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A summary of research evidence



Background

• 1st school closures: 20 March 2020

• Partial reopening: 1 June 2020 to pupils in Years 1 and 6, plus GCSE 
and A Level students

• July 2020: teachers had only covered 66% of the usual curriculum and 
estimated pupils to be three months behind (NFER & Nuffield 
Foundation Teacher Voice, 2020)

• Full reopening: September 2020

• 2nd school closures: January 2021

• Full reopening: March 2021
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A typical attainment gap study

Terminology:

‘Covid gap’

‘Disadvantage gap’
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Findings – Year 2 reading

• Distribution of scores indicates the ‘long tail of reading’ has increased 

• The ‘Covid gap’ is wider for poorer readers
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Compendium

• Eight studies in England

• Various tests, year groups, metrics, timings etc.

• Covers Reception through to Year 11, with some gaps!

• Attainment only
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Covid gap by school year: 
reading
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Covid gap by school year: 
maths
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Primary schools

• Signs of recovery across all year groups by Summer 2021

• Unevenness by age and subject

• Greater negative impact on Year 1 pupils; stubborn in reading; and 
writing as recently as January 2022 (Christodoulou, 2022)

• More than expected lower scoring pupils in Year 1 reading and 
mathematics remaining in Summer 2021. Also for Year 2 reading.

• For Key Stage 2, recovery by Summer 2021 was greater for reading 
than mathematics.
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Secondary schools

• For reading, impact of school closures was less than primary but 
there was less evidence of recovery at Key Stage 3

• In Summer 2021, Covid gap in reading at Key Stage 3 was greater 
than for primary 

• However, the National Reference Test (which sampled Year 11s just 
before March 2020) indicated broadly similar results for English in 
2021

• NRT results in maths were down at the key grade boundaries (4, 5 
and 7) 
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Why the subject and age 
differences?
• Children who only read at school would have stopped during partial 

closures

• Maths has a greater requirement for new content

• Partial closures led to some teachers needing to consolidate rather 
than move on in maths (Hodgen et al, 2020)
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The disadvantage gap

• Widened and is wider than any gap created by Covid-19

• Widening appears to have been greater in maths than in reading for 
most primary year groups

• By Summer 2021, there is some evidence that disadvantaged pupils 
are recovering at broadly the same pace as non-disadvantaged 
pupils.
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Alignment of government’s 
recovery plan
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Study finding Aligned plan Improvement?

Early literacy; recovery is 
slow

Nuffield Early Language
Intervention (Reception)

More focus on Years 1 
and 2

Recovery differs by age 
and subject (plus 
curriculum topic)

School-led tutoring; 
carefully targeted 
Academic Mentor or 
Tuition Partner tutor

More autonomy for 
teachers to target 
tutoring

Disadvantage gap has 
widened and is not 
closing yet

National Tutoring 
Programme Years 1 and 
2 aimed at 
disadvantaged children

Better working 
relationship between 
schools and Randstad to 
ensure targets are met



What does this mean for 
practitioners?
• Given the complexity of the picture, teachers need diagnostic testing 

and the autonomy to direct intervention where needed

• Intervention must be evidence-informed; we do not have the lee-way 
to use untested programmes

• It is worth directing support to disadvantaged students even if it 
appears their need is lower 
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Compendium report
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https://www.nfer.ac.uk/media/4877/the_impact_of_covid_19_on_pupil_attainment.pdf

Thanks to authors of this report and all the contributing reports 
along with the various funders of the work

Thanks to the hundreds of teachers who contributed to this 
research despite working in hugely challenging circumstances

https://www.nfer.ac.uk/media/4877/the_impact_of_covid_19_on_pupil_attainment.pdf
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