Report Name:

Lessons lost and lessons learned:
Teacher perspectives on bridging
COVID-19 learning gaps
Written by: Helene Moran

WWW.SHIFT-LEARNING.CO.UK

©SHIFT INSIGHT 2020

INTRODUCTION
On 17th June, the Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health signed an open letter calling
on Prime Minister Boris Johnson to get kids back to school as soon as possible. Parents and
teachers around the country have been forced to undertake extraordinary measures to fill
the educational gaps created by school closures in light of the COVID-19 pandemic, and
there is still uncertainty around how schools will reopen to the majority of learners in spite of
the government’s recent vow to have all students back in September.
On 19th June, the government announced a £1bn funding package for schools to help pupils
catch up on lessons missed during lockdown – with £350m set aside for English schools to
access a national tutoring programme.
Shift Insight conducted a survey with UK teachers and school leaders to better understand:
 Perceptions and concerns around any lost learning as a result of school closures
 Likely measures to combat these within their school
 Reactions to the stimulus package unveiled.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The last few months have required schools and teachers to adjust rapidly to some of the
most significant changes ever seen in education. While the announcement of additional
funding and government support to help schools address any lost learning during COVID-19
school closures is cautiously welcomed, there is a definite sense that it may not go far
enough to overcome what many see as years of under-investment in teachers and schools.
Our respondents were generally proud of what they have achieved during this period, with
many sharing examples of how their school curriculum has been adapted and re-packaged
for remote learning. Having been forced to adopt new technologies almost overnight, many
who were previously resistant to integrating digital technologies and tools may now be more
receptive to their value.
However, the quantity and quality of home learning appears to be highly fragmented and
dependent on the individual circumstances of the school, the class and the home. This will be
likely to create some significant challenges for schools to design effective catch-up
programmes that are both broad (needs of the whole) and targeted (needs of the individual).
Diagnostic and testing tools are likely to be valuable for schools to assess needs, while
programmes that offer personalised or adaptive learning pathways may provide a solution
for targeted catch-up at an individual learner level.
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While the government is asking schools to prepare for welcoming all students back in
September, it is important to recognise that this is a highly volatile situation and the threat of
a second wave of infections remains a genuine risk. Learning has been forced to change, and
some of these changes may be permanent. In this new normal, it is possible to see
opportunities for organisations able to respond quickly to new requirements, as well as risks
for those that seek to continue business as normal.

THOSE IN THE KNOW: OUR RESPONDENTS
Using our Educator research panel, we received 509 responses to this survey over a 72-hour
period (19th-22nd June). Responses were predominantly from regions across England.

22% Primary

69% Secondary

21% School leadership
42% Heads of Department
35% Classroom teachers

24% Science subject specialists
13% Maths
12% Humanities
7% English / Literacy
12% No main subject

Base n: 509. Note: additional respondents include those from FE and EY, while only the 5 most
frequently selected subjects are included here.
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ACTIVE HOME LEARNING IN LOCKDOWN
Respondents reported huge variety in the quantity of learning they estimated being
undertaken at home – with almost half of our sample believing that fewer than 50% of their
students were actively learning at home. There were no significant differences between
sector, location and subject. There may be multiple factors that impact uptake of learning
within the home, such as the availability of hardware, parent time, parent engagement, and
student motivation, plus the quality and quantity of online learning provision.

Q: Roughly what proportion of your students do you feel
are actively (2+ hours per day) undertaking home learning
activities set by the school?
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THE LOST LEARNING GAP IS A REAL CONCERN FOR TEACHERS
61% of respondents indicated they were concerned about the amount of learning that has
been lost during school closures. Of these, 28% indicated they were deeply concerned.

Q: How concerned are you about the learning lost by
COVID-19 school closures?
14%

Not concerned
Neutral

Concerned

61%

24%

Base n = 509, Concerned = 312, Neutral = 121, Not concerned = 73, Unsure = 3

On average, 50% of learners were thought to need additional tutoring or support to
minimise the impact of lost learning. Respondents reporting higher levels of home learning
generally assumed the proportion of students requiring additional support to be lower.

MIXED REACTIONS TO THE GOVERNMENT CATCH-UP PLAN
Reactions to the government stimulus announced on June 19th appeared to be muted, with
48% indicating a neutral response.

Q: How effective to do you think the government's
funding package will be?
Not effective

16%

36%

Neutral
Effective

48%

Base n = 509, Not effective = 183, Neutral = 246, Effective = 80
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In open responses, there was a strong feeling from many that, while any additional funding
was appreciated, this perhaps did not go far enough to fix what many saw as a chronic lack
of schools funding over the last 10 years.

KEY AREAS FOR SPENDING
Targeted interventions were seen as a key area in which funding might be most effectively
deployed to bridge gaps in learning, with 66% suggesting small group booster sessions
and 47% suggesting 1-2-1 tutoring. Investment in IT equipment (43%) was also considered
a valuable use of these funds.

Q: In what areas do you think this funding would make the
most difference in bridging any lost learning gap?
Small group booster sessions

66%

1-2-1 tutoring

47%

IT equipment for learners

43%

Hiring TAs

28%

Funding summer schools

27%

Investment in online learning resources

26%

Funding Saturday schools
Purchasing additional subject programmes

18%
8%

Base n = 509

A number of respondents specified additional areas in open responses, including:






Funding smaller class sizes.
Increasing teaching staff numbers.
Initiatives focused on supporting learners’ mental health and wellbeing.
Reinstating intervention initiatives that had to be cut due to budget constraints.
Investing in diagnostic tools to identify where gaps exist for targeted intervention.
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Comments here often focused on the importance of schools being given freedom to invest
according to their own specific needs, and allowed to increase their teaching staff numbers
to provide learners with targeted teaching from within the school.

