COVID-19 and the Attainment gap in the UK: Inequality, Implication, and Intervention.

Educational and the Attainment gap: An overview 
Children are experiencing education inequality in the United Kingdom (UK), due to socio-economic factors including poorly educated parents, poverty, and inadequate housing. These factors can greatly influence educational outcomes and future lifestyle choices (Demie, 2023).  Education attainment was first looked at in 1992 when the UK government published the ‘school league tables’, designed to measure progress and attainment levels of state-funded secondary school pupils in England (Leckie and Goldstein, 2017).  
According to Gorard (2023) the attainment gap measures the educational results of those entitled for free school meals and compares them with the quantity of pupils who have never collected free school meals.  Gorard further explains that the attainment gap develops in the early years and can be measurable by age 5, the gap increases during a pupil’s school education, and ultimately this results in many 19-year-olds underachieving and exiting education without qualifications.  
Poor education attainment can impact future health outcomes, lower educated adults have a lower life expectancy and report higher morbidity levels than highly educated individuals (Zajacova and Lawrence, 2018).  Education is strongly associated with life expectancy, health behaviours, and physical and mental wellbeing, educational attainment plays a critical role in adult health by shaping prospects, employment, and earnings (Raghupathi and Raghupathi, 2020).  
The education attainment gap in the UK has decreased over time, however the COVID 19 pandemic had a negative impact (Walker, 2021).  National lockdowns due to the COVID-19 pandemic have reduced pupil outcomes and in turn increased the attainment gap in education (Pietro, 2023).

The Emergence and Impact of COVID-19  
In December 2019, the world experienced the emergence of the COVID-19 virus, after a group of patients with pneumonia-like symptoms were discovered in Wuhan, Hubei Province, China (Singhal, 2020).  The highly contagious virus spread around the country and within months the whole world experienced the devastating effects of the COVID-19 disease.  Recognising the rapid spread and severity of the symptoms the World Health Organization (WHO) to declare COVID-19 a global pandemic (Sahin et al., 2020).
In response to the significant threat of COVID-19 posed to both, the health of the population and the National Health Service (NHS), the UK Prime Minister Boris Johnson declared a national lockdown on the 23rd of March 2020 (Flynn et al., 2020).
The majority of UK schools were then closed and in person learning was no longer accessible, several schools remained open and were accessible to children of key workers, children with additional learning needs, and children that had healthcare plans and social workers (Castro-Kemp and Mahmud, 2021).  School-aged children who were ineligible to attend school began online and blended learning in their homes in order to maintain an education (Lemay, Bazelais, and Doleck, 2021).  Schools began to reopen 1st June 2020, staggering the number of year groups at first, then eventually all pupils returned to school (Christie et al., 2022).  On 4th January 2021, a second lockdown was announced and schools were once again closed, the same rules applied for children of key workers and children considered vulnerable to attend the schools that remained open (Webb, 2021), and once again online and blended learning commenced. 


COVID-19 and Inequality
Children living in poverty and deprivation experienced many educational inequalities during the COVID-19 lockdown periods (Stone, Witzig, and McIntosh, 2022).
Children from low-income families were unable to access online education due to these factors:

· High prices of technological devices including laptops, phones, tablets, and computers. 
· Unaffordable internet provider costs, unreliable internet connections, and no available internet in rural locations.
· Large families required to share technology devices, impacting the time available to participate in face-to-face online learning or engage in online educational platforms.
· No support or resources for children who require additional assistance.
· None or limited access to appropriate nutrition (no free school meals).
· Unhealthy home conditions, parents suffering ill mental health due to job losses and the inability to work. 
· Children experienced an increased number of harmful behaviours in the home.
      (Walters, 2020).


Reporting the impact of COVID-19 on Inequality in the UK 
Media reports began to emerge, identifying the detrimental impact of school closures and remote online learning would have on the education attainment gap in the UK.  According to the Guardian COVID-19 had wiped out nearly ten years of progress narrowing the attainment gap and stated the pandemic may widen the gap to 75% (Halliday, 2020). 
According to (Enang et al., 2021) the attainment gap between primary school pupils from the highest and lowest deprived areas of Scotland seems to have widened during the COVID-19 pandemic.  The BBC reported that in primary schools, the literacy gap had increased from 20.7% to 24.7%, the numeracy gap had increased from 16.8% to 21.4%, both of which had been improving before the COVID-19 pandemic, and students from the poorest areas of Scotland have dropped further behind (Whyte, 2021).   
Lewis (2022) education correspondent for the BBC, reported pupils from poorer backgrounds in Wales are about two years behind their wealthier classmates by the time they sit their GCSEs, and pupils with identified as long-term poor up to 29 months behind.  Lewis identified the figures are based on results from three years ago, but researchers suggest disadvantaged pupils in Wales have almost certainly fallen further behind during the COVID-19 pandemic (Evans, 2023).
Weale (2020) however, reporting for The Guardian, says research has now revealed the attainment gap in primary schools between poorer pupils and their wealthier classmates in England was starting to increase, even before the COVID-19 pandemic had emerged, due to persistent poverty.  BBC correspondent Meredith (2021) also reported, that nearly £1billion of funding has not improved the attainment gap in Northern Ireland and the COVID-19 pandemic is especially likely to negatively impact the mental health and wellbeing of disadvantaged children.  This evidence presented by the media demonstrates the impact of COVID 19 on the educational attainment gap.


