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Executive Summary 

 

This report focuses on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on students and teachers in NSW government 

primary schools. In 2020, schools in 190 systems around the globe moved to a period of learning from home due 

to the pandemic. These school closures represent unprecedented disruption to teaching and learning for billions 

of students. Speculation about the impact of COVID-19 and learning from home on student academic 

achievement has been widespread, relying heavily on evidence from previous crisis situations. As a result, we’ve 

seen school systems and governments draw on estimations based on modelling from international, short-term, 

small-scale disruptions to schooling caused by dramatic events, such as natural disasters and school shootings. 

However, the size and scale of disruption caused by COVID-19 is truly unprecedented and cannot be directly 

compared with these earlier accounts. To date, there has been little empirical evidence of what actually 

happened to student achievement during the closedown period. 

 
Our study is one of the earliest globally to contribute important first-hand evidence by:  

1. examining the effects on students (achievement in mathematics and reading, attitudes to schooling, 

and well-being) of the COVID-19 pandemic; and  

2. investigating changes to teacher efficacy and morale during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 

The focus of our research was Stage 2 (Year 3 and Year 4) students and teachers, using comparable data from a 

split cohort randomised controlled trial conducted in 2019 and 2020 on the effects of Quality Teaching Rounds 

professional development, as part of the Building Capacity for Quality Teaching in Australian Schools project being 

conducted by the Teachers and Teaching Research Centre.  

 

The study 

Data were collected in 62 NSW schools during Term1 1 (weeks 2 – 10) and Term 4 (weeks 2 – 9) in 2019 and 51 

schools during Term 1 (weeks 3 – 8) in 2020, as part of our randomised controlled trial. When COVID-19 struck, 

and the intervention planned for Term 2 was no longer possible, we approached the NSW Department about 

collecting the same data in Term 4 (weeks 1 – 5) 2020 in order to examine the impact of the pandemic on a range 

of outcomes for students and teachers, including student learning. In June 2020, the Department agreed to fund 

the study. The serendipity of timing, given Australia’s relatively successful control of the outbreak compared to 

many other parts of the world, has enabled us to provide this unique data set and comprehensive set of analyses 

in a timely fashion. 

 
 
1 School terms in NSW government schools are typically 10 weeks 
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To assess growth in student achievement, we used Progressive Achievement Tests (PATs) (ACER). PATs have been 

rigorously tested and are widely used in Australian schools, and internationally, to monitor students’ skills, 

understandings, and growth over time. This form of testing is one of the few validated standardised measures for 

assessing student achievement in a single school year available in Australia. To address student attitudes towards 

school, we employed a student survey, using items from the Quality of School Life instrument (Ainley & Bourke, 

1992). Items from the Aspirations Longitudinal Study survey (Gore et al., 2015) were added to examine views on 

school learning culture. In total, we gathered data from 2156 Year 3 and 4 students who participated in the study 

in 2020 and 2738 Year 3 and 4 students from the control group in 2019.  

 

We conducted preliminary analyses using all of the data (full report available on request, Gore et al., 2020). 

However, to guard against cohort effects, or different starting points in student achievement, we drew on a more 

robust sample of matched classes within schools (to account for in-school variance) from 2019 and 2020. That is, 

we matched a subset of schools on both baseline achievement and the socio-demographic variable of school 

ICSEA. Separate samples were created for Year 3 and Year 4 students given their different growth trajectories. 

Mathematics and reading achievement are highly correlated in Years 3 and 4, while science achievement is much 

more variable; hence, for the purpose of obtaining the closest match for baseline achievement, science was 

dropped from this analysis. This process produced a total sample of 3030 students (1584 in 2019, and 1446 in 

2020). 

 

Teachers (123 in 2019, 239 in 2020) also completed surveys in Terms 1, 2, 3 and 4 in 2019 and Terms 1, 3 and 4 in 

2020. The surveys included items on teacher engagement, teacher efficacy, collective morale, sense of appraisal 

and recognition, and the amount of instructional time teachers devoted to each of the learning areas assessed 

(mathematics and reading). In addition, a representative sample of twelve teachers and six school leaders took 

part in semi-structured telephone interviews to provide contextual qualitative perspectives on their experiences 

during the period of learning from home and upon students’ return to school. Participants came from a range of 

locations and levels of socio-educational advantage; the interviews took place during September and October 

2020. 

 

Findings 

Student achievement  

Our main finding is that, on average, there were no significant differences in student achievement growth 

between 2019 and 2020, as measured by PATs in mathematics or reading. Indeed, achievement growth (in 

mathematics and reading) for the 2020 cohort of students was at least equivalent to that of the 2019 cohort. 

Most students learned and achieved during 2020. They did not go backwards or experience learning ‘loss’. 
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However, this remarkable headline result masks a more complex picture when the data were analysed by school-

level advantage (ICSEA), Year level, school location and for sub-samples of Indigenous students and those in 

regional areas.  

 

Student achievement by subgroups 

When examined by Year level and ICSEA, Year 3 students in the least advantaged schools (ICSEA <950) in 2020 

achieved significantly less growth, equivalent to two months, in mathematics relative to the 2019 cohort. In 2020, 

Year 3 students from schools in the middle ICSEA band (950-1050) achieved the equivalent of two months’ 

additional growth in mathematics compared with those in the same ICSEA band in 2019 (Table 1). There were no 

significant differences reported in Year 4 by subject or school ICSEA. 

 

No significant differences were found for Indigenous students in Year 3 or 4 and the only significant effect for 

students in regional schools was an additional three months’ growth in reading for students in the mid-ICSEA 

band.  

 

Collectively these results provide evidence that COVID-19 and learning from home had less impact on student 

achievement than anticipated, based on estimates and speculation. 

 

Table 1 Year 3 significant differences in mathematics and reading achievement (2019-2020) by ICSEA 

ICSEA Mathematics Reading 

Low - 2 months 
 

Mid + 2 months 
 

High 
  

 Note.   Blank cells denote no significant difference between the 2019 and 2020 cohorts 
 

Teacher perceptions of the impact on student achievement 

While there was wide variation in experiences during the learning from home period and the return to schooling, 

several broad trends were reported by teachers and school leaders. In some schools, students were seen to be 

behind in their learning when they returned to school, while others reported either minimal decline or no 

substantial change in academic achievement. Indeed, some teachers reported that students strengthened their 

skills during the learning from home period, particularly in reading, writing and technology. 

 

Parental support and student engagement with the resources provided by schools during closedown were 

considered key to maximising growth in student achievement. Also, upon the return to school, restrictions on 
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extracurricular activities because of the pandemic created additional time in the classroom, which helped 

teachers support students who they felt had fallen behind in their learning.  

 

Impact on student and teacher well-being and morale 

While the disruption to schooling had minimal impact on student achievement, there were profound negative 

effects on the well-being of many students and teachers. 

 

Student well-being 

Teachers and school leaders reported that during the learning from home period, student well-being was 

substantially impacted by high levels of anxiety in the broader community and within households. Many teachers 

shared stories of families who struggled with periods of lockdown and of how the challenges in supporting 

student learning were exacerbated by stress within the family home. The need for students and parents to adapt 

to new ways of teaching and learning was an additional source of anxiety, particularly for those families with 

limited digital literacy and/or access to the necessary technology to support learning from home. 

 

Upon returning to school, students displayed serious signs of stress, anxiety and frustration. Many teachers also 

reported a decline in student behaviour and social interaction after the period of learning from home. The 

reduced curriculum in schools, with a relatively narrow focus on literacy and numeracy, was described as 

intensifying student stress, leading to fatigue, mental anguish and behavioural issues for some students.  

 

Teacher well-being 

The survey results illustrate that teachers’ morale and belief in their capacity to engage their students in learning 

declined significantly over the 2020 school year – a pattern that was not evident for the 2019 teachers. The rapid 

shift from schooling-as-usual to learning from home meant an exponential increase in the workloads of teachers 

and school leaders. A particular challenge was the requirement to provide multiple forms of teaching, including: 

synchronous and asynchronous online lesson delivery; the creation of paper-based resources to support the 

needs of students and families who lacked adequate access to the internet or computers; and face-to-face 

delivery for the children of essential workers. 

 

The related increase in workload impacted substantially on teacher morale and many reported feelings of 

inadequacy at not being able to deliver high quality lessons for all students. Additional stress related to student 

welfare concerns. For many teachers, the inability to check in as regularly as usual with their most vulnerable 

students increased their own stress and anxiety, grounded in increasing concern for student welfare. This period 

of insurmountable stress and exhaustion led some teachers to consider leaving the teaching profession.  
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Summary 

Despite vast speculation about learning loss as a consequence of COVID-19 and the associated disruptions to 

schooling, we found no significant negative effects on student achievement growth, on average. There were 

important differences related to levels of disadvantage, but only for Year 3 student achievement in mathematics. 

Students in the lower ICSEA schools did not achieve the same growth in 2020 as they did in 2019, while students 

in the middle ICSEA band achieved greater growth in 2020. This pattern applied to Year 3 students only. In short, 

students in disadvantaged schools (ICSEA >950) and younger students (Year 3) showed varying effects of COVID-

19 on their academic achievement in mathematics relative to their 2019 counterparts. Our analysis found minimal 

or no differences in reading achievement, or in the achievement of Year 4 students. Similarly, there were no 

significant differences in achievement growth between 2019 and 2020 for the Indigenous students in our sample. 

The additional growth in reading for regional students in mid-ICSEA schools could be a function of sample size.  

 

These results provide powerful evidence at odds with the often loud but unsubstantiated claims of ‘loss of 

learning’ circulating in the Australian media and other public domain outlets.  

 

However, the disruption to schooling and shift to new modes of teaching and learning did increase the stress felt 

by students, families, teachers and school leaders. The return to school and subsequent narrowing of the 

curriculum may have assisted in maintaining academic achievement levels, but might have been a factor in 

students’ negative feelings about the relevance of school and in teachers’ morale and self-efficacy, especially in 

terms of engaging their students. 

 

Despite these broad trends, our data also highlight great variability among schools, families and students which is 

borne out in both the qualitative and quantitative evidence in this report. There are students and teachers who 

thrived and schools that soared. For a host of reasons that we explore in a discussion at the end of this report, 

many others suffered. Even so, the overall result of minimal difference in student achievement growth is a 

testament to the valiant efforts of teachers, leaders, and families, and the supports put in place both locally and 

centrally.  

 

Our findings offer some comfort to parents, teachers and system leaders who have rightly worried about learning 

loss. They also offer a firm foundation for identifying where extra support is needed; namely, to assist student 

learning in low ICSEA schools, especially among the 2020 Year 3 cohort, and to address both teacher and student 

well-being. School systems elsewhere in Australia and around the world may find this report helpful in 

establishing a solid empirical basis for investigating what happened to students and teachers during COVID-19, in 

their own contexts.  
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1 Research Background 

The COVID-19 pandemic led to unprecedented disruption to schooling in more than 190 education systems 

globally, impacting more than 90% of the world’s school students (Psacharopoulos et al., 2020; UNESCO, 2020a; 

United Nations, 2020b). In late-March 2020, throughout Australia, parents were urged to keep their children at 

home, resulting in a swift and dramatic shift from face-to-face learning to flexible and remote delivery of 

education. In New South Wales government schools, ‘learning from home’ continued for two months for most 

students, except for the children of essential workers who continued to attend school. Upon return to face-to-

face teaching, many schools also closed intermittently for deep cleaning after students or teachers returned 

positive COVID-19 tests. In addition, extensive restrictions to usual school practices were mandated (NSW 

Department of Education, 2020b), including the cancellation of school excursions, assemblies, sporting activities 

and large gatherings (Australian Government Department of Health, 2020).  

 

This widespread disruption to traditional teaching has raised concerns, globally, that student learning has been 

substantially negatively impacted as teachers, school leaders and students navigated online education (Burgess & 

Sievertsen, 2020; Hampshire, 2020; Joseph & Fahey, 2020). While the shift to online schooling was promoted as a 

key way to support continuous learning in such crisis conditions (Baytiyeh, 2019), schools and teachers were 

required to implement online learning in a matter of days, developing their knowledge and skills for teaching in 

remote and flexible contexts with minimal professional development (Clinton 2020) and, arguably, at 

unreasonable speed (Norman, 2020; Potts Rosevear, 2020). At the same time, students faced a range of 

environmental barriers and enablers to learning. These included varying levels of parental supervision, and 

differing access to the internet and devices required to sustain their learning (Burgess & Sievertsen, 2020; CIRES & 

Mitchell Institute, 2020; Engzell et al., 2020). Of particular concern was how to support already vulnerable and 

disadvantaged students trying to ‘learn from home’ (Gulosino & Miron, 2017). 

 

This ‘quarantine recess’ (Hinson et al., 2007) from traditional schooling generated substantial negative 

commentary about short-term and long-term effects on student outcomes and well-being, as well as the morale, 

self-efficacy and skills of teachers. While some commentators argued that a significant break from schooling does 

not necessarily have long term effects on student learning outcomes (Hattie, 2020), others invoked evidence that 

such breaks may result in student regression in basic skills and learning (Ofsted, 2020), increased disengagement, 

and higher levels of student attrition (Brown et al., 2020). Indeed, recent reports predict that this period of school 

closure and shift to online learning could lead to poorer educational outcomes for almost 50% of Australian 

students (Brown et al., 2020; Finkel, 2020), and not just in the short term (United Nations, 2020b).  

 

However, to date, there remains limited robust empirical evidence about the extent to which students have been 

affected by the system-wide movement to online and remote learning.  This is understandable, given the recent 
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moratorium in Australia on NAPLAN – Australia’s major annual source of comparative achievement data. Other 

forms of testing have been implemented, at the school and state level, but their validity and reliability have not 

been established, especially when there are no directly comparable data from the start of the school year or 

previous cohorts.  

  

Empirical evidence of the actual impact of the pandemic on student learning around the world has also been 

scarce, with just a handful of studies emerging in November and December 2020, none peer reviewed. 

Ofsted (2020a, 2020b) reported, after visiting and talking with staff at 380 schools, that children of all ages in the 

United Kingdom lost some learning and basic skills. In the United States, Dorn et al. (2020) reported that 

elementary school students beginning the 2020-21 school year in the United States were starting school, on 

average, three months behind in mathematics and one and a half months behind in reading compared with 

earlier cohorts (Dorn et al. 2020). A study using national standardised test data collected just prior to and just 

after an eight-week period of closedown in the Netherlands concluded that students lost one fifth of a year’s 

learning, having made little or no progress while learning from home (Engzell et al. 2020). In Australia, modelling 

by the Grattan Institute (Sonnemann and Goss 2020), predicted a learning loss of one month from a two month 

period of school disruption for the most disadvantaged students. In December, the NSW Department of Education 

reported results from Check-in assessments in reading and numeracy conducted in schools during the end of 

Term 3 and beginning of Term 4.  Over 62,000 Year 3 students (or 88% of all Year 3) from 1,439 schools 

participated. Results indicated that while Year 3 students were on their expected trajectory for numeracy, they 

were 3-4 months behind their expected trajectory in reading (NSW Department of Education, 2020a). 

 

To date, estimation and speculation have been the main drivers of debate and policy, while valid inference 

requires data from before and after school closedown and a relevant comparison group (Engzell et al., 2020). Our 

study provides a comprehensive analysis of comparable data drawn from students in 2019 and 2020. In so doing, 

we offer insights for policy and practice by demonstrating, for this cohort at least, what actually happened during 

the widespread disruption to schooling-as-usual. 

 

Rigorous empirical evidence is critical as a responsible basis for strategic action to address the effects of the 

quarantine recess on students and teachers. Without such evidence, school systems globally are relying on a small 

body of literature that focuses primarily on internal school and system crises such as school shootings (Thompson 

et al., 2017) and environmental disasters including fires, hurricanes, earthquakes, and tornadoes. Much of this 

research focuses on individual school closures (Alvarez, 2010; Convery et al., 2010; Ho et al., 2012; Trethowan & 

Nursey, 2015) rather than the recent system-wide transition to online learning, an unprecedented occurrence. 

While the extant literature provides an important context for understanding the effects of crises and disasters on 

school leaders, teachers, students and the broader school community, it is severely limited in its capacity to 
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inform schools and school systems in the transition back from learning at home following a system-wide period of 

school closure.  

