Institute for
Social Science Research

Learning through COVID-19
Maximising educational outcomes for Australia’s children and young people experiencing disadvantage

Pillar 1 Report Summary:
Who are the students most at risk of
falling behind in their learning?

Learning through COVID-19: Who are the students most at risk of falling behind in their learning?

Background

In Australia, many schools shifted to remote schooling for parts of Terms 1 and 2
(and Term 3 in Victoria) as the result of school closures in response to COVID-19. The
impact of COVID-19 has also significantly affected families’ health and socioeconomic
circumstances. Some children and young people already experiencing disadvantaged
circumstances may be at greater risk of poorer educational outcomes now than they
would have been had the pandemic not occurred.
The Institute for Social Science Research (ISSR) at the University of Queensland is
undertaking a study, funded by the Paul Ramsay Foundation, to explore the impact on
learning through COVID-19. The Learning through COVID-19 project is an immediate
assessment that aims to understand the experience and needs of children and
young people already at risk for poorer wellbeing, educational outcomes and future
employment, whose risk of educational disadvantage has increased as the result of
COVID-19. The project will also provide an evidence-based platform to respond to
these students’ needs in the recovery from COVID-19.

This Report Summary summarises rapid literature reviews, data analyses, and a scan
of current government responses undertaken in the first stage of the project (Pillar
1). The findings from Pillar 1 will inform Pillar 2 stakeholder consultations and primary
empirical analysis, which will in turn inform priorities for actionable solutions in Pillar
3.

What do we know about the educational impacts of COVID-19?

The recent literature about the potential impacts of COVID-19 on education deals
mainly with the immediate consequences of school closure. The consequences that
impact on student educational outcomes fall into four categories: teacher capacity,
lost learning and student engagement, student mental health and wellbeing, and
parent and carer support. This work relates largely to the overall student population,
with only a small number of studies considering the impact of COVID-19 on those
already at risk of poorer outcomes.

The Learning through COVID-19 project is structured across three interrelated stages
of work (Pillars 1 to 3) that are designed to inform solutions to address worsening
educational disadvantage.
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Who are the students at risk of poorer educational outcomes?

Learning through COVID-19 focuses on three cohorts of students likely to be most
affected by the educational disruption of COVID-19:
•

Cohort 1: Young children who started school already behind.

•

Cohort 2: Older students who were already at risk of disengagement,
who may not return to school but whose employment prospects have
worsened.

•

Cohort 3: Children and young people who have had contact with the
child protection system.

Based on rapid literature reviews and secondary data analysis, it was established
that these three cohorts of children and young people are already at risk of poorer
educational outcomes, and that their educational disadvantage could potentially
worsen as a direct result of COVID-19. Risk factors were identified within and across
these cohorts that are potential correlates or mechanisms for heightened educational
disadvantage.
The risk factors identified are based largely on evidence that predates the pandemic
but is relevant for understanding its effects. However, across all three cohorts, there is
an urgent need for additional, high-quality research that does investigate the impact
of COVID-19 on these three cohorts and the possible solutions to address these
impacts. The risk factors identified in the Pillar 1 Report are a preliminary guide to risk
factors for worsened educational disadvantage that might be triggered by COVID-19.
Pillars 2 and 3 will extend and refine these risks by providing critical data on the newly
emerging risk factors in response to COVID-19, diversity and significance of the risks
identified, and the key mechanisms for targeting of effective solutions.
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The risk factors for educational disadvantage that are likely to be exacerbated by
COVID-19 are a result of compounding risks that are experienced by the students as a
result of their individual, family, school and community circumstances. These factors
are also likely to be compounded further depending on their geographic location,
which is also explored in the Pillar 1 Report.
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What is the current government response to the educational needs of
students experiencing disadvantage?

A comprehensive review across the States and Territories identified three categories
of government response that are broadly targeted at all children and young people
and their families. Only a small number of actions by government were specifically
aimed at the three cohorts, with the exception of advice and guidance provided
directly for foster and kinship carers and the provision of continued supervised
school attendance for those from disadvantaged backgrounds (i.e. children in Out of
Home Care or considered to be at risk of harm or vulnerable).

Despite the government responses already in place in response to COVID-19, some
gaps in the response are evident. In general, the current responses mainly offer a
‘broad brush’ approach, with limited evidence to suggest consultation and co-design
with students and their families, or targeted and tailored actions that recognise the
risk factors and address the needs of students experiencing disadvantage.
Moreover, there is a lack of strategies or plans across the States and Territories for
addressing the longer-term impacts of COVID-19 on the education outcomes of
already disadvantaged students and student mental health. Limited attention has
also been given to rural and remote contexts, where challenges in providing highquality education and student supports can be exacerbated under school closures.
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What are the emerging areas for action?

Early commentary on the likely immediate education impacts and responses to
COVID-19 included a number of recommendations. Most of these are targeted at the
school (and mainly at teachers), with limited advice or information on long-term action
or how to affect change at the community level. Four emerging recommendation
themes are evident that are strongly aligned to the categories of educational impact
of COVID-19 found in the literature published in response to COVID-19 so far.

A comprehensive catalogue of these recommendations that is mapped by student,
family, school and community is provided in the Pillar 1 Report. As the COVID-19
situation evolves, new actionable insights will emerge through the published
literature and through this Learning through COVID-19 project.
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Next steps

The information presented in the Pillar 1 Report about students’ risk factors and the
likely impact of COVID-19 will be validated and expanded upon by consulting with
families, children and young people from the three cohorts as part of the Pillar 2
activities.

The Pillar 2 activities will enable a better understanding of the issues, the responses
and what will work to support these students. In addition, an extensive stakeholder
consultation will also be undertaken in Pillar 2 to confirm and expand on what
responses have been undertaken to support students experiencing disadvantage, and
what else could be done.
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