Previous Initiatives 
There have been a range of initiatives looking to decrease the education attainment gap.  Launched in 1998, Sure Start was developed by voluntary groups, parents, and local authorities in the most deprived areas, to provide essential health, family support and education services to families with young children experiencing socio-economic challenges (Mahase, 2019).  The Sure Start programme was created to improve learning skills, health, and wellbeing, and promote social and emotional development in young children.  Research from the Institute of Fiscal Studies (IFS) shows that Sure Start has had a beneficial influence on educational performance of children from low-income and disadvantaged backgrounds, and the IFS research also revealed the Sure Start programme increased their performance at GCSE by three grades, compared to similarly deprived children ineligible to access Sure Start (Gibson, 2024).                                                                                                        
In England 2011, the ‘Pupil Premium’ fund was introduced to reduce the education attainment gap (Copeland, 2018).  Known as the ‘Ever 6’ free school meals measure, primary schools would receive £1,345 and secondary schools £955 for each child receiving free school meals.  For each child in local authority care, or adopted from social care, schools would also receive an additional £2,345, and if a parent served in the armed forces or in receipt of a service pension they would receive £310 of funding to provide support and educational intervention.  According to Gorard, Siddiqui, and See (2021) the attainment gap in 2019 is substantially lower than 2006, and much lower than 2010. Nonetheless, the gap increased in 2014 and 2016 with the adjustments in KS2 assessment and marking, and there is no clear indication of progress in educational attainment since the Pupil Premium funding was launched.
Introduced in 2007, Flying Start is the Welsh Government’s Early Years programme for families with children under 4 years old who live in some of the most deprived areas of Wales (Lowe et al., 2018).  Flying Start offers parenting support, a comprehensive health visiting service, and aim to develop the speech, language, and communication skills of young children.  There has not been any official reports or research published as yet, that the Flying Start programme has improved the education attainment gap in Wales. This is due to the fact that children who accessed the programme in 2007 would not of sat their GSCE exams because of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Additionally in 2015, to tackle the attainment gap in Wales the Pupil Development Grant (PDG) was introduced (Evans, 2023).  The PDG was designed to challenge the influence of poverty on educational attainment by ensuring quality learning is inclusive to all pupils by providing schools with funding to provide additional support and intervention for disadvantaged pupils.  The programme also provided headteachers with guidance on evidence-informed practice regarding use of the PDG for children aged 5 to 15 years from low-income households who may face inequality.  Minister for Education Wales Kirsty Williams (2020) reported in 2016 and 2019, the number of free school meal pupils accomplishing at least one science GCSE qualification has increased by 60 per cent, and the number accomplishing at least one grade C or above in a science GCSE has increased by over 30 per cent.  However, the attainment gap between pupils from less well-off homes and their classmates in Wales has not declined in over a decade, as Estyn reports 32% fewer pupils who receive free school meals get five good GCSE passes, compared to pupils overall (Lewis, 2020).