 

When the global impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic were beginning to become apparent, UNESCO (2020b) 

released a report outlining how the pandemic could be used to improve schooling and make education systems 

more inclusive; to “build back better” (para. 10). Despite this worthy manifesto, prior research on schooling 

following natural or other disasters suggests that such disruptions tend to exacerbate and highlight existing 

inequities rather than generate insights that repair them (Carr-Chellman et al., 2008; Ezaki, 2018). The design of 

our study allows for fine-grained analysis of outcomes in relation to school-level dis/advantage. Specifically, we 

draw on comparable student achievement data from the school year prior to COVID-19 to examine the effects of 

this rapid system-wide change on student learning outcomes.   

 

We did not set out to study the effects of COVID-19. Instead, we were in the middle of a randomised controlled 

trial (RCT) on the effects of Quality Teaching Rounds professional development, split across 2019 and 2020 

cohorts. The Australian school year starts in late January and concludes in late December, which aligns annual 

student achievement testing with the calendar year – unlike in many other countries in which the school year 

starts around August. Serendipitously, when COVID-19 struck, we had collected pre- and post-intervention data 

for 2019 and pre-intervention data from 2020 for most schools in the second cohort. The late March closedown of 

schools in NSW meant we missed out on data collection in a small number of schools. The upside was that data 

collected just prior to the shutdown was comparable with data from the 2019 control group of schools.  

 

Fortuitously, given the relatively low number of COVID-19 cases in Australia (at the time of writing 28,762 cases 

and 909 deaths), schools in NSW re-opened in plenty of time for follow-up data collection which commenced in 

late October and concluded in early December. Just when the worldwide crisis was worsening and schools were 

still shut down or shutting down in many parts of the world, we were able to re-purpose our 2020 baseline data 

and go back into schools to investigate effects of the pandemic on student learning. 
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2 Methodology 

In 2019, baseline (Term 1, weeks 2 – 10) and follow-up (Term 4, weeks 2 – 9) data were collected from 62 public 

schools for the Building Capacity for Quality Teaching in Australian Schools project. This group of schools formed 

the control group for a randomised controlled trial (RCT) examining the effects of a form of professional 

development, Quality Teaching Rounds (QTR), on student achievement (Gore et al., 2021; Miller et al., 2019). In 

2020, equivalent data for a second cohort of 51 schools were collected in Term 1 (weeks 3 – 8) as a part of the 

same RCT (which had to be postponed because of COVID-19) and gathered again at the end of the 2020 school 

year (Term 4, weeks 1 – 5) (Table 2). In all instances, PATs and student surveys were administered by research 

assistants. The analysis is anchored in these data which take the form of student achievement tests (Progressive 

Achievement Tests [PATs] in mathematics, reading and science), student surveys and teacher surveys, as outlined 

below. Comparison of these datasets generated important insights into the effects of COVID-19 on students and 

teachers. Interviews were added for a subset of the 2020 teacher cohort to shed light on their experiences and 

perceptions of what happened to and for their students. 

 

Table 2 Data collection (2019-2020) 

 Term 1 
(Jan – Apr) 

Term 2 
(Apr – Jul) 

Term 3 
(Jul – Sep) 

Term 4  
(Oct – Dec) 

Teachers  

2019 Survey Survey Survey Survey  

2020 Survey  Survey, Interviews Survey 

Students  

2019 Survey, PATs   Survey, PATs 

2020 Survey, PATs   Survey, PATs 
 
Note. Teacher surveys were not conducted in Term 2, 2020 while ethics approval was being sought for this 
project, which was funded in June 2020 (University of Newcastle HREC: H-2020-0242; SERAP: 2020241). 
 

2.1 Sample 

Students and teachers from 51 schools participated in the study during 2020. These data were compared with 

data collected from 62 public schools in 2019 for the Building Capacity for Quality Teaching in Australian Schools 

project. Schools that participated in 2019 were primarily located in major cities (n = 35), and regional areas (inner 

regional, n = 21; outer regional, n = 5). One school was in a very remote area. A similar pattern characterised 

schools that participated in 2020, with most in major cities (n = 40), and a smaller group in regional areas (inner 

regional, n = 10; outer regional, n = 1). There were no schools from remote or very remote communities in the 

2020 sample (Table 3). 
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Table 3 Sample characteristics (2019-2020)  

Characteristics Total 
 

Year 3 
 

Year 4 
 

 
2019 2020 2019 2020 2019 2020 

Schools, n 62 51 57 44 56 48 
ICSEA, mean (SD) 995 (82) 1007 (76) 987 (80) 999 (72) 991 (79) 1009 (77) 
  ICSEA < 950, n (%) 19 (31) 10 (20) 19 (33) 9 (20) 18 (32) 9 (19) 
  ICSEA 950 - 1049, n (%) 29 (47) 25 (49) 27 (47) 24 (55) 27 (48) 23 (48) 
  ICSEA 1050+, n (%) 14 (23) 16 (31) 11 (19) 11 (25) 11 (20) 16 (33) 
Rural, n (%) 27 (44) 11 (22) 27 (47) 11 (25) 24 (42) 10 (20) 
  Major Cities 35 (56) 40 (78) 30 (53) 33 (75) 32 (57) 38 (79) 
  Inner Regional 21 (34) 10 (20) 21 (37) 10 (23) 18 (32) 9 (19) 
  Outer Regional 5 (8) 1 (2) 5 (9) 1 (2) 5 (9) 1 (2) 
  Remote 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 
  Very Remote 1 (2) 0 (0) 1 (2) 0 (0) 1 (2) 0 (0) 
Students, n 2738 2156 1332 1016 1406 1140 
Age – years, mean (SD) 9.7 (0.7) 9.7 (0.7) 9.2 (0.4) 9.1 (0.5) 10.1 (0.4) 10.1 (0.4) 
Female, n (%) 1354 (50) 1073 (50) 657 (49) 510 (50) 697 (50) 563 (50) 
Indigenous, n (%) 185 (7) 132 (6) 111 (8) 74 (7) 74 (5) 58 (5) 
LBOTE, n (%) 666 (24) 522 (24) 306 (23) 248 (24) 360 (26) 274 (24) 
Teachers, n 239 123 

    

Experience – years, mean (SD) 12.0 (9.6) 10.3 (8.34) 
    

Qualifications – Masters, %  32 (15) 16 (13) 
    

Qualifications – Bachelor, %  164 (76) 98 (79) 
    

Qualifications – Diploma, %  19 (8) 6 (5) 
    

 

 
 

2.2 Student data 

2.2.1 Progressive Achievement Tests and student surveys 

Students completed Progressive Achievement Tests (PATs) in mathematics, reading and science (Australian 

Council of Educational Research [ACER], 2011) in Term 1 and Term 4, 2020. Students also completed surveys 

addressing attitudes to school, using items from the Quality of School Life instrument (Ainley & Bourke, 1992), 

and views on school learning culture, using items from the Aspirations Longitudinal Study survey (Gore et al., 

2015). The same data were collected from students in Term 1 and Term 4, 2019. 

 

Slightly more students completed achievement tests in 2019 (n = 2738) than in 2020 (n = 2156). The mean age of 

students in both 2019 and 2020 was 9.7 years and there were equal proportions of female participants (50%) and 

students from language backgrounds other than English (LBOTE) (24%) in both samples. Slightly more Indigenous 

students participated in 2019 (7%) than in 2020 (6%) (Table 3). Students for whom the schools received NSW 

Department of Education funding for significant identified learning difficulties were excluded from the analysis, 

but not from the class activities associated with the research.  
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2.3 Teacher data 

2.3.1 Teacher surveys 

The teacher survey included questions on teacher efficacy (Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2001), collective morale and 

sense of appraisal and recognition (Hart et al., 2000) and instructional time (in mathematics, reading and science). 

Surveys administered at multiple time points during 2019 (Terms 1, 2, 3 and 4) were compared with surveys from 

2020 (Terms 1, 3 and 4). In addition, teachers and school leaders were invited to take part in semi-structured 

telephone interviews. A representative sample of those who volunteered, based on school location and ICSEA, 

was selected to participate in the interviews which were conducted during September and October 2020. 

 

There were more teachers who took part in the study in 2019 (n = 239) than in 2020 (n = 123). Their average years 

of teaching experience was 12.0 years in 2019 compared with 10.3 in 2020. A slightly higher proportion of 

teachers who participated in 2019 held a Master’s qualification (15%) compared to 2020 (13%). A higher 

proportion of teachers in the 2020 sample held a Bachelor’s qualification (79%) compared with teachers in the 

2019 sample (76%) (Table 3). 

 

2.3.2 Teacher interviews 

In order to gain a deeper understanding of the nature and effects of changes to teaching and learning caused by 

the pandemic, telephone interviews were conducted during September and October 2020 with teachers (n = 12) 

and school leaders (n = 6) from 13 schools. There were slightly more schools in regional areas (n = 7; inner 

regional, n = 4; outer regional, n = 3) than in major cities (n = 6) (Table 4).  

 

Table 4 Location of 2020 interview schools and participants  

 Major city Inner-regional Outer-regional Total 

Schools 6 4 3 13 

Principals 3 2 1 6 

Teachers 5 4 3 12 
 

The ICSEA of these schools ranged from just over 800 (least advantaged school) to around 1140 (most 

advantaged). The percentage of students in interview schools with a language background other than English 

(LBOTE) ranged from 0% (Schools 2 and 4) to more than 95% (School 5). Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

student enrolment ranged from 1% in School 5 to around 60% in School 1. The number of classroom teachers in 

schools ranged from 3 (School 4) to 41 (School 13), and student enrolments ranged from just under 30 (School 4) 

to around 750 (School 13) (Table 5). 
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Table 5 Sociodemographic characteristics of schools in interview sample 

 ICSEA2 Language 
Background (%) 

Aboriginal or 
Torres Strait 
Islander 
Students (%) 

Number of 
teachers (2019) 

2019 Enrolment 

School 1 low <10 61-70 31-40 451-500 
School 2 low <10 31-40 <10 51-100 
School 3 low <10 41-50 11-20 251-300 
School 4 low <10 <10 <10 <50 
School 5 low 91-100 <10 21-30 301-350 
School 6 mid 11-20  11-20  21-30 451-500 
School 7 mid <10 <10 11-20 251-300 
School 8 mid <10 <10 <10 151-200 
School 9 mid 71-80 <10 11-20 251-300 
School 10 mid <10 <10 11-20 301-350 
School 11 mid <10 <10 21-30 351-400 
School 12 mid 11-20 <10 11-20 251-300 
School 13 high 71-80 <10 41-50 751-800 

 

 

2.4 Analysis 

Statistical analyses of the primary and secondary outcomes were conducted using IBM PASW Statistics 25 (SPSS 

Inc. Chicago, IL) software, with alpha levels set at p < 0.05. Given the retrospective nature of this study, we chose 

not to adjust for family wise error using a Bonferroni corrected alpha.  

 

2.4.1 Student outcomes 

We conducted preliminary analyses using all of the data (full report available on request, Gore et al., 2020). 

However, to guard against cohort effects, or different starting points in student achievement, we drew on a more 

robust sample of matched classes within schools (to account for in-school variance) from 2019 and 2020. That is, 

we matched a subset of schools on both baseline achievement and the socio-demographic variable of school 

ICSEA. Separate samples were created for Year 3 and Year 4 students given their different growth trajectories.  

While mathematics and reading achievement are highly correlated in Years 3 and 4, science achievement is much 

more variable; hence, for the purpose of obtaining the closest baseline achievement match, science was dropped 

from this analysis. 

 

 
 
2 In order to protect the anonymity of schools, ICSEA is reported as low ICSEA (<950), mid (ICSEA 9501-1050), and 
high (ICSEA >1050). 
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Classes within schools were ranked using the class level mean of the combined mathematics and reading 

percentile score at baseline (rounded to the nearest integer). Classes were ranked (ascending) by ICSEA and 

baseline achievement within ICSEA categories (low = <950; mid = 950 - 1049; high = 1050+). 2019 and 2020 

classes within each percentile were paired with the closest ICSEA class if they were within ± 25 ICSEA. To retain as 

much data as possible, remaining 2020 classes were matched to 2019 classes that were within ±2 percentile 

points and the closest ICSEA within ±25 ICSEA. Sample characteristics of the matched subset of schools are 

provided in Table 6.  

 

Table 6 Matched sample characteristics (2019-2020) 

 Year 3  Year 4  Total  
Characteristics 2019 2020 2019 2020 2019 2020 
Schools, n 35 35 40 37 51 46 
ICSEA, mean (SD) 992 (64) 996 (74) 1005 (71) 1000 (68) 1003 (70) 1003 (67) 
  ICSEA < 950        

mean (SD) 918 (29) 916 (33) 916 (21) 912 (33) 914 (28) 917 (31) 
n (%) 9 (26) 8 (2) 9 (23) 7 (19) 12 (24) 10 (22) 

  ICSEA 950 - 1049        
mean (SD) 993 (25) 1000 (25) 996 (27) 994 (25) 998 (28) 994 (27) 
n (%) 20 (57) 20 (57) 21 (53) 20 (57) 27 (53) 25 (54) 

  ICSEA 1050+       
mean (SD) 1099 (32) 1088 (27) 1106 (26) 1093 (30) 1103 (25) 1092 (27) 
n (%) 6 (17) 7 (20) 10 (25) 9 (24) 12 (24) 12 (26) 

Regional, n (%) 17 (49) 10 (29) 18 (45) 7 (19) 23 (45) 10 (22) 
Students, n 779 690 805 756 1584 1446 
Age – years, mean (SD) 9.2 (0.5) 9.2 (0.5) 10.2 (0.4) 10.1 (0.4) 9.7 (0.6) 9.7 (0.7) 
Female, n (%) 382 (49) 340 (49) 398 (49) 381 (50) 780 (49) 721 (50) 
Indigenous, n (%) 72 (9) 60 (8) 32 (4) 38 (5) 104 (7) 98 (7) 
LBOTE, n (%) 120 (15) 101 (15) 173 (22) 182 (24) 293 (19) 283 (20) 

Notes. ICSEA = Index of socio-educational advantage; SD = Standard deviation 

 

Linear mixed models were fitted to compare continuous outcomes for each of the cohorts (2019 and 2020). Year 

(2019 and 2020), time (Baseline [Term 1] and follow-up [Term 4]), and year-by-time interactions were assessed as 

categorical fixed effects within the models. A repeated measures statement was included to model the within-

subject correlated errors across time, and random intercepts were included for students within schools to 

account for the hierarchical nature of the data. Students who answered all questions correctly at the baseline 

assessment time-point were excluded from analysis as growth could not be assessed for these students. 

Differences in means and 95% confidence intervals (CIs) were determined using the linear mixed models, and the 

2019 cohort was set as the comparison group for group-by-time contrasts.  

 



Evaluating the impact of COVID-19 on NSW schools          18 | P a g e  

Cohen's (1988) d was used to determine effect sizes (d = (Mchange2020 – Mchange2019) / σ pooled), where 

Mchange is the change in mean score for each group relative to their baseline value and σ is the pooled 

unconditional standard deviation. Ninety-five per cent confidence intervals (95% CIs) of the effect size were 

computed using the compute.es function (AC Del Re, 2013) in R version 3.4.4 (R Core Team, 2019). This function 

computes confidence intervals using the variance in d derived by the Hedges and Olkin (1985) formula. 

 

Given widespread concern for less advantaged students, subgroup analysis was conducted to investigate if 

student outcomes differed across cohorts among ICSEA bands (low = <950, mid = 950-1049 and high = 1050+), or 

for Indigenous and regional students. As the comparison of growth between the two cohorts (year-by-time 

interaction) was the parameter of interest, the linear mixed models were repeated separately for each group 

within sub-groups (as opposed to running a three-way interaction term), using the entire student dataset.  

 

Student secondary outcomes (questionnaire scales) were evaluated using the same modelling approach. There 

were no significant effects among sub-groups for secondary outcomes, with this analysis not presented in this 

report. 

 

2.4.2 Teacher outcomes 

Linear mixed models were fitted to compare the linear trend of continuous teacher perception outcomes for each 

of the cohorts (2019 and 2020). Year (2019 and 2020), time (Term 1, Term 3 and Term 4), and year-by-time 

interactions were assessed as continuous fixed effects within the models. Random intercepts and slopes were 

included at the subject level using an unstructured covariance matrix.  

