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Poorest pupils affected most by pandemic absences

Restrictions on social contact during Covid-19 led to disadvantaged pupils in England missing
more school than their wealthier peers, new research from the London School of Economics
and Political Science (LSE) shows.

The report Pupil absence and the Covid-19 pandemic published by the LSE’s Centre for
Economic Performance (CEP) and funded by the Nuffield Foundation, looked at absence rates
during autumn 2020 when local tier restrictions came into force: tier 1 had the lowest
restrictions and tier 4 had the highest.

Researchers found that when comparing areas under the same tier restrictions, pupils in more
disadvantaged areas missed more schooling than those in more advantaged areas. They
estimate that spending 16 days in tier 2 or 3 induced half a day of absence over aterm for a
pupilinthe least deprived areas, but 2.25 days of absence for a pupil in the most deprived
areas.

Not only was pupil absence from school during the pandemic strongly influenced by central
and local government decisions during autumn 2020, but these effects persisted after the
pandemic ended.

The study shows that a 10% increase in absences due to the local 2020 pandemic policies
persisted as a 6.5% increase in absence the following year, although the restrictions
themselves had ended. This implies that it could take seven years for the impact of the 2020
policies to fade out. The study also shows that this has reduced subsequent attainment at
primary school. The researchers calculate the effect of absence and lost schooling time on
achievement. They put primary pupils into 100 bands - from the top 1% to bottom 1% — known
as percentiles. The analysis suggests that tier regulations came at an average cost of around
1.6 percentiles of achievement in maths and in grammar, punctuation and spelling, and 0.5
percentiles in reading at the end of primary school.

An analysis separating “forced” absences — due to having Covid or self-isolation — from
“unforced” absences for non-Covid reasons shows that all of the enduring effect comes from
“unforced” absences. This suggests that it is a change in attitudes towards attendance created
by restrictions, rather than being ill, that has had a lasting impact.
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Stephen Gibbons, professor of economic geography at LSE and co-author, said: “Our work
shows the unintended spillover effects from government restrictions during the pandemic
when schools were ostensibly open. This seems to have induced behavioural change that still
has an impact on students now, as shown by their attendance and attainment. This is
especially problematic for students from lower socio-economic groups.

“The focus should now be on trying to reduce school absences through preventative measures
and targeted initiatives. Our evidence suggests that policy-induced improvements in attitudes
to attendance could be reasonably persistent too, at least for secondary school pupils.”

Josh Hillman, Director of Education at the Nuffield Foundation, said: “It is now well known that
the negative effects of the Covid pandemic on pupil absence rates have persisted several years
later. What this important research shows is that these effects have been yet another
contributor to the widening socio-economic gap in attendance and indeed in attainment.
Schools, multi-academy trusts, and the Department for Education itself should ramp up
targeted interventions to address this.”

Read the report: Pupil absence and the Covid-19 pandemic by Stephen Gibbons, Sandra
McNally and Piero Montebruno.

Notes to editors

1. This research was funded by the Nuffield Foundation grant number FR-000022949. We
are grateful to the Nuffield Foundation for funding this research and to members of the
advisory group set up to support this project. This work was undertaken in the Office for
National Statistics Secure Research Service using data from ONS and other owners and
does not imply the endorsement of the ONS or other data owners.

2. The Nuffield Foundation is an independent charitable trust with a mission to advance
social wellbeing. It funds research that informs social policy, primarily in Education,
Welfare, and Justice. The Nuffield Foundation is the founder and co-funder of the
Nuffield Council on Bioethics, the Ada Lovelace Institute and the Nuffield Family Justice
Observatory. The Foundation has funded this project, but the views expressed are those
of the authors and not necessarily the Foundation. Website:
www.nuffieldfoundation.org, LinkedIn: Nuffield Foundation Bluesky:
@nuffieldfoundation.org

3. The Centre for Economic Performance (CEP) is an independent research centre based
at the London School of Economics and Political Science. Its members are from the LSE
and a wide range of universities within the UK and around the world.

4. The Centre for Economic Performance is part-funded by the Economic and Social
Research Council, part of UK Research and Innovation (UKRI).
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associate in CEP’s education and skills, and urban programmes.

e Sandra McNally is a professor of economics at the University of Surrey and director
of CEP’s education and skills programme.

e Piero Montebruno worked as a post-doctoral researcher in the Centre for Economic
Performance, LSE, up to September 2023.
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