Post COVID-19 Initiatives
In November 2020, the UK Government launched the National Tutoring Programme (NTP) to recover lost learning due to the COVID-19 lockdowns, designed to provide disadvantaged pupils in England with access to one-to-one support and small group tuition delivered by external academic mentors (Department for Education, 2022).  Dutch company Randstad won the £25million contract to operate the NTP with guidance from Pearson plc, which was £37million less than the total offered by the Department for Education (DfE) (Booth, 2021). 
However, less than a year later in September 2022, the DfE ended its contract with the global HR services firm Randstad (Staton, 2022).  The NTP was formed to help disadvantaged pupils who had dropped behind during the pandemic catch up with their peers, but Randstad only achieved 25% of the targeted tuition partner courses by the end of the Easter term, and abandoned its target to reach 65% of children eligible for the pupil premium free school meals before the end of the academic year, and perhaps most concerning that Randstad encouraged schools to run tuition sessions without pupils actually attending the lessons (Davies, 2022). The DfE later announced that from September 2022, £349mn of tutoring funding would go directly to schools, to try and reduce the lost education of disadvantaged pupils in England due to the pandemic, as the NTP had not impacted lost education or the attainment gap since COVID-19 (Shearing, 2022).
To reduce the education inequality impact of the COVID-19 pandemic the Scottish Government (2021) have invested a record £200 million in the Attainment Scotland Fund in 2021-22, involving an extra £20 million of Pupil Equity Funding, and also invested £50 million to the Challenge Authorities and Schools Programmes which supports the Care Experienced Children and Young People Fund.  This is alongside £375 million to challenge the lost learning of children due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
In Scotland, the most deprived areas of the country have received £215 of focussed educational funding, to provide disadvantaged children with additional learning experiences, support, and interventions (Cooke, 2022).  In Scotland 2017, the Pupil Equity Fund (PEF) was created to close poverty-related attainment gap for disadvantaged children (2022).  During the pandemic the PEF paused, but after the forced school closures in Scotland, the PEF was reintroduced to challenge the lost learning of disadvantaged children and reduce the attainment gap.  The PEF provides headteachers essential funding to provide disadvantaged children, with educational support, intervention, additional learning experiences, and low-income families with childcare facilities to increase educational outcomes for the most disadvantaged children in the country.  According to McLeod (2022) figures on the poverty-related attainment gap in Scotland’s schools show a real recovery from the pandemic, although they still remain lower than the levels of 2019.  Picken however, (2023) declares that performance in Scotland's high schools has slipped according to new PISA international research regarding education, and according to Scotland Editor James Cook (2022) the attainment gap has shown a long-term decline. This evidence could indicate that the PEF has not had enough time to impact the educational attainment gap of disadvantaged children in Scotland.
On the 15th March 2024, to support young children in Wales and the older Flying Start programme, the Early Childhood Play Learning and Care programme (ECPLC) was launched, previously recognised as Early Childhood Education and Care in Wales (Welsh Government, 2024); to provide children the best possible start in life.  The ECPLC programme was designed so babies and young children have a high-quality stimulating learning and care experience in any setting or school they attend, and to ensure children and families receive appropriate support at the proper time and in the proper way.  With the ECPLC being so recent, it is yet to know if the programme can help to reduce the education attainment gap of the future generation of children in Wales.  


Conclusion
Pre-COVID-19 the Sure Start programme has shown a positive impact on the attainment gap, the countries most disadvantaged children have increased GSCEs by three grades.
Since the introduction of the Pupil Premium fund in 2011 the attainment gap has significantly reduced, and in 2019 the gap was substantially less than in 2006; however, there is no clear indication that the Pupil Premium has impacted the reduction of the attainment gap.
Similar to Sure Start, the Flying Start was developed 2007 to support the most disadvantaged families in Wales and provide essential early learning experiences for young children, as the programmes recency there is no clear data to show that the programme has impacted the attainment gap.  The PDG was created pre-pandemic and as the attainment gap in Wales had failed to narrow up to 2019, it is yet to know of the funding provided for the most disadvantaged children can positively impact their education attainment.  
Post-COVID-19 the NTP in England was created to recover the lost learning of pupils, the programme failed to make any impact to the attainment gap and has now been discontinued.  Scotland has reintroduced the PEF to recover lost learning and reduce the attainment gap due to COVID-19, there has been a real improvement in education attainment post-pandemic; however, secondary school pupils have slipped, and the attainment gap still remains higher than in 2019.


Recommendations
This report will now provide recommendations that may help in reducing the attainment gap in the UK, using a RAG rating method (Croucher and Willaimson, 2013), which stands for Red, Amber, and Green, with Red being the most difficult to implement, Amber being of medium difficulty to implement, and Green indicating the method that will be the easiest to implement.

RED:
· Increase funding for schools in disadvantaged areas: Provide additional resources, including funding for expert staff, equipment, and extracurricular activities, to support schools in deprived communities (Goldan, Loreman, and Lambrecht, 2020).  However, this may prove difficult as the COVID-19 has had a profound impact on the UK economy, local government and authorities are facing lower budgets than in previous years (Machin, 2023).  Government must learn from the previous education policies and approaches that have reduced the attainment gap in recent years.
 	
AMBER:
· Implement directed intervention programmes: Earliest possible intervention attempts before children attend education settings, to address discrepancies in social and cognitive development to promote readiness for school learning (Morgan, 2019).
All UK nations could follow the Sure Start programme, which has shown positive results in increasing the education attainment of the most disadvantaged families in England.  Again, this will rely on adequate funding, human resources, space for the setting, and location and accessibility.

GREEN:
· Appropriate training must be provided for teachers and support staff, to foster understanding and deliver positive learning experiences for disadvantaged children and young people who are experiencing inequality (Holmqvist and Lelinge, 2020).  Adopting a holistic approach could provide beneficial educational outcomes.  This will depend on funding and the resources available to release teachers and support staff to actually attend the training, and sufficient number of trainers that possess proper knowledge and understanding of the issue to deliver the training.   

If the above targets are accomplished, the education attainment gap in the UK and the inequalities disadvantaged pupils in the UK are experiencing may be significantly reduced.
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