 

2.4.3 Interview data 

To understand the impact of learning from home on student achievement, we spoke to teachers and school leaders 

from a representative sample of schools. NVivo 12 (QSR International, 2020), a qualitative software analysis tool, 

was used to assist in thematic coding of interviews, using inductive and deductive logic (Creswell, 2013). A 

continuous process of reflection and discussion between coders about emergent themes ensured consistency and 

allowed themes to be expanded or combined as required (Harry et al., 2005). In reporting the substance of the 

interviews, pseudonyms are used to protect the anonymity of the participants and schools involved in the study. 

 

2.5 Interpretation of tables and figures 

Given the sheer volume of data in this report, the following notes are designed to assist with reading and 

interpretation, especially for readers unfamiliar with the kinds of statistics used in the analysis.  
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2.5.1 Student Progressive Achievement Test (PAT) tables 

When viewing the PAT tables, the main columns to consider are the two on the right. Only those cells in the far-

right column with an asterisk indicate a significant difference between the 2019 and 2020 cohorts. The second 

from the right column indicates the direction of the difference. Any effect size starting with a negative (e.g. -0.12) 

indicates lower results for the 2020 cohort. Significant effects without a negative indicate greater growth for the 

2020 cohort. Using standards adopted by the Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) (2018), effect sizes 

between 0.05 and 0.09 are equivalent to one month difference in growth while effect sizes between 0.10 and 

0.18 indicate two months’ difference. 

 

2.5.2 Student Progressive Achievement Test (PAT) figures 

When viewing the PAT figures, the bold coloured lines indicate the trend for each cohort, showing the change 

from Term 1 to Term 4. The fine lines represent the different schools (or in some cases, students – for Indigenous 

students and students in regional schools) and highlight the variability underpinning the overall trend. 
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3 Findings 

3.1 Impact on student achievement 

Findings are reported using linear mixed models. Instructional volume (average time per week dedicated to each 

subject) is included, followed by extracts from teacher and school leader interviews detailing their perceptions of 

effects on student achievement. 

 

3.1.1 Student achievement  

For the Year 3 and Year 4 cohorts overall, no differences in student achievement growth were recorded between 

2019 and 2020. However, a more complex picture emerged when taking ICSEA into account. In reporting findings, 

all Year 3 results are provided followed by Year 4 results. For each cohort, growth in student achievement is 

reported by subject (mathematics and reading) and school ICSEA. In each instance, an overview table precedes 

tables and figures with detail of the statistical analyses conducted.  

 

3.1.1.1 Year 3 student achievement in Mathematics and Reading 

A summary of Year 3 student achievement in mathematics and reading by ICSEA is displayed in Table 7. Full 

details supporting these results are available in Tables 8 and 9 and Figures 1 and 2. Students in low ICSEA schools 

showed two months’ less growth in 2020 and those in the mid ICSEA schools showed two months’ additional 

growth. 

  

Table 7 Year 3 student achievement in mathematics and reading (2019-2020) by ICSEA 

ICSEA Mathematics Reading 

Low - 2 months 
 

Mid + 2 months 
 

High 
  

Whole sample  
 

Note.   Blank cells denote no significant difference between the 2019 and 2020 cohorts 
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Key points 

Mathematics 

• No significant differences between the 2019 and 2020 cohorts (Table 7, Figure 1) 

• Students in low ICSEA schools (ICESA<950) showed two months’ less growth in 2020 than the 

equivalent 2019 cohort (d = -0.16; 95% CI = -0.31, -0.01; p = 0.033)3 (Table 8, Figure 1) 

• Students from mid ICSEA schools (ICSEA 950-1050) demonstrated additional achievement growth, 

equivalent to two-months, in 2020 (d = 0.15; 95% CI = 0.06, 0.25; p = 0.002) (Table 9, Figure 2) 

Reading 

• No significant differences between the 2019 and 2020 cohorts (Table 8, Figure 1) 

• No significant differences between the 2019 and 2020 cohorts by school ICSEA (Table 9, Figure 2) 

 
 
3 While this result is significant using a traditional p value of <0.05, it is no longer significant using a Bonferroni 
adjusted alpha of <0.025 given the two primary outcomes of achievement growth in reading and mathematics. 
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Table 8 Year 3 student achievement in mathematics and reading (2019-2020) 

Outcome n  Baseline 
mean (95% CI) 

Ceiling 
n (%) 

Retest 
% 

n (miss) Mean change from 
baseline (95% CI) 

Adjusted mean 
difference (95% CI)a 

Adjusted effect size d 
(95% CI)a 

P 

Year 3          

Mathematics          
2020 670 39.68 (36.4, 42.97) 0 (0) 91 608 (62) 17.20* (15.84, 18.56) 1.65 (-0.21, 3.52) 0.06 (-0.01, 0.13) 0.082 
2019 757 40.23 (37.02, 43.44) 5 (0.6) 92 693 (64) 15.55* (14.27, 16.82) Reference Reference  

Reading          

2020 664 30.45 (26.94, 33.97) 3 (0.4) 91 605 (59) 22.67* (21.1, 24.24) 1.15 (-1, 3.29) 0.04 (-0.03, 0.11) 0.295 
2019 765 29.26 (25.84, 32.68) 0 (0) 91 698 (67) 21.52* (20.06, 22.98) Reference Reference   

Note. CI = Confidence Interval. Significance at p < 0.05. 
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Figure 1 Year 3 student achievement in mathematics and reading (2019-2020) 
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Table 9 Year 3 student achievement in mathematics and reading (2019-2020) by ICSEA 

Outcome n  Baseline 
mean (95% CI) 

Ceiling 
n (%) 

Retest 
% 

n (miss) Mean change from 
baseline (95% CI) 

Adjusted mean 
difference (95% CI)a 

Adjusted effect size d 
(95% CI)a 

P 

Year 3          
Mathematics          
ICSEA <950          

2020 144 32.5 (27.78, 37.22) 0 (0) 86 124 (20) 11.66* (8.83, 14.49) -4.03 (-7.74, -0.32) -0.16 (-0.31, -0.01) 0.033* 
2019 190 31.77 (27.47, 36.06) 1 (0.5) 91 173 (17) 15.69* (13.29, 18.09) Reference Reference  

ICSEA 950 - 1049          

2020 414 39.19 (35.58, 42.81) 0 (0) 91 375 (39) 18.23* (16.46, 20.01) 4.06 (1.53, 6.59) 0.15 (0.06, 0.25) 0.002* 
2019 399 40.04 (36.39, 43.69) 0 (0) 90 360 (39) 14.17* (12.36, 15.98) Reference Reference  

ICSEA 1050+          

2020 112 51.92 (46.83, 57.02) 0 (0) 97 109 (3) 19.83* (16.71, 22.95) 1.31 (-2.74, 5.36) 0.05 (-0.11, 0.21) 0.525 
2019 168 52.78 (48.25, 57.31) 4 (2.2) 95 160 (8) 18.52* (15.95, 21.1) Reference Reference   
Reading          
ICSEA <950          

2020 148 24.39 (20.05, 28.74) 0 (0) 85 126 (22) 18.41* (14.95, 21.87) -1.32 (-5.88, 3.24) -0.05 (-0.22, 0.12) 0.569 
2019 193 20.98 (17.11, 24.86) 0 (0) 89 172 (21) 19.74* (16.77, 22.71) Reference Reference  

ICSEA 950 - 1049          

2020 401 28.58 (24.84, 32.31) 3 (0.7) 92 369 (32) 23.70* (21.69, 25.71) 2.21 (-0.64, 5.07) 0.08 (-0.02, 0.18) 0.129 
2019 397 27.67 (23.94, 31.4) 0 (0) 91 361 (36) 21.49* (19.46, 23.52) Reference Reference  

ICSEA 1050+          

2020 115 46.34 (40.64, 52.05) 0 (0) 96 110 (5) 23.98* (20.37, 27.59) 0.48 (-4.19, 5.14) 0.02 (-0.15, 0.18) 0.841 
2019 175 45.26 (40.19, 50.32) 0 (0) 94 165 (10) 23.50* (20.56, 26.45) Reference Reference   

Note. CI = Confidence Interval. Significance at p < 0.05. 
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Figure 2 Year 3 student achievement in mathematics and reading (2019-2020)
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3.1.1.2 Year 4 student achievement in Mathematics and Reading 

There were no differences in student achievement growth recorded between the 2019 and 2020 cohorts when 

examined by the whole cohort or by school ICSEA. Full tables and figures supporting these outcomes are available 

in Tables 10 and 11 and Figures 3 and 4. 

 

 

Key points 

Mathematics 

• No significant differences between the 2019 and 2020 cohorts (Table 10, Figure 3) 

• No significant differences between the 2019 and 2020 cohorts by school ICSEA (Table 11, Figure 4) 

Reading 

• No significant differences between the 2019 and 2020 cohorts (Table 10, Figure 3) 

• No significant differences between the 2019 and 2020 cohorts by school ICSEA (Table 11, Figure 4) 
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Table 10 Year 4 student achievement in mathematics and reading (2019-2020) 

Outcome n  Baseline 
mean (95% CI) 

Ceiling 
n (%) 

Retest 
% 

n (miss) Mean change from 
baseline (95% CI) 

Adjusted mean 
difference (95% CI)a 

Adjusted effect size d 
(95% CI)a 

P 

Year 4 
         

Mathematics          

2020 730 43.19 (39.57, 46.82) 7 (0.9) 91 662 (68) 10.62* (9.41, 11.83) -0.15 (-1.84, 1.53) -0.01 (-0.07, 0.06) 0.857 
2019 768 42.63 (39.03, 46.23) 6 (0.7) 92 706 (62) 10.78* (9.61, 11.95) Reference Reference  

Reading          

Year 4          
2020 722 37.61 (34.01, 41.2) 2 (0.3) 89 645 (77) 10.53* (9.08, 11.98) 1.8 (-0.18, 3.79) 0.07 (-0.01, 0.14) 0.075 
2019 793 38.19 (34.66, 41.71) 2 (0.2) 94 742 (51) 8.73* (7.38, 10.09) Reference Reference   

Note. CI = Confidence Interval. Significance at p < 0.05. 
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.  

Figure 3 Year 4 student achievement in mathematics and reading (2019-2020) 
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Table 11 Year 4 student achievement in mathematics and reading (2019-2020) by ICSEA 

Outcome n  Baseline 
mean (95% CI) 

 Ceiling 
n (%) 

Retest 
% 

n (miss) Mean change from 
baseline (95% CI) 

Adjusted mean 
difference (95% CI)a 

Adjusted effect size d 
(95% CI)a 

P 

Year 4           
Mathematics           
ICSEA <950           

2020 148 29.91 (24.62, 35.2)  0 (0) 84 125 (23) 11.49* (8.96, 14.02) -1.17 (-5, 2.65) -0.05 (-0.22, 0.12) 0.545 
2019 108 29.2 (23.64, 34.75)  0 (0) 92 99 (9) 12.66* (9.80, 15.52) Reference Reference  

ICSEA 950 - 1049           

2020 320 39.83 (36.1, 43.56)  0 (0) 92 293 (27) 10.18* (8.36, 12.01) -0.90 (-3.41, 1.61) -0.04 (-0.14, 0.07) 0.483 
2019 358 40.09 (36.48, 43.70)  0 (0) 91 327 (31) 11.08* (9.36, 12.81) Reference Reference  

ICSEA 1050+           

2020 262 56.13 (52.28, 59.98)  7 (2.6) 93 244 (18) 10.67* (8.61, 12.72) 0.90 (-1.91, 3.72) 0.04 (-0.08, 0.15) 0.528 
2019 302 55.33 (51.63, 59.04)  6 (1.9) 93 280 (22) 9.76* (7.84, 11.68) Reference Reference   
Reading           
ICSEA <950           

2020 138 26.15 (20.71, 31.59)  0 (0) 84 116 (22) 11.11* (7.94, 14.28) 3.68 (-0.79, 8.15) 0.15 (-0.03, 0.34) 0.106 
2019 124 27.09 (21.74, 32.45)  0 (0) 97 120 (4) 7.43* (4.28, 10.58) Reference Reference  

ICSEA 950 - 1049           

2020 315 32.46 (28.94, 35.98)  0 (0) 90 283 (32) 12.37* (10.20, 14.54) 0.11 (-2.85, 3.06) 0.00 (-0.11, 0.12) 0.944 
2019 359 33.11 (29.74, 36.49)  0 (0) 92 332 (27) 12.27* (10.26, 14.27) Reference Reference  

ICSEA 1050+           

2020 269 51.76 (48.1, 55.42)  2 (0.7) 91 246 (23) 8.12* (5.73, 10.51) 2.87 (-0.38, 6.12) 0.11 (-0.01, 0.23) 0.084 
2019 310 53.49 (50, 56.97)  2 (0.6) 94 290 (20) 5.25* (3.05, 7.45) Reference Reference   

Note. CI = Confidence Interval. Significance at p < 0.05. 
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Figure 4 Year 4 student achievement in mathematics and reading (2019-2020) by ICSEA 
 

 

3.1.1.3 Student achievement by location  

A summary of achievement growth in mathematics and reading for students in regional locations and major 

cities4 is displayed in Table 12. Students in major cities demonstrated one-month’s additional growth (d = 0.08; 

95% CI = 0.00, 0.17; p = 0.047) in reading (Table 13, Figures 5 and 6). There were no significant differences in 

mathematics (Table 13, Figures 5 and 6). Due to the relatively small samples used in this analysis, and the fact that 

‘regional’ was defined as outside major cities, these results should be interpreted with caution. 

 

Table 12 Student achievement by subject and location (2019-2020) 

Year Location Mathematics Reading 

3 Major cities 
 

 

 Regional    

4 Major cities  + 1 month 

 Regional   

Note.   Blank cells denote no significant difference between the 2019 and 2020 cohorts 
 

 
4 School location was classified using the Australian Statistical Geography Standard (ASGS) Remoteness Structure 
(2020). 
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Key points 

Reading 

• No significant differences between the 2019 and 2020 cohorts, Year 3 students (Table 13, Figure 5) 

• Year 4 students in major cities showed one month more growth in 2020 than the equivalent 2019 

cohort (d = 0.08; 95% CI = 0.00, 0.17; p = 0.047)5 (Table 13, Figure 6) 

Mathematics 

• No significant differences between the 2019 and 2020 cohorts, Year 3 students (Table 13, Figure 5) 

• No significant differences between the 2019 and 2020 cohorts, Year 4 students (Table 13, Figure 6) 

 

 
 
5 While this result is significant using a traditional p value of <0.05, it is no longer significant using a Bonferroni 
adjusted alpha of <0.025 given the two primary outcomes of achievement growth in reading and mathematics. 
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Table 13 Year 3 and 4 student achievement in mathematics and reading (2019-2020) by location 

Outcome n  Baseline 
mean (95% CI) a 

Ceiling 
n (%) 

Retest 
% 

n (miss) Mean change from 
baseline (95% CI) a 

Adjusted mean 
difference (95% CI) a 

Adjusted effect 
size d (95% CI) a 

P 

Year 3          
Mathematics          

Major cities          
2020 481 58.90 (55.06, 62.74) 0 (0) 93 447 (34) 17.53* (15.9, 19.16) 1.86 (-0.52, 4.24) 0.07 (-0.02, 0.15) 0.125 
2019 431 59.22 (54.97, 63.47) 4 (0.9) 92 395 (36) 15.67* (13.94, 17.4) Reference Reference  

Regional          
2020 189 35.77 (30.05, 41.48) 0 (0) 85 161 (28) 16.27* (13.74, 18.79) 0.87 (-2.26, 4.01) 0.03 (-0.09, 0.16) 0.585 
2019 326 36.31 (31.76, 40.86) 1 (0.3) 91 298 (28) 15.39* (13.53, 17.25) Reference Reference   
Reading          
Major cities          

2020 484 32.04 (27.82, 36.26) 2 (0.4) 94 454 (30) 22.63* (20.79, 24.47) 0.43 (-2.25, 3.11) 0.01 (-0.07, 0.10) 0.753 
2019 438 33.81 (29.15, 38.47) 0 (0) 92 405 (33) 22.20* (20.26, 24.15) Reference Reference  

