
MAKING 
THE 
IMPOSSIBLE 
POSSIBLE.
A Covid-19 exit strategy 
for primary schools

White paper
June 2020

 



IMPOSSIBLE



I’M POSSIBLE



05 Synopsis
06 Introduction: Thinking for the unthinkable
08 The first practical steps

a. Settling in
b. Managing the online-offline classroom
c. Year 6 transition
d. Managing staff
e. Communication

12 Mental health and wellbeing
a. Supporting pupils
b. Help for staff
c. Support for school leaders

16 Overcoming lost learning
a. Benchmarking and assessment
b. Plugging the gaps
c. Revising the curriculum
d. Staff training

22 Never going back 
a. Improved collaboration between staff
b. Engaging tech savvy pupils
c. Engagement with families

25 Conclusion: Putting your Covid-19 exit strategy into practice
27 Use our team to help yours 
28 Acknowledgements

MAKING THE IMPOSSIBLE POSSIBLE.
A Covid-19 exit strategy for primary schools

MAKING THE IMPOSSIBLE POSSIBLE.  



SYNOPSIS
The coronavirus pandemic has presented schools with a unique set of 
circumstances, and the true impact on children’s education won’t be fully 
understood for some time yet. 

But one thing we can be sure of is that educational inequalities will have 
increased, making disadvantaged pupils the likely collateral damage of the 
crisis.

That’s why schools need a successful Covid-19 exit strategy.  

This paper explores the views of leaders of primary schools and multi-academy 
trusts on the challenges they are facing, the approaches they are implementing 
and the vision they have for a successful journey out of the crisis.

“I think as a profession, we 
are hard wired to seek out the 
positives. Teachers are always 
thinking about how they can 
be a model for the children 
and make the best of situations 
and this is no exception.”

–Emma Wigmore, CEO, The Vine Schools Trust
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INTRODUCTION: 
THINKING 
FOR THE 
UNTHINKABLE
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With these words, everything changed for the nation’s schools. 

Gone were the busy classrooms of children playing and learning together and 
preparing for sports days, school productions and SATs. Instead, primary 
heads drew up staff rotas to ensure the children of key workers were kept 
safe, busy and socially distanced in newly quiet classrooms.

Meanwhile, teachers prepared to support their pupils’ learning from home. 

With no blueprint for teaching in a pandemic, schools rose to the challenge of 
delivering lessons, creating home-based activities and supporting families via 
online platforms. And families worked hard to keep their children’s education 
on track. 

Time will tell what the outcomes of learning in lockdown will be. But now 
we need to think about what comes next. Not just in the immediate future 
as schools open to more pupils, but into the 2020/21 academic year, when 
focusing on what really counts will never be more important.

In the coming weeks and months, schools face a series of pinch points under 
the continued fallout from the Covid-19 outbreak. This will see fluctuations in 
pupil and staff attendance causing practical difficulties, while schools take on 
a wider remit for pastoral and emotional support. At the same time, there will 
be a pressing need to even out inequalities in learning that will inevitably have 
occurred. 

Schools are looking at how they can address these challenges and prepare for 
the road ahead in order to help pupils settle back, reintegrate into school life 
and catch up on their progress.

“After schools shut their gates 
from Friday afternoon, they 
will remain closed for most 
pupils – for the vast majority 
of pupils, until further notice.” 

–Prime Minister Boris Johnson, March 18th 2020.1
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THE FIRST 
PRACTICAL 
STEPS
The school gates have tentatively opened and some children have started to 
return to their classrooms.

Realistically, it could be months before all children are ready to join their 
classmates, as policymakers balance public safety with the risk of setting back 
children’s learning, and families continue to protect themselves from the threat 
of Covid-19. 

However, as each pupil returns to school, their transition back to the 
classroom needs to be carefully managed to ensure they adapt easily to the 
new environment.