ACTIONS CONSIDERED BY SCHOOLS
When asked what action schools were already considering to bridge this gap in learning,
some indicated it was simply too soon to say (with many of these waiting for government
advice before planning next steps), while others shared a wide range of ideas:









Continuing to maximise learning online during this summer term (including live
lessons via conferencing software).
Dedicated small group sessions with teachers (often in key subject areas).
Employing additional teachers for small group teaching.
Maintaining online learning over the summer holidays.
Investing in revision resources.
Lengthening the school day.
Providing afterschool sessions for smaller groups.
Identifying gaps and targeted interventions through initial and diagnostic testing.

Many respondents talked about preparing a recovery curriculum for the new term. What
is clear from the responses is that some educators appear to be approaching these new
challenges with a calm, student-focused response.

“Teachers always start from where their pupils are.”
While learners may have lost school time, some were also keen to stress that quality learning
had been achieved during this period.

“I think ‘lost learning’ is a poor phrase, many have continued excellent learning.
Students have lost schooling time, which is so much more than just academic
learning, we must think differently.”
However, there were specific concerns raised regarding those typically less engaged and
motivated student populations. The lack of schooling time was considered to impact most
negatively on these students, who also tended to engage less with online provision.

CONCERNS RELATING TO THE NATIONAL TUTORING PROGRAMME
English respondents indicated a range of concerns around the announced national tutoring
programme. Concerns relating to tutor quality ranked highest (72% of responses). There
were also concerns about the effective targeting of tutoring to their student populations;
54% indicated they were worried this programme would leave out large parts of student
populations and 51% highlighted concerns around accurate targeting of those in need.
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Q: What concerns, if any, do you have about this programme?
Tutor quality

72%

Leaves out large parts of the student population

54%

Accurately targeting those in need

51%

Difficulties tracking student progress

41%

Lack of knowledge of students

41%

Misalignment of teaching methods

40%

Lack of parental support for afterschool sessions

39%

Accommodating sessions within the curriculum

38%

Investment not high enough / tokenistic response
Aligning to current curriculum

35%
32%

Puts too much pressure on students / hot housing

31%

Privatisation of education

30%

Safeguarding

26%

Base n = 485

In open comments, there were concerns relating to this being a subsidy and not just
openly funded. For some, this created a significant barrier, as deficits in current budgets
could mean they would not have the necessary capital to buy into the programme. Some
secondary school leaders also raised complaints relating to the removal of the Y7 catch-up
funding alongside these initiatives, making them far less generous and valuable.
There were also concerns that tutoring sessions would be largely focused on and needed by
students that may be less engaged and motivated to study, leaving such questions as:



How can schools get learners to attend these sessions?
What experience do tutors have at motivating less willing learners?
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FINDING POSITIVES AMONGST THE NEGATIVES
When prompted, many respondents were able to describe perceived positive outcomes,
both for students and staff, which have emerged from the COVID-19 school closures.
These included:









Students are more independent – building a sense of resilience and maturity.
Opportunities to explore different ways of learning.
Parents and learners more appreciative and respectful of teachers.
Learning more life skills.
More contact with parents in the home.
Greater parental engagement with learning.
Some students with autism engaged better online than face-to-face.
Development of better IT skills (learners and teachers).

“It gives pupils and learners a new-found love of the school environment and how
much we value those relationships.”
“More positive approach to independent learning on return! Improved recognition
of value of teachers! Change in emphasis on value of results over all other aspects
of school life.”

Some suggested that forcing the teaching profession to engage with technologies it could
ignore 5 months ago might have permanently changed attitudes to digital technology
and its use in education.
However, equality remained a deep concern, with some suggesting that – while it is easy to
see positive outcomes for learners from more middle class homes, with the resources and
support to better access remote provision – there were thought to be far fewer positive
outcomes for disadvantaged learners, who are likely to fall even further behind during
school closures.

“Positive outcomes? For middle class kids, absolutely. For disadvantaged kids,
almost certainly not.”
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FINAL THOUGHTS
Change brings both opportunity and risk. As schools navigate a volatile and often
ambiguous external environment, there are clearly ways for those providing educational
products, services and support to help them through these uncertain times.
Digital acceleration might be permanently altering the schools sector, with opportunities for
products and services that offer personalised and adaptive learning through both remote
and in-person delivery. Alongside this digital acceleration, face-to-face contact continues to
have strong value. Increasing teaching staff may bring schools new challenges and needs in
terms of training and providing revision, planning and teaching materials.
It clearly won’t be business as usual in September, even if schools open to all pupils. School
strategies need to consider carefully how to combine tried and tested teaching with new and
fast-improving technologies to ensure no learners fall through the gaps, while educational
suppliers must consider how they can best provide an eco-system to support these efforts.

ANY QUESTIONS?
If you’d like to know more about this survey or find out how Shift Insight’s research services
can help education institutions, publishers and other organisations understand and address
teachers’ and learners’ needs in these unprecedented times, please contact one of our
directors via Helene.Moran@shift-insight.co.uk or call 0207 253 8959.

ABOUT SHIFT INSIGHT
Since 2002, we have grown to become a leading research consultancy – originally focused
solely on education, but then expanding into the complementary areas of Membership and
Sustainability, alongside Learning.
Shift Learning offers a range of qualitative, quantitative and desk research services to
educational institutions and organisations of all shapes and sizes. To find out more about our
work in education, please visit: shift-learning.co.uk/case-studies/

PROFESSIONAL ETHICS
We are members of the Market Research Society and European Society for Opinion and
Market Research. We are also registered with the Information Commissioner’s Office and
inform them of any personal information held. Our researchers fully abide by:




The Data Protection Act 2018 and GDPR
The ICC/ESOMAR International Code on Market and Social Research
The MRS Code of Conduct.
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