



 

36    Impact of Covid-19 lockdown measures on education provision in Sussex 

 

6 Workforce issues and wider support 

The last section of the interviews with schools and colleges asked about workforce issues 

and any funding or support providers had received from the local authority or Department 

for Education. 

6.1 Workforce issues 

Schools and colleges were asked about the impact of the pandemic of staff workload, 

wellbeing, and resourcing, including whether schools have made use of the Job retention 

Scheme. 

6.1.1 Primary schools 

None of the primary schools interviews had used the Job Retention Scheme or had to 

make any redundancies, although some mentioned contract changes such as teachers 

being contracted to do cover lessons, and some temporary supply contracts were 

terminated due to fewer children being in school and financial pressures. 

Schools mentioned concerns over staff wellbeing and a recognition that the necessary 

changes to teaching and learning could cause difficulties for staff such as increased 

anxiety, as well as mentions of staff being concerned about doing the wrong thing or not 

following guidance correctly, particularly after schools began to re-open. Regular staff 

catch-ups within school, a staff WhatsApp group, and online social activities among staff 

(eg evening quizzes and coffee mornings) were associated with positive mental wellbeing. 

However, staff who had to isolate were reported to have struggled with inclusion. 

Some schools reported that staff surveys had been carried out, and one said that a 

survey would be carried out in the new academic year. One school said that they had a 

dedicated staff wellbeing lead, and used the “SPICE” wellbeing plan (spiritual, physical, 

intellectual, creative and emotional) which encourages staff to balance their wellbeing 

over these dimensions, through exercise, reflection etc. 

Workload increased substantially at the start of lockdown as staff worked to transfer 

classroom resources and methods to online delivery – one interviewee said they felt like 

they couldn’t step away from their laptop in the early days. These pressures eased over 

time and as students returned the working day moved closer to its regular structure.  

6.1.2 Secondary schools 

Only one secondary school used the Job Retention Scheme to furlough teaching staff. 

This school furloughed two teachers due to issues with health and wellbeing. Other 
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schools did use the scheme to furlough support staff such as cleaning and canteen staff 

but did not furlough any teachers.  

Secondary schools reported that on the whole staff workloads had increased due to 

adjusting to new ways of working remotely, producing new digital resources, and 

supporting students through a difficult period  

“[Staff have] gone above and beyond”  

However, staff workloads during lockdown varied across roles. SLT staff had the biggest 

increase in workload due to having responsibilities for implementing new ways of working 

remotely and supporting staff to deliver online teaching. Core subject staff tended to have 

a high workload as they were expected to deliver the full curriculum, while teachers of 

more disrupted subjects such as the arts may have seen workloads reduced over 

lockdown. Interviewees also stressed that while working remotely teaching staff have also 

taken on increased domestic and caring responsibilities, particularly parents and carers 

who did not feel it was safe for their children to attend school in person. Schools have 

tried to be flexible for those with caring responsibilities.  

Schools were asked about staff wellbeing during lockdown. They reported that increased 

time spent working at a computer has negatively impacted the physical health of staff. 

One school also said that staff with health conditions had started self-isolating prior to 

lockdown due to fear of catching the virus. The lockdown also impacted the mental health 

of some staff. Secondary schools reported that most staff did not have any major 

wellbeing issues during lockdown, but that the wellbeing of staff with existing mental 

health issues suffered during this period. This was backed up by a staff mental health 

survey carried out by one secondary school which found that on the whole staff wellbeing 

was good, but those with mental health issues reported decreased wellbeing. Another 

school signed off some staff with ongoing mental health issues for wellbeing reasons. 

Schools also mentioned that staff wellbeing depended on individual circumstances such 

as living situations and caring responsibilities. A number of schools mentioned that 

derision of teachers in the press as lazy over the summer holidays, due to reservations 

about returning to face to face teaching, negatively impacted the wellbeing and morale of 

staff, especially as during lockdown they had felt well supported by the general public.  