Regional          

2020 180 26.80 (21.40, 32.21) 1 (0.5) 84 151 (29) 22.73* (19.68, 25.78) 2.14 (-1.63, 5.90) 0.08 (-0.06, 0.21) 0.265 
2019 327 23.74 (19.52, 27.95) 0 (0) 90 293 (34) 20.59* (18.39, 22.80) Reference Reference   
Year 4          
Mathematics          
Major cities          
2020 626 45.55 (41.61, 49.48) 7 (1.1) 91 568 (58) 10.48* (9.17, 11.79) -0.36 (-2.26, 1.54) -0.01 (-0.09, 0.06) 0.710 
2019 548 46.31 (41.89, 50.74) 6 (1.1) 93 511 (37) 10.84* (9.46, 12.22) Reference Reference  
Regional          
2020 104 33.19 (26.36, 40.02) 0 (0) 90 94 (10) 11.50* (8.30, 14.71) 0.90 (-3.00, 4.80) 0.04 (-0.12, 0.20) 0.649 
2019 220 36.64 (31.76, 41.52) 0 (0) 89 195 (25) 10.60* (8.38, 12.82) Reference Reference   
Reading          
Major cities          
2020 621 39.41 (35.44, 43.38) 2 (0.3) 89 554 (67) 11.10* (9.51, 12.7) 2.32 (0.03, 4.61) 0.08 (0.00, 0.17) 0.047* 
2019 559 42.17 (37.72, 46.61) 2 (0.4) 94 524 (35) 8.78* (7.14, 10.43) Reference Reference  
Regional          
2020 101 30.72 (24.15, 37.28) 0 (0) 90 91 (10) 7.17* (3.58, 10.76) -1.46 (-5.73, 2.81) -0.06 (-0.22, 0.11) 0.502 
2019 234 31.89 (27.40, 36.38) 0 (0) 93 218 (16) 8.63* (6.31, 10.95) Reference Reference   

Note. CI = Confidence Interval. Significance at p < 0.05. 
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Figure 5 Year 3 student achievement in mathematics and reading (2019-2020) by location 
 

 

Figure 6  Year 4 Student achievement in mathematics and reading (2019-2020) by location 
 

 

3.1.1.4 Regional student achievement by ICSEA 

A summary of achievement growth in mathematics and reading for students in regional locations by ICSEA is 

displayed in Table 14. Year 3 students in mid-ICSEA schools demonstrated three months’ additional growth (d = 

0.20; 95% CI = 0.02, 0.38; p = 0.033) in reading (Table 15, Figure 7). There were no significant differences in 
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mathematics (Table 15, Figures 7 and 8). It should be noted that while there were no significant differences (p < 

0.05) at baseline between year groups when evaluated by ICSEA grouping, school location was not included in the 

matching procedure. This explains the slight differences observed at baseline for the regional cohorts. 

 

Table 14 Year 3 and 4 regional student achievement in mathematics and reading (2019-2020) by ICSEA 

Year ICSEA Mathematics Reading 

3 Low 
 

 

 Mid  + 3 months 

4 Low   

 Mid   

Note.   Blank cells denote no significant difference between the 2019 and 2020 cohorts. There were no high ICSEA 
schools in regional areas in the matched sample. 
 
 
 
 
 

Key points 

Reading 

• Year 3 students in mid-ICSEA schools (950-1050) showed three months’ additional growth in 2020 

than the equivalent 2019 cohort (d = 0.20; 95% CI = 0.02, 0.38; p = 0.033)6 (Table 15, Figure 7) 

• No significant differences between the 2019 and 2020 cohorts, Year 4 students (Table 15, Figure 8) 

Mathematics 

• No significant differences between the 2019 and 2020 cohorts, Year 3 students (Table 15, Figure 7) 

• No significant differences between the 2019 and 2020 cohorts, Year 4 students (Table 15, Figure 8) 

 

 
 
 

 
 
6 While this result is significant using a traditional p value of <0.05, it is no longer significant using Bonferroni 
adjusted alpha of <0.025 given two primary outcomes (reading and mathematics). 
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Table 15 Year 3 and 4 regional student achievement in mathematics and reading (2019-2020) by ICSEA 

Outcome n  Baseline 
mean (95% CI) a 

Ceiling 
n (%) 

Retest 
% 

n (miss) Mean change from 
baseline (95% CI) a 

Adjusted mean 
difference (95% CI) a 

Adjusted effect 
size d (95% CI) a 

P 

Year 3 - Regional by ICSEA          
Mathematics          

<950          
2020 58 30.91 (23.46, 38.35) 0 (0) 83 48 (10) 13.54* (9.12, 17.96) -1.93 (-6.97, 3.11) -0.08 (-0.28, 0.13) 0.451 
2019 179 31.71 (26.94, 36.48) 1 (0.5) 91 162 (17) 15.47* (13.05, 17.89) Reference Reference  
950 - 1049          
2020 131 38.80 (32.37, 45.22) 0 (0) 86 113 (18) 17.38* (14.22, 20.53) 2.69 (-1.79, 7.18) 0.11 (-0.07, 0.29) 0.238 
2019 123 38.66 (32.29, 45.03) 0 (0) 91 112 (11) 14.69* (11.50, 17.87) Reference Reference   
Reading          
<950          
2020 55 23.62 (16.49, 30.75) 0 (0) 80 44 (11) 14.34* (8.92, 19.77) -5.28 (-11.41, 0.85) -0.20 (-0.43, 0.03) 0.091 
2019 182 21.20 (16.91, 25.50) 0 (0) 88 161 (21) 19.63* (16.77, 22.48) Reference Reference  
950 - 1049          

2020 125 28.94 (22.15, 35.73) 1 (0.8) 86 107 (18) 26.18* (22.55, 29.8) 5.57 (0.45, 10.68) 0.20 (0.02, 0.38) 0.033* 
2019 122 24.48 (17.83, 31.13) 0 (0) 89 109 (13) 20.61* (17, 24.21) Reference Reference   
Year 4 - Regional by ICSEA          
Mathematics          
<950          
2020 58 43.78 (35.19, 52.37) 0 (0) 88 51 (7) 12.52* (8.60, 16.43) -0.40 (-5.43, 4.64) -0.02 (-0.23, 0.20) 0.877 
2019 87 43.80 (36.92, 50.68) 1 (0.5) 90 78 (9) 12.91* (9.74, 16.08) Reference Reference  
950 - 1049          
2020 46 35.47 (25.04, 45.89) 0 (0) 93 43 (3) 10.31* (5.07, 15.54) 1.37 (-4.87, 7.61) 0.05 (-0.19, 0.30) 0.665 
2019 116 39.95 (32.82, 47.08) 0 (0) 87 101 (15) 8.94* (5.54, 12.34) Reference Reference   
Reading          
<950          
2020 57 30.93 (22.68, 39.18) 0 (0) 86 49 (8) 5.58* (0.82, 10.34) -1.69 (-7.53, 4.14) -0.07 (-0.30, 0.17) 0.567 
2019 103 27.71 (21.56, 33.86) 0 (0) 96 99 (4) 7.28* (3.90, 10.65) Reference Reference  
950 - 1049          
2020 44 31.24 (22.77, 39.72) 1 (0.8) 95 42 (2) 9.06* (3.78, 14.33) -0.96 (-7.22, 5.30) -0.04 (-0.27, 0.20) 0.762 
2019 114 34.27 (28.69, 39.84) 0 (0) 90 103 (11) 10.02* (6.66, 13.38) Reference Reference   

Note. CI = Confidence Interval. Significance at p < 0.05. 



Evaluating the impact of COVID-19 on NSW schools                         36 | P a g e  

 
Figure 7 Year 3 regional student achievement in mathematics and reading (2019-2020) by ICSEA 
 
 

 
Figure 8 Year 4 regional student achievement in mathematics and reading (2019-2020) by ICSEA 
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3.1.1.5 Indigenous student achievement 

For the Indigenous students in the sample, no differences in achievement growth were recorded between the 

2019 and 2020 cohorts, by subject (Table 16, Figures 9 and 10). Due to the relatively small samples used in this 

analysis we were unable to analyse Indigenous student achievement by school ICSEA. For this reason, these 

results should be interpreted with caution. 

 
 
 

Key points 

Reading 

• No significant differences between the 2019 and 2020 cohorts, Year 3 students (Table 16, Figure 9) 

• No significant differences between the 2019 and 2020 cohorts, Year 4 students (Table 16, Figure 10) 

Mathematics 

• No significant differences between the 2019 and 2020 cohorts, Year 3 students (Table 16, Figure 9) 

• No significant differences between the 2019 and 2020 cohorts, Year 4 students (Table 16, Figure 10) 
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Table 16 Indigenous student achievement in mathematics and reading (2019-2020) 

Outcome n  Baseline 
mean (95% CI) 

Ceiling 
n (%) 

Retest 
% 

n (miss) Mean change from 
baseline (95% CI) 

Adjusted mean 
difference (95% CI)a 

Adjusted effect size d 
(95% CI)a 

P 

Year 3 
         

Indigenous 
         

Mathematics 
         

2020 58 31.13 (23.97, 38.30) 0 (0) 78 45 (13) 12.43* (7.39, 17.47) -2.21 (-8.88, 4.45) -0.09 (-0.36, 0.18) 0.512 
2019 69 27.14 (20.47, 33.82) 0 (0) 88 61 (8) 14.65* (10.28, 19.01) Reference Reference 

 

Reading 
         

2020 59 38.67 (31.73, 45.60) 0 (0) 78 46 (13) 17.58* (12.16, 23.01) 0.28 (-6.92, 7.47) 0.01 (-0.28, 0.31) 0.939 
2019 69 35.59 (29.30, 41.88) 0 (0) 90 62 (7) 17.30* (12.58, 22.03) Reference Reference   
Year 4          
Indigenous          
Mathematics          
2020 37 28.69 (19.93, 37.44) 0 (0) 81 30 (7) 15.32* (10.96, 19.69) 1.65 (-4.77, 8.06) 0.07 (-0.20, 0.33) 0.610 
2019 30 29.42 (20.20, 38.65) 0 (0) 87 26 (4) 13.68* (8.98, 18.38) Reference Reference  
Reading          
2020 36 39.77 (31.80, 47.74) 0 (0) 81 29 (7) 14.05* (8.50, 19.60) 4.80 (-3.21, 12.81) 0.20 (-0.13, 0.53) 0.235 
2019 31 36.44 (27.99, 44.90) 0 (0) 87 27 (4) 9.25* (3.48, 15.02) Reference Reference   

Note. CI = Confidence Interval. Significance at p < 0.05. 
 



Evaluating the impact of COVID-19 on NSW schools                         39 | P a g e  

 
Figure 9 Year 3 Indigenous student achievement in mathematics and reading (2019-2020) 
 
 

 
Figure 10 Year 4 Indigenous student achievement in mathematics and reading (2019-2020) 
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3.1.2 Instructional volume 

The average time per week dedicated to each subject area was investigated via the teacher survey. Completed in 

Term 4, 2019 and at four time points in 2020 (Term 1, Term 2, Term 3 and Term 4), teachers were asked “How 

many hours a week on average do your students spend learning the following subjects (to the nearest hour): for 

numeracy (mathematics), literacy (reading), reading for comprehension, and science?” Reading for 

comprehension was included as a subset of literacy because the reading test largely focuses on this capability. As 

noted earlier, science was not included in these analyses. 

 

Teachers reported providing the largest volume of instruction in reading, followed by mathematics (Table 17). 

Reported time spent in reading for comprehension, as a specific reading focus, was approximately half that of the 

reported time spent in mathematics instruction, across all groups. Overall, more time was spent on literacy in the 

2020 group (𝑥𝑥 = 9.52 hours per week) compared to 2019 (𝑥𝑥  = 8.48) and on reading for comprehension in 2020 (𝑥𝑥  

= 3.48 hours per week) compared to 2019 (𝑥𝑥  = 3.07). Numeracy was reported as receiving more time during 2020 

(𝑥𝑥  = 6.76) than in 2019 (𝑥𝑥  = 6.74) – this was particularly true for Term 4 (𝑥𝑥  = 7.04), after the return to schooling.  

 

Table 17 Instructional volume (hours per week) in literacy, reading and numeracy (2019-2020) 

Subject area Term 
2019 
hrs/week N 

2020 
hrs/week N 

    Mean (SD)   Mean (SD)   
Literacy total T1     9.27 (2.31) 41 
  T3     9.36 (2.52) 39 
  T4 8.48 (3.83)   9.87 (3.23) 47 
  Total 8.48 (3.83) 27 9.52 (2.74) 127 
Reading for comprehension T1     3.24 (1.61) 41 
  T3     3.26 (1.83) 39 
  T4 3.07 (1.84)   3.87 (1.95) 47 
  Total 3.07 (1.84) 27 3.48 (1.82) 127 
  T1     6.46 (1.91) 41 
Numeracy T3     6.74 (2.06) 39 
  T4 6.74 (3.84)   7.04 (2.23) 47 
  Total 6.74 (3.84) 27 6.76 (2.08) 127 

 

3.1.3 Impact on student achievement – perceptions of teachers and school leaders 

In the following section, we report on major themes emerging from interviews with teachers and school leaders. 

Representative quotes are used to highlight the key themes identified. Enormous variation was reported in the 

effects of learning from home on student achievement, with some noting that students had fallen behind where 

they should be and others reporting increased development in relation to specific areas such as reading, writing 

and use of technology. Significant concern was expressed about the impact of the pandemic on future student 



Evaluating the impact of COVID-19 on NSW schools          41 | P a g e  

learning, particularly for students from disadvantaged and vulnerable backgrounds. In short, as was apparent with 

the PAT data, the impact on student learning varied significantly across schools and individual students. 

 

3.1.3.1 Concern about learning loss 

In some schools, teachers and leaders reported major concern about students falling behind, based on classroom 

testing and the formal Check-in Assessment administered by the NSW Department of Education (2020a). 

Katherine and Sarah, school leaders from regional areas, told us: 

We did find when we got the kids back in that we did have… like, we lost a lot of time of their 
learning. We had gone backwards. Because we tested them when we came back in, and so kids… 
They’d either marked time or gone backwards. Nobody had really excelled or taken off…So that 
was… Then we decided we would try and play catch-up. That was my big push. We’re going to work 
harder to catch up. So, we felt there was a loss in learning. (Katherine, school leader, school 12, 
regional, mid ICSEA) 

It's been negative. So, the return rate of work, well down. …Ultimately, we found out by 1) the work 
that did or didn't come back; and 2) we were continually doing assessments all the way through, so 
you're seeing where kids are at. But the other thing is, the Department…came up with an 
assessment called the Check-in Assessment, and the Check-in was supposed to be for Years 3, 5, 7 
and 9, so that schools could be informed of how students have been going, and we can see that it's 
not great. (Sarah, school leader, school 3, regional, low ICSEA)  

 

Despite such reports that student achievement during learning from home was ‘not great’ or that students had 

‘gone backward’, we also see in these quotes that teachers are working hard or harder (‘catch up,’ my ‘big push’) 

to make up what they see as losses in learning. However, there was considerable variation among schools and 

among students. For example, school leaders Rachel and Lauren, told us:  

It depends on the child. There’d be some children that there’s been no loss of learning, and that they 
were engaged and had engaged parents that were very supportive during the period of time, and 
good wrap around, good emotional wrap around. … to the other extreme of either no capacity to 
engage, an unwillingness to engage. We had some parents that decided that the work that was sent 
home wasn’t important, and were sort of… I mean, they weren’t doing bad things, but decided that 
they were just going to sort of… Montessori meets Steiner in a mad way. They had their kids out 
digging worms in the garden. (Rachel, school leader, school 13, major city, high ICSEA) 

So, the teachers tell me students who were engaged regularly [during closedown], they had 
demonstrated sound achievement. But the students who did not engage, have shown little or no 
academic growth at all. (Lauren, school leader, school 6, major city, mid ICSEA). 

