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Submission to the Special Committee on Covid-19 Response, Houses of the Oireachtas 
 
From: Educational Research Centre (ERC) 
Contact: jude.cosgrove@erc.ie / 086 7811553 
 
Date: June 16 2020 
 
Preamble 
The Educational Research Centre (ERC) is an internationally recognised centre of 
excellence in research, assessment and evaluation in education. It was 
established in 1966 in St Patrick’s College Drumcondra. In September 2015, it 
was designated as a Statutory Body in accordance with the Education Act 
(1998).  
 
The ERC’s strategic vision1 is 
Excellence in conducting and supporting educational research, evaluation and 
assessment. 
 
Its mission is threefold: 

1. To conduct and disseminate commissioned and independently-initiated 
national and international research, assessment and evaluation studies 
that are timely, accessible and relevant, on all aspects of education, and 
at all levels of the education system 

2. To develop high quality assessments and provide strong assessment 
support services to schools and centres of education 

3. To collaborate with national and international bodies to share learning 
and to develop capacity and expertise in all of the aforementioned 
areas. 

 
The Centre employs 38 staff. Research is undertaken at the request of the 
Department of Education and Skills, at the request of other agencies, and on the 
initiative of the ERC itself and its staff. An assessment service is also provided 
through, for example, the supply of standardised tests to schools. 
 
The ERC does not have direct experience of work in schools insofar as while 
visits to schools and engagement with schools are central to our work, our work 
is research and assessment focused. The submission should be read with this 
perspective in mind. 
 
The ERC sees the following as potentially useful guiding principles in the re-
opening of schools, i.e., that information, guidance and support should be: 

- In line with public health guidance 
- Clearly specified and practically focused  
- Well led centrally and locally 
- Responsive to schools’ local needs and circumstances. 

                                                             
1 http://www.erc.ie/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/ERC-Strategic-Plan-2019-2021.pdf  
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Challenges for re-opening of schools and procedures that will need to be put in 
place  
 
A number of the challenges for re-opening schools are common to all 
organisations, yet schools operate in specific and varied environments with very 
particular challenges of their own. 
 
Schools should be supported through:  

 the development of guidelines, checklists and advice/steps for specific 
events in the school (i.e. the HSA materials adapted to primary and 
post-primary school environments) 

 a dedicated advice and support service (email, website as a minimum) 
to enable schools to implement their response plans with the 
reassurance of consistent messaging and the most up to date public 
health and DES advice. 

 
It is suggested that the following in particular should be a focus:  

 Ensuring sufficient and knowledgeable staff in each school to lead on 
and implement the school’s COVID-19 response plan through the 
provision of centrally available, remote training 
- in some areas or instances, a clustered approach, for example via 

Education Centres, could be helpful 

 Early and appropriate identification and implementation of the range of 
additions and adaptations required to make each school safe and 
appropriate for teaching and learning activities 
- including guidelines for local school cleaning staff  
- with a mechanism for schools to liaise with health and safety 

officers for advice and guidance 

 Guidance and support for procuring/purchasing additional equipment to 
enable the implementation of their response plans (desks, chairs, 
partitions, PPE, sanitiser, liquid soap) 
- ideally by a central purchasing mechanism 

 Sustained and clear guidance and support for communicating with 
students, parents and school visitors 
- including the production of clear information posters, letters etc. 

issued to all schools, and capable of being tailored to local needs 
- via an online resource with sections targeted at specific groups 

(parents, primary school children, post primary school students, 
teachers) which is maintained and updated with current public 
health and DES advice and guidance 

 Support for a reporting and contingency plan in the event of a COVID 19 
cluster or local outbreak 
- noting that full contingency will not be feasible in all instances, and 

particularly in small schools 

 With due consideration to maintaining continuity to local and national 
assessment practices. Continuity in assessment practices is important to 
maintain at national and local level in order to continue to meet 
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learners’ needs and monitor the impact of Covid 19 (as well as various 
national policy initiatives). The system will require a clear roadmap for 
assessment continuity at national and local levels. 
- By way of national or system-level examples, this year, standardised 

testing did not take place in primary schools; the National 
Assessment of Mathematics and English Reading (NAMER) has been 
postponed to 2021; and the timeline for the implementation of the 
OECD’s Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) has 
been affected 

- Locally, a tremendous amount of work has been undertaken by 
school leaders, teachers, parents and learners to maintain 
continuity in teaching, learning and assessment activities during the 
Covid 19 restriction phases; however it seems reasonable to state 
that we do not yet have a clear view on how Covid 19 has impacted 
on assessment (as well as teaching and learning). 

 
How schools will operate under social distancing  
 
It is difficult to see how schools may feasibly operate under the existing two 
metre guideline.  
 
Consideration, underpinned by the latest research and clinical evidence on 
social distancing, and on transmission risk (e.g. transmission rates by age group; 
recent reports/studies on effective mask use, ventilation, air conditioning), 
should be given to reducing this to one metre or under specific circumstances.  
 
It is critically important to engage with colleagues in countries such as Denmark 
and Germany2 to learn about what has worked and adapt this to the Irish 
context.  
 