Schools supported the wellbeing of staff in various ways during the period. Peer support 

through regular informal meetings and WhatsApp groups was a key means of improving 

wellbeing during lockdown. Some schools also provided additional support and coaching 

to staff from the schools’ wellbeing team. Some secondary schools were concerned that 

while working from home staff would feel less able to stop working in the evening, and 

one school sent a message to teaching staff to tell them that any tasks not directly relating 

to the education and safety of students could wait, and reminding them that they are not 

expected to reply to emails out of hours.  

“[Staff] supported each other so well, everyone has pulled together”.  
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6.1.3 Colleges 

Most colleges had not used the Job Retention Scheme at all, and no colleges reported 

furloughing teaching staff. Some colleges did furlough some support, administrative or 

commercial staff up to the end of the summer term, such as canteen workers, and one 

reported that they topped up their furloughed staff’s wages to 100 per cent in April and 

May. Another college said that they provided some financial support for staff on zero 

hours contracts, such as invigilators who lost out on work due to exam cancellations.  

College staff reported that their workloads had increased during the pandemic, both over 

lockdown and when they returned to face to face teaching in September 2020. During 

lockdown, converting learning materials to online formats was a major task for teaching 

staff, who also played a bigger role than previously in liaising between students and 

college services. In addition, lecturers had to learn new technologies to deliver remote 

teaching. One college conducted a staff survey to identify staff members who needed 

additional IT training and support and found that eleven per cent of staff were not 

confident working online. Teaching staff also had to deal with IT issues such as slow 

internet connections over lockdown. For colleges that were interviewed in September, the 

return to face to face teaching had introduced new pressures on teaching staff. One of 

these colleges was delivering blended learning which requires double the amount of 

planning. However, staff at this college have appreciated being able to work from home 

while teaching remotely which has improved staff wellbeing.  

Support staff had also seen an increased workload during the pandemic. HR staff were 

felt to have had an increased administrative burden over the pandemic as they have 

handled more queries than usual from staff and have had to keep up to date with 

frequently changing regulations. One part-time HR manager at a college said that they 

had worked full-time hours over lockdown. Safeguarding staff had also had increased 

workloads over lockdown as they had been regularly checking in on vulnerable students 

and students not engaging with remote learning.  

Colleges reported that staff wellbeing had varied over lockdown. Some staff liked working 

from home, but others found it difficult, especially those with childcare responsibilities. 

Over the summer holidays some staff members were worried about returning to face to 

face teaching, especially those who were previously shielding. One college had supported 

these staff members by allowing home working when teaching remotely, and by asking 

students with symptomatic family members to stay at home. Another college supported 

staff wellbeing more broadly by providing a wellbeing day for staff with occupational 

therapists present prior to the start of the Autumn term and providing 1-1 support for staff. 

Like secondary school teachers, college staff also reported that headlines calling teachers 

lazy after education unions raised concerns around the return to face to face teaching has 

negatively affected morale.  
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6.2 Funding and support from local authorities and 
DfE 

Schools were asked about the costs that they incurred due to the pandemic, and where 

funding for this has come from, as well as any non-financial help and support from the 

local authority or DfE. 

6.2.1 Primary schools 

Some schools reported additional costs associated with changes made to their provision, 

and these were funded through their own budgets or from within the academy trust rather 

than from external sources. Additional costs included personal protective equipment 

(PPE) for staff, additional signage, additional resources for students, and in one case an 

additional cleaner to clean toilets and other areas when one bubble has used them and 

before the next one. 

Some schools reported regular communication from their local authority including weekly 

meetings with an adviser, which was useful support. Views on support from DfE were less 

positive in that there was no support received, and policy changes were communicated at 

very short notice which left very little time for schools to manage their implementation 

effectively. 

6.2.2 Secondary schools 

Secondary schools incurred significant costs from March onwards, ranging from tens of 

thousands of pounds to over one hundred thousand pounds. Costs included increased 

cleaning, new technology and IT support, and restructuring classrooms and facilities in 

line with social distancing regulations. Schools received government funding for some of 

these expenses, most significantly the cost of laptops for vulnerable students. However, 

some schools reported that these were delivered too late to support students with remote 

learning. The bulk of these costs have come from school budgets, with some secondary 

schools diverting funds from their teaching and learning budget to cover them. One school 

was concerned about next year’s budget due to the high spending since March.   