Learning, according to teachers and school leaders, was dependent on two key factors: 1) the support students 

received at home, and 2) student engagement in remote learning. Rachel, a school leader, described the extremes 

– ranging from parents with “no capacity to engage” in their children’s learning to those who were engaged and 

‘very supportive’.  
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However, there were worrying signs for students who were working below stage level prior to the COVID-19 

pandemic, either ‘going backwards’ or ‘missing out.’ Melissa and Alya explain:  

I definitely think my ones that were already working below stage level, they haven’t progressed; if 
not, some of them have gone backwards, in terms of reading and literacy skills. So, I think the gap 
widened a lot more for them. (Melissa, teacher, school 3, regional, low ICSEA)  

Definitely. Yes. I feel that a whole term, at least, they’ve missed out, I feel, on a whole term. And I 
just sometimes reflect on how much we could have prepared these kids, or how much these kids 
have missed out on a whole term. …But there are other kids who struggle, and their struggles are 
going to get wider and wider as time goes by. (Alya, teacher, school 5, major city, low ICSEA) 

 

The learning of students from key equity groups was also negatively affected.  Students in less advantaged 

schools, regional areas, and those from key equity groups faced greater challenges in completing learning from 

home activities, impacting their learning outcomes. For example: 

They [classroom teachers] tell me students with learning disabilities and difficulties have dropped in 
academic and social achievement. And that's possibly because they don't have the heavy support 
the teachers… give our disability and learning difficulty kids. …We found that the inequity of student 
backgrounds, so such as low SES, dysfunctional families, ATSI, disabilities, two parent working 
families really impacted on the achievement of students during COVID. (Lauren, school leader, 
school 6, major city, mid ICSEA) 

So those kids, the ones that were additional needs, basically were the ones that suffered because 
they missed out. They weren't participating at home, so they dropped back. (Jessica, teacher, school 
2, regional, low ICSEA) 

 

The negative effects on the learning of students who attend schools in low-SES communities were compounded 

by a lack of support for online learning. For example, Samantha, a teacher from a school in a low-SES community 

told us: 

So, we’re from quite a low socioeconomic community and that, I feel, has really impacted the way 
that students and families were able to participate in learning during this time. Because obviously it 
was very heavily reliant on devices, and we didn’t get any help with that. I think the government 
promise, that sort of never came through. (Samantha, teacher, school 1, regional, low ICSEA) 

Ensuring students had access to online learning had been identified as a priority. As a result, a program designed 

to lend students laptops and provide internet dongles during learning from home was put in place (Hendry, 2020; 

NSW Department of Education, 2020c) but reported by our participants to have limited success. Teachers 

experienced either: 1) not receiving this additional support; 2) receiving the support too late, “we qualified for 

500 devices after we completed the questionnaire. We received 50, but we received them halfway through Term 

2” (Sarah, school leader, school 3, regional, low ICSEA); or, 3) not having access to the infrastructure to support 
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the devices, “…internet dongles didn’t work unfortunately because the telephone service in [town] is really, 

really poor, so that wasn’t an option” (James, school leader, school 4, regional, low ICSEA). 

As much as I'd like to think that we did the best job we could, I think the curriculum that we 
delivered during that time was far less. There was far less content than we would have liked to 
[address]. The difference between what some students were doing, and other students were doing 
was enormous. So, we couldn't rely on that and then when we returned to school, we couldn't rely 
on that, the information, and the data we got from that. For a variety of reasons, one is we don't 
know how much parent support each student has had. So, it was very difficult to assess in that 
period as to how much learning students were getting. (Mark, teacher, school 8, regional, mid ICSEA) 

 

3.1.3.2 Reports of minimal change and even gains in student achievement 

Almost all existing literature on school disruption as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic has predicted major losses 

in student learning, with considerable concern shown for students from key equity groups (Baker, 2020b; Pedro 

Azevedo et al., 2020; Schleicher, 2020b). However, relatively little commentary has anticipated either no change, 

or indeed gains, in student achievement. Some teachers and school leaders reported minimal change, attributing 

this result, in part, to the support of parents during learning from home. Natalie, for example, said: 

On student achievement?  That's a hard one. To be honest, I haven't seen, academically, a big, fall 
behind. In my class, I have not seen that, and other teachers have said along similar lines. We 
thought, "Oh, they're going to come back to school. They're going to be so far behind." A lot of 
people had thought that and that was not the case. That wasn't the case. You can miss out on a term 
and it's important, but it's not that big of an impact.  They were still doing things and again, the 
parents played a very big part in maintaining the activities with their children. (Natalie, teacher, 
school 7, major city, mid ICSEA) 

In other schools, teachers and school leaders reported improvements in some areas of student learning and 

declines in other areas. For example, Katherine and Kelly told us: 

They probably improved in writing, because they did a lot more… they had to do a lot more writing 
skills, and probably that was a better set task as a learning from home task. Because writing takes a 
long time at school, and we often don’t have that timeframe to do a full, good… you know. …So, 
their writing wasn’t too bad. We just noticed reading had gone back. (Katherine, school leader, 
school 12, regional, mid ICSEA) 

So, kids really jumped in their reading because they were home, but they were reading with mum 
and dad. …I've noticed in my class quite a big jump, but not all …because some kids didn't have a 
parent that was sitting there to read with them. So, some of my kids have progressed in reading 
really well. (Kelly, teacher, school 10, regional, mid ICSEA) 

Perhaps unsurprisingly given the vast increase in the use of technology during learning from home (Selwyn, 2020), 

other improvements in student learning were related to improvements in computing and technology: 

I think the kids have got better ... they're more able to manipulate the computer a little bit more. 
Their typing skills have 100% improved. Since we've come back, we've done lots of publishing on the 
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laptops and rather than taking three lessons to publish a page worth of work, they're taking 30 
minutes. So, I think just having to constantly be on and doing typing rather than writing - not that it's 
a substitute or anything - but I think that that has helped with their technology skills and their laptop 
skills. (Nicole, teacher, school 12, regional, mid ICSEA) 

Overall, teachers reported that students who were well supported while learning from home demonstrated 

minimal loss in learning or showed some growth in some areas of the curriculum. 

 

3.1.3.3 Concern about longer term impact 

With almost all learning building on prior understanding (Hanuschek & Woessmann, 2020), one key area of 

concern for teachers and school leaders was how the disruption caused by the pandemic might impact student 

learning in the future. Many teachers were troubled by the possible long-term effects of learning from home and 

speculated on the influence on future learning. For example: 

I definitely just think this whole year is a bit of a write-off. Yeah. They’re going to have long-term 
effects in terms of what they’ve sort of missed during that time. That will carry on through to next 
year. You know, they’ll still have that gap that will continue to be there. Hopefully we can shrink it, 
make it smaller; but I’m just not sure. (Melissa, teacher, school 3, regional, low ICSEA) 

 

Mark, a teacher from a regional school took a slightly different view of the impact on future learning. He 

suggested that while there might be short-term impact on student achievement, the impact, particularly for 

younger students, would not be noticeable in a short time:  

But we were really only away from the school for 8-10 weeks, I guess. It was that sort of block at the 
most. So, look, it will have all have had an impact, but I think for students at the age I teach in those 
Years, 3 and 4, I don't think it'll be noticeable in six months’ time. (Mark, teacher, school 8, regional, 
mid ICSEA) 

Others suggested that while learning lost by students could be made up in within a school stage (two-year 

period), students moving onto the next stage of schooling might face greater challenges. Missing out on key 

background knowledge for the next stage of schooling could have significant effects on future learning. Mateo 

and Kelly elaborate:   

I think the biggest jump will be from stages. So, going from Stage two to Stage three, and Stage one 
to Stage two, due to mainly for the fact that because when you start Stage two, so Year 3 and 4, the 
content that they're learning is similar. So, we are able to catch it up when they come to us next 
year, for Year 3…So, when the students are going up to Year 5 and 6, obviously they're learning 
different content. And if they haven't had the background skills, and obviously due to COVID, and 
they haven’t been able to be full-time, that moving showed the biggest impact, there. (Mateo, 
teacher, school 13, major city, high ICSEA) 

But yeah, that's going to be a really interesting one I think come the end of the year, because there's 
also chunks of the curriculum that are just not going to get taught to the detail that you would 
normally teach simply because of time factors now. We were looking at maths and all the streams 
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that we have to teach this year. Some of them have to give somewhere. (Kelly, teacher, school 10, 
regional, mid ICSEA) 

 

School leaders and teachers reported being proactive in trying to ensure that any learning lost while students 

were learning from home was made up once students returned to school. COVID-19 restrictions meant that in 

many schools, assemblies, interschool sport, sporting carnivals and school excursions were curtailed, and school 

visitors were prohibited. This meant far more time in the classroom. Samantha, for example, said: 

I don’t think that it has impacted student achievement too much, because I feel like in the last term 
or so, we’ve had a lot of time in class without distractions, where we can catch up, and I feel like… 
We’ve sort of adjusted our terms. …I feel we didn’t have… We haven’t had assemblies, we haven’t 
been able to have interschool sports and carnivals, and stuff like that; so, we’re spending a lot more 
time in the classroom. So, I feel that it, sort of, balanced out a little bit. (Samantha, teacher, school 1, 
regional, low ICSEA) 

 

The continued absenteeism of some students from school has remained a concern since the return to face-to-face 

schooling. At the beginning of September 2020, one report indicated that more than 3,000 of the 823,000 NSW 

school students continued to be regularly absent from school after learning from home (Chrysanthos, 2020). 

School leaders were concerned about the impact of continued absence and low levels of engagement on future 

learning. Kylie and Katherine explain: 

But we have a lot of high absences and the kids, particularly some of our Stage 3 students, are 
staying away because they couldn’t be bothered coming to school. Just, you know, that sort of 
negative impact on their schooling, and as much as you try and say, you know, “You need to be at 
school,” they don’t particularly see the need. Not all of them, but the ones who were disengaged 
during COVID, a lot of them still remain disengaged. (Kylie, school leader, school 9, regional, mid 
ICSEA) 

So that’s been really negative. Attendance is really down. Now, that can be… attendance is just 
shocking, now. That and picking up early is really bad. Lots of parents are working from home, so it’s 
easy to keep the kids at home. (Katherine, school leader, school 12, major city, mid ICSEA) 
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Key points 

Teachers and school leaders reported: 

• A wide range of perspectives, from concern about less growth in student achievement in some schools, 

to gains in student achievement, particularly in reading, writing and technology. 

• Parental support and student engagement during COVID were key to maximising student achievement 

growth. 

• High levels of concern for students who were working below grade level prior to COVID, students from 

low-SES backgrounds, Indigenous students, students with a disability, and those in two parent working 

families. 

• Almost all extracurricular activities in schools were curtailed (due to COVID restrictions) since return to 

school, which led to additional time in the classroom, enabling teachers to make up for time lost during 

school closures. 

• Deep concern about continued student absenteeism and disengagement in schooling by some students. 

 

 

 

3.2 Student perceptions of school 

Students completed surveys addressing attitudes to school, using items from the QSL instrument (Ainley & 

Bourke, 1992) and items on school learning culture survey (SLC) (Gore et al., 2015). Completed by students during 

Terms 1 and 4 of 2019 and 2020, data collected from students in 2019 were compared to data collected from 

students in 2020 (full sample description is available at Table 3). 

  

The Quality of School Life (QSL) instrument measures student attitudes towards school in general, teachers and 

other students (Ainley & Bourke, 1992). Five key areas of the QSL scale were included: General satisfaction, 

Achievement, Teachers, Relevance of schooling and Adventure (Appendix A). Students responded to survey 

questions by answering each question with one of four options “Agree”, “Mostly Agree”, “Mostly Disagree”, 

“Disagree”.  

 

Five questions from the SLC instrument were included (Appendix A) and students were able to choose from four 

possible responses: “Never”, “Rarely”, “Sometimes”, or “Frequently”. 

 

For the whole sample, no differences in QSL or SLC were found between the 2019 and 2020 cohorts. However, a 

more complex picture emerged when Year 3 and Year 4 students’ responses were analysed separately (Table 18). 

Full tables and figures supporting these outcomes are available in Tables 19, 20 and 21 and Figures 11, 12 and 13. 
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Table 18 Quality of School Life and School Learning Culture (2019-2020) 
 

Year 3 Year 4 Whole Sample 

General (QSL)       

Achievement (QSL)       

Teachers (QSL)   X   

Relevance (QSL)   X    

Adventure (QSL)       

School learning culture       

Note. Blank cells denote no significant difference between 2019 and 2020. X indicates a significant difference 
between the 2019 and 2020 student cohorts. 

 
 

 

Key points 

Year 3 (Table 19, Figure 11) 

• No significant differences between the 2019 and 2020 cohorts in either QSL or SLC. 

Year 4 (Tables 20, Figure 12) 

• Students felt their interactions with teachers were less adequate in 2020 when compared to the 

2019 cohort (d = -0.12; 95% CI = -0.24, 0; p = 0.044) 

• Students felt schooling was less relevant in 2020 when compared to the 2019 cohort (d = - 0.11; 95% 

CI = -0.23, 0; p = 0.047) 

Whole sample (Tables 21, Figure 13) 

• No significant differences between the 2019 and 2020 cohorts in either QSL or SLC. 
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Table 19 Year 3 Quality of school life and school learning culture (2019-2020) 

Outcome n  Baseline 

mean (95% CI) 

Ceiling 

n (%) 

Retest 

% 

n (miss) Mean change from 

baseline (95% CI) 

Adjusted mean 

difference (95% CI)a 

Adjusted effect size 

d (95% CI)a 

P 

QSL – General          

2020 685 3.36 (3.3, 3.42) N/A 67 457 (228) -0.11 (-0.18, -0.04) 0.02 (-0.06, 0.11) 0.03 (-0.09, 0.16) 0.596 

2019 1048 3.41 (3.36, 3.46) N/A 75 791 (257) -0.13 (-0.19, -0.08) Reference Reference  

QSL - Achievement          

2020 693 3.41 (3.36, 3.46) N/A 67 464 (229) -0.14 (-0.2, -0.08) -0.07 (-0.14, 0.01) -0.11 (-0.24, 0.02) 0.084 

2019 1043 3.44 (3.4, 3.48) N/A 76 795 (248) -0.08 (-0.12, -0.03) Reference Reference  

QSL – Teachers          

2020 698 3.57 (3.52, 3.63) N/A 66 462 (236) -0.06 (-0.11, 0) 0.02 (-0.05, 0.09) 0.04 (-0.09, 0.16) 0.578 

2019 1051 3.64 (3.6, 3.68) N/A 77 806 (245) -0.08 (-0.12, -0.03) Reference Reference  

QSL - Relevance          

2020 698 3.61 (3.57, 3.66) N/A 67 467 (231) -0.02 (-0.07, 0.03) 0 (-0.07, 0.07) 0 (-0.13, 0.13) 0.990 

2019 1045 3.65 (3.61, 3.69) N/A 77 808 (237) -0.02 (-0.06, 0.02) Reference Reference  

QSL - Adventure          

2020 698 3.18 (3.12, 3.25) N/A 67 468 (230) -0.23 (-0.29, -0.16) -0.07 (-0.15, 0.01) -0.1 (-0.21, 0.02) 0.096 

2019 1052 3.26 (3.21, 3.32) N/A 77 810 (242) -0.16 (-0.21, -0.11) Reference Reference  

School culture          

2020 686 2.83 (2.79, 2.88) N/A 68 465 (221) -0.04 (-0.09, 0.01) -0.02 (-0.08, 0.05) -0.04 (-0.17, 0.1) 0.600 

2019 1045 2.72 (2.68, 2.75) N/A 77 807 (238) -0.02 (-0.06, 0.02) Reference Reference  

Note. CI = Confidence Interval. Significance at p < 0.05. 
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Figure 11 Year 3 Quality of school life and school learning culture (2019-2020) 
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Table 20 Year 4 Quality of school life and school learning culture (2019-2020) 

Outcome n  Baseline 

mean (95% CI) 

Ceiling  

n (%) 

Retest 

% 

n (miss) Mean change from 

baseline (95% CI) 

Adjusted mean 

difference (95% CI)a 

Adjusted effect size 

d (95% CI)a 

P 

QSL – General          

2020 801 3.28 (3.21, 3.35) N/A 73 582 (219) -0.13 (-0.18, -0.07) 0.04 (-0.03, 0.12) 0.06 (-0.04, 0.17) 0.253 

2019 1111 3.37 (3.31, 3.43) N/A 80 894 (217) -0.17 (-0.22, -0.12) Reference Reference  