Social distancing should be approached in a highly practical manner. Schools 
need to be enabled to implement social distancing in their varied local contexts 
alongside other adaptations such as partitions and hand hygiene, etc. within an 
overall national framework. 
 
As noted above, schools will need support and guidance for 
procuring/purchasing additional equipment to enable the implementation of 
their response plans (desks, chairs, partitions, PPE, sanitiser, liquid soap). 
 
Also as noted above in the context of assessment, schools are very likely to 
require significantly enhanced support for enabling sustained and sustainable 
remote/online/blended teaching, learning and assessment. This support should 
cover professional teaching/planning supports and resources for teachers, as 

                                                             
2 https://www.irishtimes.com/news/education/is-it-safe-to-reopen-schools-other-european-countries-are-
finding-out-1.4253645; https://www.bbc.com/news/education-52550470; 
https://www.bbc.com/news/av/world-europe-52649919/coronavirus-inside-a-reopened-primary-school-in-
the-time-of-covid-19; https://www.theguardian.com/education/2020/may/17/denmark-can-teach-england-
safe-reopening-of-schools-covid-19;  
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well as guidance for and funding of schoolwide software or apps to enable 
sustained remote/blended teaching, learning and assessment. 
 
As noted, ERC does not have direct experience of school management. 
However, it would seem preferable to reconfigure the school day on the basis of 
local needs and clear and practical guidance on social distancing and the 
prioritising if appropriate of specific groups or curricular areas.  
 
Different issues arise in primary compared to post-primary schools: primary 
schools tend to be smaller and class groups tend not to mix; post-primary 
schools tend to be larger, with mixing of students from different base classes for 
specific subjects. 
 
A suite of options and approaches could be developed for schools to implement 
as they see fit, including, for example:  

 
- shorter class periods  
- staggering of break times 
- (particularly at post-primary) maintaining students in the same 

teaching and learning groups if possible 
- practical use of partitions and plastic face protections 
- attention to regular ventilation 
- strategic use of available outdoors space 
- week-on week-off attendance 
- specific arrangements for vulnerable and at-risk students  
- arrangements that incorporate blended learning approaches 
- consideration to socially distant home visits by teachers or other 

school staff for at-risk and vulnerable children. 
 
Consultation with parents is critical due to significant potential impacts on 
parents’ working, care and childcare arrangements. Week-on week-off style 
school attendance arrangements will not work unless consultation with parents 
takes place, and local childcare needs met. 
 
Impact on teachers and other staff  
 
Stress levels and the physical and mental wellbeing of teachers and other staff is 
of concern (as with all individuals, since everyone is impacted in various ways by 
COVID 19).  
 
Aside from providing teachers and other staff with appropriate resources and 
supports for stress and mental health (as per the national protocol), 
consideration should be given to: 

- de-prioritising or removing some elements of teachers’ work in the 
short to medium term to sustain workload to manageable levels 

- encouraging and supporting strong school leadership with an 
emphasis on clear role definitions for COVID 19 response planning 
and implementation of effective, practical contingency planning 
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- adopting approaches that foster healthy working practices and 
collaborative teacher/staff support networks. 

 
Impact on children and parents 
 
Impact on children and their parents is extremely variable. It is recommended 
that a combined universal and targeted approach is adopted to serve the dual 
functions of (i) reassuring parents and children and addressing queries and 
concerns, and (ii) targeting and tailoring the education and associated supports 
for vulnerable or at-risk children and their families. 
 
Changes to schooling are likely to have a differential impact on different groups 
of pupils, particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds and those with 
special educational needs. Challenges associated with absenteeism and lower 
levels of engagement amongst some children and young people should not be 
exacerbated further by any planned changes to schooling in response to Covid 
19.  
 
Further, it is likely that parental commitment to education and parental 
involvement in learning will become more important than ever, if increasing 
amounts of teaching and learning take place online. This may disadvantage 
pupils for whom English/Irish is not a first language and/or those from 
socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds. 
 
The above two points are linked to the approach suggested under the ‘how 
schools will operate under social distancing’ section. 
 
Impact on special needs education  
 
While the Department of Education and Skills has implemented significant and 
welcome changes to the allocation of supports for children (SET and SNA 
resources), it is extremely difficult to gauge how these will operate in a more 
restricted and socially distanced school environment.  
 
The typical class size of special classes is more likely than not to permit in-school 
teaching and learning in cases where social distancing is possible to be practiced 
by children in these classes. Other children, who may be unable to follow social 
distancing guidance, and children with special needs in ‘mainstream’ class 
settings and particularly those working with SNAs, could be at a particular risk, if 
practical arrangements for social distancing are infeasible.  
 
Additional resources for supports via NEPS and the NCSE, and clearly 
communicated to schools as specifically to provide COVID 19 supports (e.g. 
home visits, increased assessment, guidance) should be considered. 
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Advantages and disadvantages/challenges of potential staggered attendance 
 
As noted above, complex models of staggered attendance are likely, particularly 
in larger schools, to entail considerable logistic and operational complexity, 
impacting on teachers, students and their families. It is recommended that 
staggered attendance is minimised, with alternative strategies, such as those 
suggested in previous sections, explored first.  
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