The first step is to help children feel comfortable in their new socially distanced 
classroom where so much of their usual ‘at school’ routine will no longer be 
recognisable. 

There are other key concerns too, such as managing a split cohort of pupils, 
where home and school learning must continue, supporting staff who may be 
self-isolating at home and ensuring a successful transition for pupils moving 
up to secondary schools.

a. Settling in

In the first weeks of school, teaching staff will be juggling the need to reinforce 
the physical distancing message, while at the same time allowing children to 
learn and explore. 

Activities designed to show children how to move around the classrooms, 
corridors and indoor spaces could work well with younger children. All 
children could benefit from supervised outdoor play with the minimum use 
of equipment too.

Emma Wigmore, CEO of the Vine Schools Trust recognises though, that even 
with scrupulous plans in place, each day will bring new challenges in the first 
few weeks.

“I think most children understand the social distancing instructions and know 
how to keep themselves safe, but we have to accept that it’s not normal for 
them to stay apart.”

1
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A changed physical environment will impact learning too so schools must be 
quick to adjust, as Dr Nick Capstick OBE, CEO of the White Horse Federation 
explains:

“It’s logistically impossible to sanitise every piece of play equipment before the 
next child can touch it, but if we don’t let them play and explore, what will 
be the impact? The primary years are about the love of learning, embracing 
curiosity and capturing the fascination with the world. You need physical play 
for that so we will need to adapt.”

Drawing on their experiences while home learning is another strategy schools 
could use to help children adapt says Stephen Chamberlain, the CEO of the 
Active Learning Trust:

“We should engage in finding ways to help children build on things they have 
done at home and celebrate those, rather than making them feel their time at 
home was wasted. Some children have been working on projects that really 
fired them and their families up.” 

Equally, when children return and their classroom looks unfamiliar with taped 
off libraries and tables spread apart, school staff should try to frame their 
language so children’s attention is not drawn to what old routines have been 
lost. 

b. Managing the online-offline classroom

It is likely that when pupils return to school, teachers will be managing split 
pupil cohorts for some time yet. Different year groups will be in school at 
different times or classes split with some learning from home while others 
are in school.

“Schools need to consider their offering for the children not in school,” says 
Nick Capstick. “There will also be parents who might choose to keep their 
children away for longer due to health concerns, and schools will need to 
maintain the online learning they are offering.”

Pupils who remain out of the classroom will want to feel that they’re part of 
their school and not missing out, even though they are physically absent. And 
children whose siblings or friends have already returned may feel even more 
isolated than they did before.

To address the teaching of pupils whose phased re-entry involves part time 
attendance, schools could consider teaching a topic in blocks of two or 
three days. Teachers could introduce an activity in the classroom and set 
consolidation tasks for pupils to work on at home to embed the learning.

Teaching staff could also create a structure for pupils to work on together 
when they are physically apart, so they still feel like they are collaborating as 
a whole class. 

Use positive phrasing such as ‘this is the new way we are going to share 
a book together’ rather than ‘we can’t use these books’.

Encourage class collaboration with pupils who are home learning. 
Create a story in class that classmates act out on a video at home.
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c. Year 6 transition

School and MAT leaders feel that the emotional aspect of transition to 
secondary school should also be a key focus so that Year 6 pupils can 
maximise the last few weeks of the summer term.

“The children won’t be able to enjoy the traditions their predecessors and older 
siblings enjoyed, like the school productions or trips, and that will be a source 
of sadness,” says Peter French, deputy director of education for the 
Peterborough Diocese. “Year 6 transition will look a little different this year.” 

But schools can make the most of the situation by adapting their plans and 
involving students and parents in the process.

A different type of transition will still be of value, explains Emma Wigmore:

“The prime minister’s inclusion of Year 6 in the phased return was unexpected, 
but it provides the children with the opportunity to work together on end of 
year books and songs, and have time to think about leaving us and going to 
secondary school.”