QSL - Achievement          

2020 811 3.38 (3.33, 3.43) N/A 72 585 (226) -0.08 (-0.13, -0.03) -0.01 (-0.07, 0.06) -0.01 (-0.12, 0.1) 0.845 

2019 1105 3.44 (3.39, 3.48) N/A 82 911 (194) -0.08 (-0.12, -0.04) Reference Reference  

QSL – Teachers          

2020 823 3.62 (3.56, 3.67) N/A 73 597 (226) -0.14 (-0.19, -0.09) -0.07 (-0.13, 0) -0.12 (-0.24, 0) 0.044* 

2019 1112 3.6 (3.55, 3.65) N/A 83 922 (190) -0.07 (-0.12, -0.03) Reference Reference  

QSL - Relevance          

2020 824 3.64 (3.6, 3.69) N/A 73 600 (224) -0.11 (-0.15, -0.06) -0.06 (-0.12, 0) -0.11 (-0.23, 0) 0.047* 

2019 1114 3.65 (3.61, 3.69) N/A 83 925 (189) -0.05 (-0.08, -0.01) Reference Reference  

QSL - Adventure          

2020 825 3.08 (3.01, 3.14) N/A 73 602 (223) -0.17 (-0.22, -0.11) -0.01 (-0.09, 0.06) -0.01 (-0.12, 0.09) 0.779 

2019 1106 3.15 (3.09, 3.21) N/A 84 927 (179) -0.16 (-0.2, -0.11) Reference Reference  

School culture          

2020 819 2.87 (2.83, 2.91) N/A 73 599 (220) -0.05 (-0.1, -0.01) -0.05 (-0.11, 0.01) -0.11 (-0.22, 0.01) 0.079 

2019 1109 2.75 (2.72, 2.79) N/A 83 926 (183) 0 (-0.04, 0.03) Reference Reference  

Note. CI = Confidence Interval. Significance at p < 0.05. 
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Figure 12 Year 4 Quality of school life and school learning culture (2019-2020)
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Table 21 Whole sample Quality of school life and school learning culture (2019-2020) 

Outcome n  Baseline 

mean (95% CI) 

Ceiling  

n (%) 

Retest 

% 

n (miss) Mean change from 

baseline (95% CI) 

Adjusted mean 

difference (95% CI)a 

Adjusted effect size 

d (95% CI)a 

P 

QSL – General          

2020 1486 3.32 (3.27, 3.37) N/A 70 1039 (447) -0.12 (-0.16, -0.07) 0.03 (-0.02, 0.09) 0.05 (-0.03, 0.13) 0.259 

2019 2159 3.39 (3.34, 3.43) N/A 78 1685 (474) -0.15 (-0.19, -0.12) Reference Reference  

QSL - Achievement          

2020 1504 3.39 (3.36, 3.43) N/A 70 1049 (455) -0.11 (-0.15, -0.07) -0.03 (-0.08, 0.01) -0.06 (-0.14, 0.02) 0.164 

2019 2148 3.44 (3.41, 3.47) N/A 79 1706 (442) -0.08 (-0.11, -0.05) Reference Reference  

QSL – Teachers          

2020 1521 3.6 (3.56, 3.64) N/A 70 1059 (462) -0.11 (-0.14, -0.07) -0.03 (-0.08, 0.02) -0.05 (-0.14, 0.03) 0.240 

2019 2163 3.62 (3.58, 3.65) N/A 80 1728 (435) -0.08 (-0.11, -0.05) Reference Reference  

QSL - Relevance          

2020 1522 3.63 (3.59, 3.67) N/A 70 1067 (455) -0.07 (-0.1, -0.03) 2.07 (-3.79, 7.93) 0.11 (-0.2, 0.41) 0.486 

2019 2159 3.65 (3.62, 3.68) N/A 80 1733 (426) -0.03 (-0.06, -0.01) Reference Reference  

QSL - Adventure          

2020 1523 3.13 (3.07, 3.18) N/A 70 1070 (453) -0.19 (-0.24, -0.15) -0.04 (-0.09, 0.02) -0.05 (-0.13, 0.02) 0.186 

2019 2158 3.21 (3.16, 3.25) N/A 80 1737 (421) -0.16 (-0.19, -0.12) Reference Reference  

School culture          

2020 1505 2.86 (2.82, 2.89) N/A 71 1064 (441) -0.05 (-0.08, -0.01) -0.04 (-0.08, 0.01) -0.07 (-0.16, 0.01) 0.098 

2019 2154 2.73 (2.71, 2.76) N/A 80 1733 (421) -0.01 (-0.04, 0.02) Reference Reference  

Note. CI = Confidence Interval. Significance at p < 0.05. 
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Figure 13 Whole sample Quality of school life and school learning culture (2019-2020)
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3.3 Impact on student well-being 

Young people and children are vulnerable to the effects of crises and at increased risk of stress, anxiety, 

depression and behavioural problems (OECD, 2020; United Nations, 2020a; Whaley et al., 2017). As such, it is 

unsurprising that the COVID-19 pandemic and the resultant learning from home period increased the concerns of 

parents, teachers, school leaders, education departments and governments about student well-being. Since the 

start of the pandemic there has been increasing commentary and advice provided to teachers on how to support 

student well-being (see, for example, Crawford, 2020; Street, 2020). Also, we are beginning to see the first 

empirical evidence of increased stress and anxiety in students (Forster, 2020; Lee, 2020; Zhang et al., 2020). In 

this section of the report, evidence from interviews with teachers and school leaders is used to identify how 

COVID-19 impacted on student well-being in NSW schools. 

 

3.3.1 During learning from home 

The rapid move from learning at school to learning at home caused significant stress, frustration and anxiety for 

many students. Teachers and school leaders reported two key factors impacting student well-being. The first was 

general community and parent anxiety. Rachel, a school leader, explains: 

Everything spiked. You know, domestic violence, financial stress, all the things you’re hearing about 
definitely have happened. We work with the products… you know, with the causes that that has, on 
the children. We sent food parcels out to numerous households. We had a mother had a baby at the 
height of the pandemic, and her husband walk out on her at the same time. (Rachel, school leader, 
school 13, major city, high ICSEA) 

So just this week I was talking to one parent about her child’s attendance, which across the board 
has really been terrible since coming back. We’ve some days had 50 kids away. Out of 320 kids, 
that’s a lot of kids. We’re averaging about 25 now, but I spoke to the parent and she said, “Well, I 
lost my job. I got depression. My husband realised he was depressed. You know, we had some 
health issues.” And then you listen to their stories and you hear the level of hardship that the 
families are under and the kids are supposed to sort of bounce back and be happy little resilient 
people. (Kylie, school leader, school 9, major city, mid ICSEA) 

 

The second key influence on student well-being was accessing a new way of learning, predominantly the use of 

forms of technology with which students and parents had little previous experience. This was particularly the case 

in regional areas where internet access was an ongoing issue. For example, Jessica said: 

And the problem is some of the kids got frustrated. …So, he was getting frustrated because his mum 
wouldn't log in and help him and she said, “Oh, I can't do this”. And I sent her the instructions, I 
offered to come out, I offered to meet parents at the school if they wanted to. …So, then we had 
other ones who couldn't because they were out on farms and their internet connection, they had 
was so poor, it would drop out. So they'd Zoom in, maybe get to do a little bit of a catch up and then 
they'd drop out completely and then they'd be frustrated because they'd spend the rest of their time 
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trying to get back in and they couldn't. …  So, it was a bit of a debacle, but we did the best we could. 
(Jessica, teacher, school 1, regional, low ICSEA). 

During learning from home, student-teacher communication diminished exponentially, and teachers were often 

unable to ascertain how their students were faring. As a result, teachers and school leaders chiefly spoke about 

the impact of learning at home after students returned to the classroom.  

 

3.3.2 Upon return to school 

Almost all teachers and school leaders who were interviewed for this project spoke about the significant impacts 

which were causing ongoing concern for teachers when they were interviewed during September and October 

2020. One key concern related to the impact of a reduced curriculum. While students were able to catch up on 

learning due to the focus on specific key learning areas such as numeracy and literacy, the lack of extracurricular 

activities led to what one school leader described as ‘Groundhog Day’, resulting in fatigue and other less desirable 

behaviours. Rachel and Kylie explain:  

The more that that goes on now, the more I’m seeing the lack of balance. I mean, we were very 
focused on well-being when the kids were at home, because we were doing those well-being phone 
calls; The lack of interruptions and the lack of extracurricular [activity] in a school day now, they’re 
starting to get… I’m seeing the kids are fatigued. The teachers are slightly fatigued, and it’s just 
that… it’s sort of like Groundhog Day, day-in, day-out. There’s no excursions, there’s no school camp. 
Lots of that provides… all of that real-time, real life learning that you don’t get through doing things 
either virtually or from a book. I would have to say that while, yeah, we’re ploughing through things, 
and we’re getting things done, I don’t know how rich it is. There’s certainly not a lot of that 
experiential sort of learning that you want. (Rachel, school leader, school 13, major city, high ICSEA) 

But at the moment, there’s a lot more mental anguish with the kids, and so the well-being of the 
children has diminished, but the other thing is we’ve had - so I’ve mentioned previously we have a 
lot of extracurricular programs. They’ve all been stopped, so there’s nothing for the kids to look 
forward to. So, our school leaders have had no reason to be publicly speaking, or no reason to hold 
any events because you’re not allowed to hold any events. Teachers not being able to have their 
buddy classes going because you can’t mix stages. So, there’s not much for the kids to look forward 
to, and then you know, we’ve had more aggressive behaviours at school…Certainly on the return to 
school we had a lot more aggressive behaviours, which we wouldn’t normally have, and you know, 
kids being sleepy because they’re on their devices at home, or you know, they think they can stay 
and play on their phones. There’s just been a lot more not generally acceptable behaviour at school. 
(Kylie, school leader, school 9, major city, mid ICSEA) 

 

Changes in student behaviour upon return to the classroom were not only attributed to changes in schooling, but 

to increased rates of stress and anxiety. This aligns with a report that calls to Kids HelpLine during the height of 

the pandemic in Australia were primarily due to mental health concerns (yourtown & Australian Human Rights 

Commission, 2020) . In many cases this anxiety manifested as poor behaviour and, in some cases, self-harm.  Chris 

and Lauren capture the concern of most teachers: 



Evaluating the impact of COVID-19 on NSW schools                          56 | P a g e  

I had a lot more behaviour issues creeping up, and I've got students with anxiety. I've got students 
that are medicated. I've got students with learning needs…And I think all of it's just being genuinely 
compounded by the stresses and pressures, and the general not knowing what it's going to look like. 
… I would say, there's a lot more anxiety. There were students that probably a bit less confident, 
which is probably a result of anxiety. I think that there was just generally worse behaviour when they 
came back.  (Chris, school leader, school 11, major city, mid ICSEA) 

Anxiety: we've got massive amounts of anxiety in our students. From physical behaviour, 
oppositional behaviours, kids not wanting to come to school. They're melting down at school. We've 
got a lot of, and I’m only a primary school. So, I have no idea how the high schools are handling it. 
We've got lot of self-harm and threatening self-harm and parent anxiety. (Lauren, school leader, 
school 6, major city, mid ICSEA) 

 

Not surprisingly, concerns about student mental health led to an increased load on school counsellors, as Rachel, 

a school leader, points out: 

Look, we’re starting to see some trends around student stress. The counsellors have been very 
proactive, and I would say the counselling load is greater. We’ve had more referrals through learning 
and support team, around well-being, as opposed to learning; and things bubbling away in families. 
You know, we’re picking up where kids are coming in and saying there’s stuff going on at home. 
(Rachel, school leader, school 13, major city, high ICSEA) 

 

Some teachers reported that the lack of social interaction during learning from home led to poor interactions with 

peers on return to school, in some cases exacerbated by cultural factors. Mateo and Samantha provide examples: 

Students felt that because they'd been away for so long, they didn't have social interaction at all. 
Interacting with their peers. There were a lot of silly issues that we had to deal with. Things that 
before COVID and lock down, that we never had to even think about…Again, main one, social 
interaction. A lot of students at our school are of Asian background, so whether they be Korean, 
Chinese, they're from an Asian background. From what they tell me, they don't get a lot of social 
interaction, as it is before lockdown, due to all the extracurricular activity they do outside. So, their 
main social interaction, when they're not getting it now there's nothing, was a big issue for us. The 
way that students came back, and they couldn't talk or interact with their peers anymore, like they'd 
lost it. They were very self-centred, more than usual. Yeah, very temperamental. I'm pretty sure 
that's the word. (Mateo, teacher, school 13, major city, high ICSEA) 

I feel that… I think it has really impacted them socially more than anything, and how they are 
engaging and relating to others.  I think as well, the break up in the term, they sort of had three 
weeks before the holidays, and then five weeks afterwards, and I feel that they’re getting… the 
students are getting quite fatigued, because they had such a long time at home in the middle there 
that it’s really making a difference.  You know, when we’ve had a normal term, like this term, they 
seem to be a bit more tired, not engaging as much, lots of behaviour issues, and stuff like that. 
(Samantha, teacher, school 1, regional, low ICSEA) 
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Indeed, lack of social interaction was the second top concern (behind mental health concerns) of children and 

young people who contacted Kids HelpLine during the height of the pandemic (yourtown & Australian Human 

Rights Commission, 2020).  

 

For other students, a lower attention span and difficulty re-engaging in the classroom was a clear side-effect of 

the break from traditional schooling, as Mateo and Lauren told us: 

Focusing... They can't sit still for more than a minute and like I said, normally before COVID, they 
were fine. They were able to participate in class discussions. And all of a sudden now, engagement... 
They can't sit still anymore. They always got to be up. Focus and concentration floats in and out of 
that, too and again, routine is gone, it's not there anymore, as well, for them. (Mateo, teacher, 
school 13, major city, high ICSEA) 

So, students who didn't engage during distance learning, have continued with a high level of 
difficulty re-engaging back in the classroom.  So, yes, my staff has seen the COVID has had a major 
impact on the mental well-being of the students who feel that they're unable to keep up.  So, they 
just don't try anymore. …They lost touch with classroom expectations.  So, that was a big one.  But 
our classes have returned to normal, in terms of, you know, what we expect for student 
engagement…However, our teachers have seen, and I have seen myself when I go into the 
classroom, students have come back with a lack of drive in the classroom and especially re: social 
situations a lack of resilience…and kids are finding it more difficult to maintain focus.  And another 
teacher commented, "Student engagement was lower when the kids returned to school, possibly 
because they weren't working to our usual expectations at home." …I think we're getting back to 
normal, but it has taken a while. (Lauren, school leader, school 6, major city, mid ICSEA) 

While lower student engagement once students had returned to school was a recurring theme in the interviews, 

one teacher reported that her students were happy to be back at school. Nicole explained: 

I don't think it has changed. I think my kids, in particular, are the same as what they were before all 
of this. They're happy to come to school. They like coming to school. When we were in the transition 
out of home learning, where they would come on certain days of the week, whenever they were 
scheduled to come, they were always excited. I usually had the full attendance of the kids who were 
supposed to be there, because they were quite keen to come back to school and they really enjoyed 
doing things as a class again. They liked having their teacher back. They liked just being back in the 
environment. So, I think their engagement from then until now has been good. (Nicole, teacher, 
school 12, regional, mid ICSEA) 
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Key points 

According to teachers and school leaders: 

• Two key factors impacted student well-being: 1) community and parental anxiety, and 2) adapting to new 

ways of learning. 

• Upon return to school, students displayed significant signs of stress, anxiety, and frustration.  

• The reduced curriculum once students returned to school (due to COVID restrictions) led to fatigue, 

mental anguish, and aggressive behaviour in some students. 

• Some students seemed unable to socially interact with their peers in the same way as prior to learning 

from home. 

 

 

 

3.4 Impact on teachers 

COVID-19 and the related disruption to schooling had an immense impact on teachers and school leaders. In 

Australia and elsewhere there have been repeated reports of exhaustion (Phillips & Cain, 2020), stress and 

negative effects on teacher well-being (Dabrowski, 2020; MacIntyre et al., 2020). In this report, we focus on the 

impact of COVID-19 on teacher self-efficacy, teacher morale, and teachers’ sense of appraisal and recognition. 