Schools were asked about the support they had received from their local authority, and 

from the government. Most secondary schools felt well supported by their local authority. 

Support included holding regular consultations with head teachers and supporting 

secondary schools by providing careers advice and guidance, and MASH referrals. 

However, some schools felt that the local authority had been slow to respond to policy 

changes, for example when producing risk assessments, and did not provide enough 

clear guidance for schools.  

In contrast, schools did not feel well supported by the government. All secondary schools 

reported that policy and communications from the government had been confusing and 

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

them to adapt to policy changes. New policies were also communicated poorly. These 

were often delivered in long documents without clear guidance, and in some cases, 
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schools had to deal with numerous policy announcements in one day. Secondary schools 

would have benefitted from much clearer guidance and steering from government and 

local authorities. Schools that were interviewed over the summer said that because of this 

poor handling of policy changes, they were not confident in their plans for September as 

they anticipated further policy changes. Some schools also reported that the government 

held consultations but did not act on teachers’ strong recommendations.  

6.2.3 Colleges 

Like secondary schools, colleges had incurred significant costs over the course of the 

pandemic so far. The main costs had been providing technology for remote delivery and 

increased cleaning costs, including in some cases hiring additional cleaning staff. 

Colleges reported spending up to one hundred thousand pounds on these costs, most of 

which came from college budgets. Colleges did receive government funded laptops for 

vulnerable students, but in some cases these arrived late, and colleges bought laptops for 

these students using their own budges. Colleges had also lost income because of the 

pandemic. Many colleges had to diversify their income streams beyond government 

funding prior to the pandemic, for example through providing HE courses, commercial 

apprenticeships and charging fees to international students. Over the pandemic they lost 

many of these sources of income which had further harmed college budgets. One college 

mentioned a potential knock-on effect of lockdown on their ‘financial health grade’ rating 

from ESFA – the college felt that this as not appropriate this year as they had incurred 

significant costs (cleaning, IT etc) and lost income from international students due to the 

pandemic, and were worried that they may receive a bad rating which could negatively 

impact them in the future.   

In terms of support received from the government, colleges highlighted poor 

communication from DfE. Colleges reported that policy changes were often released at 

unsociable hours, such as late in the evening or on bank holidays, causing staff to have to 

work overtime to implement new guidelines. DfE also did not provide colleges with 

summaries of these policy changes meaning that staff had to read long reports and 

identify key changes themselves. However, colleges spoke positively about the 

Association of Colleges who pushed back on this approach to realising new guidance and 

sent updates on policy changes which helped colleges to navigate new guidelines.  

“It [managing government policy changes] has been a bit of a nightmare”  

Colleges were more positive about support received from the local authority who provided 

extra mental health support for colleges with high numbers of vulnerable students. 

However, one college felt that their Local Authorities requested too much information from 

colleges early in the pandemic, sometimes daily. This was especially difficult for college 

groups spread across multiple Local Authorities, who often had to send the same data in 

different formats which was time consuming and frustrating.  
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7 Conclusions and recommendations 

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

these are set out below. 

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

disadvantaged learners 

The national lockdown in March 2020 meant that the vast 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 

highlights 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 find 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. 
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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 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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Appendix – list of participating organisations 

List of providers by education phase/activity 

 

Primary schools 

■ Firle Church of England Primary School 

■ Langney Primary School 

■ Laughton Community Primary School 

■ Shinewater Primary School 

■ Tollgate Community Junior School 

■ West Rise Junior School 

 

Secondary schools 

■ The Academy Selsey 

■ Dorothy Stringer School 

■ Hailsham Community College 

■ Seaford Head School 

■ Seahaven Academy 

■ Thomas Bennett Community College 

 

Colleges 

■ Bexhill College 

■ Chichester College Group 

■ East Sussex College  

■ Greater Brighton Met College 

■ Varndean College 
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Other organisations 

■ 3VA (received emergency funding from SLN Uni Connect during lockdown to work with 

community groups to help those needing additional support) 

■ Amaze Sussex (received emergency funding from SLN Uni Connect during lockdown 

for additional SEND support) 

■ Elev8 Careers (provides SLN Uni Connect’s Get Career Confident Programme, the 

careers education, information, advice and guidance programme) 
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