 

To provide empirical evidence of impact on teachers, data from teacher surveys conducted with 123 teachers 

from 51 schools in 2020 were compared with equivalent data collected from 239 teachers from 62 schools in 

2019. The survey included questions on teacher self-efficacy (Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2001) collective morale, 

and appraisal and recognition (Hart et al., 2000). In addition, semi-structured telephone interviews were 

conducted with teachers (n = 12) and school leaders (n = 6) from 13 schools during September and October 2020, 

in order to gain more qualitative insights on the impact on teachers.  

 

Sample and descriptive statistics for the teacher survey across three time points (Term 1, 2 and 3) are displayed in 

Table 22. In 2019, 228 teachers completed the survey during Term 1 compared to 119 teachers who completed 

the survey in Term 1, 2020. Response rates were lower for Terms 3 and 4 in both cohorts, with 66% completing 

the survey in Term 3, 2019 and 56% in Term 4, 2019. In 2020, 63% completed the survey in Term 3 and 68% in 

Term 4.  
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Table 22 Teacher survey sampling and descriptive statistics (2019-2020) 

Outcome Time 2019 
 

2020 
 

  
Mean (SD) N (% of T1) Mean (SD) N (% of T1) 

Engagement T1 7.16 (0.92) 228 7.25 (1.04) 119  
T3 7.26 (0.98) 151 (66) 7.23 (1.1) 76 (64)  
T4 7.52 (0.87) 127 (56) 7.24 (1.07) 81 (68) 

Instruction T1 7.27 (0.91) 228 7.41 (0.98) 119  
T3 7.48 (0.84) 151 (66) 7.7 (0.94) 76 (64)  
T4 7.69 (0.86) 127 (56) 7.74 (0.89) 81 (68) 

Management T1 7.58 (0.89) 228 7.56 (0.97) 119  
T3 7.66 (0.86) 151 (66) 7.71 (1.05) 76 (64)  
T4 7.82 (0.8) 127 (56) 7.76 (1.05) 81 (68) 

Morale T1 4.04 (0.85) 228 4.14 (0.75) 119  
T3 4.11 (0.78) 151 (66) 4.09 (0.8) 75 (63)  
T4 4.28 (0.75) 126 (55) 4.05 (0.87) 81 (68) 

Appraisal and recognition T1 3.73 (0.92) 228 3.67 (1.02) 119  
T3 3.91 (0.86) 151 (66) 3.57 (1.03) 75 (63)  
T4 3.85 (0.91) 126 (55) 3.6 (0.93) 81 (68) 

Note. T = Term. SD = Standard deviation. N = Total sample population 

 

Full tables and figures supporting the outcomes described below are available in Table 23 and Figures 14 and 15.  

 

 

 

Key points 

Teacher efficacy – student engagement 

• In comparison to the 2019 cohort, teachers in 2020 felt less able to engage their students in learning 

(d = -0.08; 95% CI = -0.16 - -0.01; p <0.05)  

Teacher efficacy – instructional strategies 

• No significant differences between the 2019 and 2020 cohorts 

Teacher efficacy – classroom management 

• No significant differences between the 2019 and 2020 cohorts 

Morale 

• Teacher morale increased slightly during 2019 in comparison to a downward linear trend in teacher 

morale in 2020 (d = -0.07; 95% CI = -0.12 - -0.01; p <0.05). 

Appraisal and recognition 

• No significant differences between the 2019 and 2020 cohorts 
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Table 23 Teacher efficacy, teacher morale and appraisal (2019-2020) 

 Teacher efficacy Morale Appraisal 

 Engagement Instruction Management   

Fixed effects      
Initial status      
Intercept (95% CI) 7.15 (7.02 - 7.27)*** 7.27 (7.15 - 7.39)*** 7.57 (7.45 -7.69)*** 4.03 (3.93 - 4.14)*** 3.75 (3.63 - 3.88)*** 

Baseline difference (95% CI) 0.08 (-0.13 - 0.29)  0.14 (-0.06 - 0.34)  -0.03 (-0.23 - 0.17)  0.11 (-0.07 - 0.29)  -0.09 (-0.3 - 0.12)  

Rate of change      
Intercept (95% CI) 0.10 (0.05 - 0.15)*** 0.12 (0.08 - 0.17)*** 0.06 (0.02 - 0.11)** 0.04 (0.01 - 0.08)* 0.03 (-0.02 - 0.07)  

Year * Time (95% CI) -0.08 (-0.16 - -0.01)* 0.00 (-0.07 - 0.07)  0.02 (-0.05 - 0.10)  -0.07 (-0.12 - -0.01)* -0.04 (-0.12 - 0.03) 

Variance components      
Level 1      
Within person 0.41 (0.33 - 0.51)*** 0.29 (0.24 - 0.36)*** 0.30 (0.25 - 0.38)*** 0.20 (0.16 - 0.25)*** 0.22 (0.17 - 0.27)*** 

Level 2      
Initial status 0.52 (0.38 - 0.71)*** 0.57 (0.44 - 0.73)*** 0.53 (0.41 - 0.69)*** 0.46 (0.36 - 0.58)*** 0.70 (0.57 - 0.86)*** 

Rate of change 0.01 (-0.04 - 0.06)  -0.04 (-0.08 - 0.01)  -0.03 (-0.07 - 0.02)  0.00 (-0.03 - 0.03)  -0.06 (-0.11 - -0.02)** 

Covariance 0.00 (0.00 - 853.46)  0.01 (0.00 - 0.06)  0.02 (0.01 - 0.07)  0.00 (0.00 - 3.46)  0.04 (0.02 - 0.07)*** 

Note. CI = Confidence Interval. Significance: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001 
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Figure 14 Teacher efficacy (2019-2020) 
 

 

Figure 15 Teacher morale and appraisal (2019-2020) 
 

 

 

3.4.1 Teacher morale 

During the learning from home period, teachers were required to deliver lessons to students in a variety of 

ways including online lessons to students, face-to-face lessons to the children of essential workers and 

creating paper-based learning resources for students who may have had limited access to technology. 



Evaluating the impact of COVID-19 on NSW schools       62 | P a g e  

Although there were large differences in the use of technology between schools, Kylie’s description is 

representative of teaching during the lockdown period:  

We made sure that every child had access to some learning, so we hand delivered paper packs to 
families who weren’t engaging online. The teachers created a weekly, and then daily, schedule of 
suggested outcomes, suggested learning, and that was posted online or delivered in the paper 
packs. We sent lots of letters home to parents just saying, you know, “Do what you can, but make 
sure, or try and make sure, your child does some online learning or some paper learning.” We gave 
out stationery, exercise books, readers, some sport equipment, and basically, we wanted the 
parents to show the teacher that they’d done some work. So, the teachers were required to check in 
twice a day with the families or see that the families had checked in twice a day. One was the good 
morning call, and the other one was hopefully posting some work or just a bit of a verbal via the 
ClassDojo to make sure there was some connection happening. Then we asked them to ring the 
school if they didn’t have any work or didn’t know how to do that. (Kylie, school leader, school 9, 
major city, mid ICSEA) 

 

The intensification of labour for teachers is clear. For most teachers, the creation of lessons that were able to be 

delivered in multiple forms (face-to-face, online and paper) increased their workload exponentially during the 

period of closedown. One teacher said “the workload was really overwhelming, and I felt like we had to reinvent 

the wheel each day” (Chris, teacher, school 11, major city, mid ICSEA). The increased workload of teachers was 

unrelenting, including when students had returned full-time to the classroom. Lauren explains: 

Double the workload. I think I've seen that in nearly everyone. Doubled the workload. Teachers now 
feel like now we’ve will come back to school, they now feel like they have to catch up on all the 
content that they missed due to our overcrowded syllabus. And we all know that our syllabus is not 
the best one in the world. And the fact that no matter how well we were set up for distance 
learning, there were some kids who did not engage at all in any of the learning. So, teachers are now 
very stressed that they have to catch up on this syllabus. Teachers, myself, my DP, we're all 
struggling with the behaviour of students and this is affecting teachers’ well-being hugely, absolutely 
hugely. We're in school suspending, we're evacuating classrooms. The behaviour has really 
ratcheted up a notch. (Lauren, school leader, school 6, major city, mid ICSEA) 

In many schools, teachers and school leaders reported flagging morale, which they attributed to a 

perceived lack of support from the Department and from Government. In some instances, teacher morale 

was profoundly impacted by poor communication with schools. Rachel explains: 

I think the Department were caught between a rock and a hard place. As a principal, I didn’t feel 
particularly well supported. We were doing extraordinary hours, and it was the changing… you 
know, the changing landscape, and the time they were communicating with us as principals, at 11 or 
12 o’clock at night, and it was kind of, “Is there an expectation that we’re checking our emails at that 
time of night, and what’s the expectation that you have of me getting that out to my 
community?”…So, yeah, so that was hard. I think they could have been a little bit more respectful of 
their communications to us as principals, and a bit more aware that something coming out… They 
felt they’d ticked the box by getting it out late at night, but that doesn’t mean you can have that up 
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and running for the next day at school, because there’s turnaround in communication. (Rachel, 
school leader, school 13, major city, high ICSEA) 

 

Teacher workload has long been linked with teacher morale (Mackenzie, 2007; Senechal et al., 2016). With a 

considerable increase in teaching workload during the learning from home period, it is unsurprising that teacher 

morale declined. Lauren, a school leader, explains: 

And it did have a big impact on morale. …Now some staff also had personal difficulties that they 
were facing such as partner job losses, but they had to still maintain the school workload. And I'm 
reading their words here, they felt extremely undervalued by the government’s stance that and I 
quote, "teachers will be right back at school as kids can't get it." They just felt they didn't count. I'm 
reading their answer again, "Staff morale was and still is at all time low with a lack of genuine 
appreciation from the government and the Department. They have felt demoralised and not 
valued." That's a really sad one. (Lauren, school leader, school 6, major city, mid ICSEA) 

Such impact was felt even more intensely in communities with poor communication infrastructure. The lack of 

access to 4G networks and access to quality resources provided by the Department left teachers feeling 

undervalued and adrift— unable to provide their students with the same quality that children in major cities were 

receiving. For example, Andrew said:  

I think the Department really worked on thanking us more than anything, and we didn’t need thank 
you because we were doing our jobs. What we needed was that support, what you’re doing is okay. I 
don’t think they really got that message out, it was more like a “this is what we have to do, this is the 
benchmark”. Sharing all the top things that teachers were doing but those teachers have access to 
4G networks, and you know, social hubs within urban areas and we couldn’t really match that at all. 
So, very quickly myself and the principal saw inequalities in what we were delivering to our kids very 
quickly. And that crushes the spirit when you’re truly really trying to give, like provide a quality 
education. So yeah, I saw a really big imbalance about what our kids were going to receive out here 
as opposed to kids in urban areas. …So, that’s where I feel like that we weren’t supported. (Andrew, 
teacher, school 4, regional, low ICSEA) 

 

Decreased morale in schools brought about by exhaustion, fatigue and stress led some teachers and school 

leaders to reconsider their careers as teachers.  The desire to leave the profession was so strong for leaders such 

as Lauren, that she would ‘walk away’ if not so committed to her role: 

I talk to my LMG and I've got a great LMG, that's a local management group of our schools, our little 
group of schools, community schools I suppose, we work together. But we do talk, we're exhausted, 
we're tired, we are demoralised. We do feel undervalued. And we've all spoken about it, if we could, 
we'd all walk away. We really, really would. We'd all walk away. But I suppose that's why we're 
principals. We do have strong mental health and resilience and that character to get on with the job. 
(Lauren, school leader, school 6, major city, mid ICSEA) 
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By contrast, other teachers and school leaders highlighted that the disruption caused by the COVID-19 pandemic 

allowed them to feel secure in their chosen profession. It also provided an opportunity to reflect on their careers 

and their positive impact on students. James, for example, said: 

I actually love my job I think I’m super bloody blessed to do what I do. I think teaching is probably 
the best profession in the world and I love what I do. Although there were days where I went, holy 
shit that was a challenging day or whatever, there were also days where I went that was a great day 
and I was able to support staff or whatever it was. So, if anything, the COVID period has probably 
provided me with greater clarity about the importance of what we do as leaders of a school. It’s also 
provided greater clarity about the impacts that we can have on kids, kids’ well-being, kids’ academic 
domain. So, if anything it’s probably sparked more a desire to do what I’m doing. (James, school 
leader, school 4, regional, low ICSEA) 

3.4.2 Teacher efficacy 

While it is widely accepted that teachers with greater self-efficacy are more resilient when faced with challenges 

than colleagues with lower self-efficacy (Tschannen-Moran et al., 1998), teachers do experience role overload 

during crises (Kuntz et al., 2013) leading to decreased self-efficacy (Seyle et al., 2013) and a considerable decline 

in their sense of success as a teacher (Kraft et al., 2020). In this study, some teachers reported feeling inadequate, 

overworked, and frustrated. Andrew and Chris explain:  

I don’t need a pat on the back, I get paid to do my job and I'm very proud to be paid. There were 
times when I felt, I did feel inadequate. There were times where I thought I can't help these kids, 
they're at home I can't sort of, I can ring them up on the phone but they’ll… There were times I 
thought “oh, I'm really not doing my job well”, you know you should be really prepared for any type 
of learning and I didn’t really feel like that at all. (Andrew, teacher, school 4, regional, low ICSEA) 

Well, I can't speak for other stages, but I know that my feelings were pretty well shared across the 
cohort. I think we all share the same frustrations. We were all exhausted. There were probably 
things that everyone wanted to do in different directions, but were told to stick to consistency, even 
though we worked well as a team, I don't think anyone would have been left behind. But yeah, I 
think those three main frustrations of workload and being tired as well as feeling like you're not 
providing good content and then the students aren’t learning the way they should be. And then also 
not being able to teach in the way that you feel best, I think those were all shared frustrations 
between the whole group. (Chris, teacher, school 11, major city, mid ICSEA) 

 

Perhaps the greatest concern among teachers, however, was the inability to keep in contact with their students 

on a regular basis. Unease about the welfare of their students heightened the anxiety of many teachers, like Kylie 

and Sarah: 

I think the biggest thing was the lack of face to face contact with their kids. They really missed seeing 
the students. It was checking in and some people were constantly trying to get in contact with 
people and couldn’t, and so that heightened their fear that something, you know, horrid was 
happening. I think for me as well, others were very aware of physical, mental or sexual abuse, 
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because you know, we’re trained to look for that and when the kids are at home, you don’t know 
how vulnerable they are, and that was personally an anxiety that teachers had. So, the well-being of 
the students not being known was a big worry. (Kylie, school leader, school 9, major city, mid ICSEA) 

I guess the other challenge I guess for the teachers was you really couldn’t tell what was going on at 
home. I know that's one of the reasons that they brought us back was because all of the mandatory 
reporting, all those numbers plummeted… So, the social and emotional well-being of the students; 
we didn't know what was going on at home anymore. We didn't know how much work the kids were 
doing; if they were doing it on paper and they didn't bring it back. We didn't know what the 
supervision levels were like at home and we didn't know what the care levels were. So, were the 
parents drinking all night and not getting up in the morning to look after the kids?  Was there food in 
the house?  All those things, because we would know those things when those kids were coming to 
school because they wouldn't have any lunch or their hair wasn't brushed, or all those things. We 
didn't have that view into their world to support them. (Sarah, school leader, school 3, regional, low 
ICSEA) 

 

 

Key points 

Teachers and school leaders reported: 

• An exponential increase in their workload which impacted substantially on their morale. 

• Exhaustion, fatigue and stress which led some teachers to reconsider their career choice. 

• Feelings of inadequacy and frustration at being unable to deliver quality lessons to students – often 

hampered by poor infrastructure, particularly in rural communities. 

• Heightened anxiety and unease about the welfare of their students during learning from home. 
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4 Discussion 

The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted schooling throughout the world (UNESCO, 2020a). In NSW government schools 

the disruption took the form of ‘learning from home’ for a period of 8 to 10 weeks during which most students 

engaged in schooling remotely. In this report, we examined the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic and learning 

from home on: student academic achievement; student and teacher well-being, teacher efficacy, teacher morale, 

and teachers’ sense of appraisal and recognition. 

 

Although ‘learning loss’ is now part of the 2020 lexicon, together with ‘unprecedented’, ‘pivot’, and ‘you’re on 

mute,’ we have deliberately avoided the expression throughout this report to guard against literal readings and 

causing undue worry among parents and the wider community. Students learned and achieved during 2020. They 

did not go backward or lose what they had learned. Rather, some did not achieve the same level of growth as 

students in the previous cohort. Most affected, according to our analysis, were Year 3 students in lower ICSEA 

schools in mathematics and student and teacher well-being. 

 

 

4.1 The importance of context 

Speculation about the impact of COVID-19 and learning from home on student academic achievement has been 

widespread, relying heavily on evidence and modelling from previous crisis situations. However, the size and scale 

of disruption caused by COVID-19 is truly unprecedented and cannot directly be compared with these earlier 

accounts. Our study provides rigorous empirical evidence of what happened to students and teachers in Years 3 

and 4, in NSW, during the pandemic. While the analysis has implications for countries around the world, we note 

that extrapolation even within Australia should be approached with care. In the state of Victoria, for example, 

schools were closed for around 18-20 weeks while schools in the Northern Territory were closed for just four days 

at the end of Term 1 (Storen and Corrigan, 2020). Such contextual differences require vigilance when interpreting 

research findings. 

 

To date, with the exception of the Dorn et al. (2020) report from the United States, the Engzell et al. (2020) report 

using data from the Netherlands, and the reported results from the NSW Check-in assessments, we have found no 

quantitative evidence of the impact of COVID-19 on student academic achievement. Interpreting the results of 

these international studies must also take context into account. For example, the Dorn et al. (2020) report is 

based on a secondary analysis of data collected by Curriculum Associates (2020). The data were collected from 

more than 250,000 students across 28 states in the United States, each with different ‘closedown’ or ‘learning 

from home’ periods. In addition, they compare test scores to the average achievement of students in the previous 

three testing cycles.  
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The Engzell et al. (2020) analysis shares more similarities with our own, given that both studies are based on data 

collected before and after an eight-week period of school closure and a relevant comparison group, but the follow 

up data in the Netherlands were collected straight after the return to school. Such immediate measures were not 

possible in our study, given the exclusion of non-essential personnel from schools. Nor did we want to burden 

teachers or students with additional testing when many were feeling fragile.  

 

In our study, students attended school for most of Term 1 and were (mostly) back by Term 3. The follow-up data 

collection a full term after the return to school therefore represents achievement growth over the entire year, not 

just during the learning from home period.  Before closedown, students and teachers in our study had established 

relationships and ways of working that would have helped in the shift to learning from home. By contrast, the 

new school year in the United States, framed by astonishing levels of COVID-19 (at the time of writing, more than 

25.5 million cases and 425,000 deaths) compared with Australia, could be expected to negatively affect student 

testing. These differences in research design and local circumstances are critical to meaningful comparison of 

findings.  

 

The same applies to other local forms of testing. For example, the Check-in assessments conducted in NSW (NSW 

Department of Education, 2020a) indicated that Year 3 students were substantially behind in reading by Term 4, 

2020 while our study showed no significant difference from the previous cohort. In this instance we need to take 

into account test administration, assessment comparability, sample size and representativeness of samples. The 

Check-in assessment was a NAPLAN-like test administered by classroom teachers. A quarter of the test items 

came from NAPLAN and were used to scale and equate the Check-in assessment with previous years' NAPLAN 

results. The test addressed multiple components of reading (NSW Department of Education, 2020a). Check-in 

assessments had a much larger sample and results were weighted to arrive at population estimates. In our study, 

the reading test were administered by trained researchers, the entire test from 2020 was directly comparable 

with the 2019 test, and the test focused more narrowly on reading comprehension. These differences in testing, 

and in the representativeness of the two samples, might explain the different results for reading. 

 

4.2 Predicted versus actual impact on student learning 

While it was broadly predicted that students would face some ‘learning loss’ during the COVID-19 learning from 

home period (Brown et al., 2020; OECD, 2020; Pedro Azevedo et al., 2020; Sawchuk, 2020; United Nations, 

2020b), our study indicates that growth in student achievement during the 2020 school year varied minimally 

from growth in achievement during 2019. This result might partly be accounted for by the relatively short 

closedown period and by the timing of our achievement growth measures, one term after the return to school for 

most students. 
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Reading achievement was not significantly different for either Year 3 or Year 4 students. Additional time spent 

reading, supported by family members, during the learning from home period may have been a factor in these 

results. Furthermore, there was no apparent effect on mathematics achievement for Year 4 students. The only 

significant effects were for Year 3 students in mathematics whereby those in mid-ICSEA schools showed an 

additional two months’ growth and those in low-ICSEA schools showed two months’ less growth than the 

comparison schools.  

 

If students fell behind in their learning during closedown, as the Check In assessments in NSW government 

schools suggested (Baker, 2020b; NSW Department of Education, 2020a), our study indicates that teachers have 

done an outstanding job in helping students draw level with and even overtake (in the case of students in mid-

ICSEA schools in mathematics) expected achievement levels. They have ensured that achievement, at least in 

maths and reading, is as strong as usual (taking the 2019 cohort to be indicative of student growth in a typical 

year). Our results also signal the capacity of students to learn despite serious disruption to ‘schooling as usual’. 

Teacher reports of students’ increased facility with technology as a result of learning from home may have been a 

factor in the varying achievement growth by ICSEA. Instructional volume might also have contributed to these 

results. That is, teachers reported spending more time in mathematics and reading during Term 4 than in Term 1 

of 2020, and more time than teachers reported in Term 4 of 2019. This increase in subject-specific instructional 

time is likely to have played a role in students ‘catching up.’ 

 

However, as predicted by many commentators (Brown et al., 2020; Schleicher, 2020a; Sonnemann & Goss, 2020), 

there were some negative effects on student achievement in lower ICSEA (disadvantaged) schools, particularly for 

younger students. The lower growth in mathematics for Year 3 students in these schools might be explained by 

the greater challenges faced by families in disadvantaged circumstances who are likely to have been 

disproportionately impacted by disruptions to education (ISSR, 2020).  

 

The result we obtained for students in regional locations, which follows a similar pattern of extra growth for 

students in mid ICSEA schools, for reading this time, is noteworthy but less robust given the smaller samples. 

Stories we heard from teachers of some country kids spending the learning from home period working and 

playing on the family farm, may have been a factor for some. 

 

The result of no significant differences for Indigenous students between 2019 and 2020 is cause for celebration, 

especially when lower growth might have been predicted, on average, given the over-representation of 

Indigenous students in lower ICSEA schools. It is a testament to their families and teachers that no negative 

effects of COVID-19 and learning from home were evident in their academic achievement. On the other hand, 

achievement levels for Indigenous students in Australia have consistently been significantly below those of their 

non-Indigenous peers which means there is still much to do in working towards more equitable outcomes. 
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In all disadvantaged contexts, ameliorating lower growth in academic achievement is likely to require significant 

investment in the form of additional support for teachers and students. The recently announced $377 million 

tutoring scheme (NSW Government, 2020) has a critical role to play here. It represents a unique opportunity to 

address longstanding inequities as well as those exacerbated by the pandemic, if done well (Slavin, 2020).  

 

 

4.3 Heightened concern for student well-being 

While little is known about the long-term impact of school closures or learning from home on the well-being of 

children and adolescents (Lee, 2020), the first empirical evidence of increased stress and anxiety in students as a 

result of the COVID-19 pandemic has been reported. In a study conducted in China, Zhang et al. (2020) found 

significant increases in depressive systems, non-suicidal injuries, suicide ideation and suicide plans among their 

sample of 1389 students in Grades 4 through 8. A Canadian study, by Children’s Mental Health Ontario (2020), 

found that changes to schooling caused by COVID-19 were adversely related to the mental health of children and 

their parents. This is supported by recent empirical research conducted in Australia which also found that the 

mental health of children during COVID-19 was strongly associated with stress, anxiety and depression in their 

parents (Whittle et al., 2020). In another Australian study, the authors found that during the learning from home 

period, teachers were so concerned that they placed higher priority on attending to student well-being than to 

learning outcomes (Forster, 2020). Despite these early reports, evidence of the actual impacts of learning from 

home on student well-being remains scarce. Our study contributes in a small way.  

 

While our original study was not designed to address student well-being in any depth, we investigated students’ 

assessment of the quality of school life and school culture as possible proxies. However, our statistical analyses 

showed no significant differences between the 2019 and 2020 cohorts, with the exception of the Year 4 2020 

cohort who rated their teachers and the relevance of schooling lower than did the 2019 cohort. When combined 

with the qualitative data, a more troubling picture emerged. Many teachers reported increased stress, frustration 

and anxiety among students as they moved to learning from home. Notably, this effect on student well-being was 

not simply mitigated once students returned to school. Instead, with the cancellation of all extra-curricular 

activities within schools due to COVID-19 restrictions, teachers and school leaders reported high levels of fatigue 

in students and a rise in unacceptable behaviour. The monotony (‘groundhog day’) of schooling while COVID-19 

restrictions were still in place was reported to be a factor in student conduct. Teachers also spoke of increased 

stress, anxiety, poor social interaction and focus, and difficulties re-engaging in the classroom among their 

students. For many teachers, these concerns were also seen as a function of challenging circumstances in the 

homes of some students. Given that we were only investigating effects on Year 3 and 4 students, the reports by 

some teachers of poor behaviour, poor social interaction, poor mental health and even self-harm, when 

extrapolated to older student cohorts, signal potentially widespread social and emotional effects of the pandemic 
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on student well-being. Significant investment in student well-being programs may be essential in ameliorating any 

long-term impact.  

 

4.4 Teachers, the un/sung heroes?  

During the period of learning from home, we heard outpourings of admiration and respect for teachers, 

particularly from parents and carers trying to support their children’s learning (Doyle, 2020; Duffy & Kent, 2020). 

At times, the status of teachers appeared to be just below that of nurses and doctors on the ‘frontline’ of the 

pandemic. When other workers were ordered to work from home and keep their children home if they could, 

most teachers were expected to be at school, caring for the children of essential workers and delivering lessons 

face-to-face and/or online. They quickly pivoted to and from modes of learning and there are countless stories of 

heroic efforts as teachers delivered learning materials to homes, made daily phone calls and provided a range of 

other support for children and their families during tough times. 

 

Our study illuminates how the disruption to schooling shaped the experience of teachers during the 2020 school 

year. The survey data showed that morale was significantly lower for teachers in 2020 than in 2019, and lower at 

the end of the year than at the start. This result alone is indicative of the challenges faced by teachers in 2020. It 

might also be a function of challenging personal circumstances affecting many teachers and school leaders – 

including their own parenting and caring responsibilities and access to suitable technology for meeting their 

teaching responsibilities – as well as indicative of widespread malaise in the community. Morale and mental 

health among healthcare workers, for example, also fell during the pandemic (Spoorthy, 2020; Yang et al., 2020) 

and adult mental health concerns have multiplied dramatically (Black Dog Institute, 2020; Moreno et al., 2020; 

Pfefferbaum & North, 2020). As a so-called caring profession, teachers’ capacity to keep on giving over the longer 

term could well be compromised if their morale does not lift. Certainly, in their interviews, school leaders 

reported lower morale among their staff. And teachers openly reported increased workload and emotional 

exhaustion, conditions that can lead to a stronger desire to leave the profession (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017). Such 

loss of teachers from the profession could be devastating for Australia at a time when teacher shortages are 

predicted to increase (Henebery, 2020). Arguably, there is nothing more important than supporting teachers and 

school leaders over the next few years as recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic continues. Teacher morale and 

well-being are foundational to student achievement. 

 

The survey also showed a possible effect of COVID-19 on teachers’ efficacy. Of the three areas measured by the 

efficacy scale, their reported capacity to engage their students was the only area of difference. That is, teachers in 

2020 reported feeling equally competent in their instructional strategies and classroom management, but less so 

in their capacity to motivate students in learning and schoolwork. Despite reporting poorer behaviour by 

students, management was not reported to be a major problem. Rather, it seems some teachers struggled to re-

engage students. Possible explanations include: students having to re-adjust to the more rigid structures and 
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controlled environment of school learning compared with learning from home; students distracted from learning 

by wider concerns, as noted above; students feeling fatigue as a result of more time in the classroom; a narrower 

curriculum focus on literacy and numeracy and the absence of key uplifting events such as school concerts and 

excursions; and teachers with low morale, high workload and high levels of personal and professional stress 

struggling to put the same level of energy into their work. Without ongoing, rigorous, and contextualised research 

into the effects of COVID-19 on both students and their teachers, such explanations remain speculative.  
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5 Significance 

This study offers unique insight based on rigorous evidence given limited system-level data globally on the effects 

of COVID-19 on either student learning or on teachers and teaching. The lack of evidence is partly because of the 

pandemic’s timing relative to the school year in the northern hemisphere and partly because of limited access to 

directly comparable data. This study’s significance lies in demonstrating that in NSW at least, the disruptions to 

schooling caused by COVID-19 did not have the kinds of dire academic consequences for student learning that 

many commentators predicted. Although specific to NSW, these findings are likely to resonate across Australia 

and across the globe, given our shared experience in this (hopefully) once-in-a lifetime occurrence. Despite even 

well-informed speculation on the potential effects of COVID-19 on teachers, students and schooling (see for 

example, Baker, 2020a; Hargreaves & Fullan, 2020; Henebery, 2020; Joseph & Fahey, 2020), very little of this 

commentary is grounded in empirical evidence.  

 

The multi-faceted qualitative and quantitative data of this study, drawing on directly comparable data from 2019, 

provides clear evidence of the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on schooling in 2020. The analysis offers some 

comfort to parents, teachers and system leaders who have rightly worried about student learning. It also offers a 

firm foundation for identifying where extra support is needed; namely, to assist learning in low ICSEA schools, 

especially among the 2020 Year 3 cohort, and to address both teacher and student well-being. School systems 

elsewhere in Australia and around the world may find this report helpful in establishing a solid empirical basis for 

investigating what happened to students and teachers during COVID-19, in their own contexts.  
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Appendix A. Student Survey extract  

Quality of School Life (Ainley & Bourke, 1992) 

 
Item Description 
General satisfaction I really like to go to school each day 
 I like to be at school 
 I feel happy at school 
 I feel proud to be a student 
 I have a lot of fun at school 
 I get enjoyment from being at school 
Achievement I am a success as a student 
 I know how to cope with the work 
 I am good at school work 
 I know I can keep up with the work 
 I think my school work is of good quality 
Teachers My teacher is fair to me 
 My teacher takes an interest in helping me with my work 
 My teacher listens to what I say 
 My teachers help me to do my best 
 My teacher treats me fairly in class 
Relevance of schooling The work is good preparation for my future 
 The things I learn are important  
 Things I learn will help me in secondary school 
 I can learn what I need to know 
 What I learn will be useful 
 Learning will be useful when I leave school 
Adventure I like to do extra work 
 Learning is fun 
 I enjoy what I do in class 
 I get excited about the work we do 
 The work we do is interesting 

 

School Learning Culture (Gore et al; 2015) 

 
Item 
My friends help me with school work 
My friends talk about doing well at school 
My friends laugh at students who do well at school 
My friends distract me from listening in school 
A member of my family helps me with my schoolwork 
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Appendix B. Teacher Survey extract 

 

Teacher efficacy (Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2001) 

Item Description 
Classroom management How much can you do to control disruptive behaviour in the classroom? 
 How much can you do to get children to follow classroom rules? 
 How much can you do to calm a student who is disruptive or noisy? 
 How well can you establish a classroom management system with each group of 

students? 
Instructional strategies To what extent can you craft good questions for your students? 
 How much can you use a variety of assessment strategies? 
 How much can you do to provide an alternative explanation when students are 

confused? 
 How well can you implement alternative strategies in your classroom? 
Student engagement How much can you do to motivate students who show low interest in school work? 
 How much can you do to get students to believe they can do well in school work? 
 How much can you do to help your students value learning? 
 How much can you assist families in helping their children do well in school? 
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