There are opportunities to create some new transition traditions too as Stephen 
Chamberlain, CEO of the Active Learning Trust points out:

“Some pupils in Year 6 are having Zoom conversations with their secondary 
schools before September so they can get to know key faces and understand 
how their school day will look.” 

d. Managing staff

A likely phased return to school for pupils means that staffing approaches 
need to be constantly reviewed to ensure the school can run smoothly.  

“Dealing with staffing issues is a real challenge for heads,” says Emma 
Wigmore of the Vine Schools Trust. “Teachers could be self-isolating, 
shielding or living with a vulnerable person, and schools have to work out 
who can come in and whether we have enough teachers for the numbers 
of pupils.”

Teachers and teaching assistants who are able to come into school will need 
to get used to frequent changes in pupil groups and class routines. 

To help teaching staff work flexibly across the school, heads could consider 
arranging some online peer to peer training focusing on activities and 
behaviour management approaches for different year groups.

Former primary school teacher and subject expert for assessment and 
moderation, Jane McKenzie-Downes, who is also a key education advisor at 
Juniper Education, believes it is important to keep self-isolating staff informed:

“Include staff who are shielding at home in staff meetings. This ensures 
teachers and support staff who are away from school are kept informed of 
how things are progressing, so they are aware of any changes that take 
place.” 

Use teaching staff who have to remain at home to help pupils who are 
not in school, supporting them with one-to-one or small group teaching.
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e. Communication

In the coming weeks and months, leadership teams will have to adopt a flexible 
approach to adapting their physical surroundings and daily routines as policies 
develop in response to the pandemic. And leaders should not be afraid to 
change their approach if it isn’t working.

The key to managing this constant change is communication, both internally 
and with the school’s stakeholders.

School heads need to keep staff, pupils, parents and the wider school 
community in the loop with decisions on how they are managing the school 
day, and any phased approaches they consider appropriate. This way everyone 
will be more willing to support the changes. 

“Heads know their communities and understand how their parents feel so 
they are perfectly placed for communicating their decisions to families,” says 
Stephen Chamberlain, CEO of the Active Learning Trust.

Headteachers should send out the message that although school looks 
different right now, the key aim is to keep everyone safe, happy and ready to 
learn.

“It will be essential to let families know how schools plan to keep bubbles of pupils 
physically separate throughout the day with things like staggered playtimes, 
PE sessions and planned toilet breaks,” says Jane McKenzie-Downes from 
Juniper Education. 

“Some schools are sending home photos, making videos of walking tours 
through the school and sending these to parents. This helps to show parents 
and pupils what to expect from things like classroom layouts, one-way 
systems and pick up and drop off arrangements.” 

Send messages with photos of the changed classrooms and play areas 
to parents so they can share them with their child at home.
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1 MENTAL 
HEALTH AND 
WELLBEING

a. Supporting pupils

Each child, whether in the classroom or at home, is likely to have felt the ripple 
effect of the global pandemic.

The emotional impact of living under the shadow of Covid-19 should not 
be underestimated. Health worries, financial concerns and the fear of the 
unknown take their toll on the adult population, and the resulting anxiety can 
rub off on children.

Primary school children may not understand everything they hear about the 
health crisis, however, they will have absorbed some of the anxiety surrounding 
the situation, either from parents, friends or what they hear on the news.

“It’s important not to make the children’s stress and anxiety any worse,” says 
Claire Jaques, headteacher of Acorn Academy. “They may have been 
hearing adults talking about things they don’t understand, but they will have 
picked up that those things are scary.”

Some children will have been isolating with families going through difficult 
times or bereavement and this will have an impact on their behaviour, as well 
as their readiness to learn.

2
83% of children with a 
history of mental health needs 
agreed that the coronavirus 
pandemic had made their 
mental health worse.

Young Minds, March 20202
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Schools should focus on pupil wellbeing, as a child struggling with anxiety, low 
mood or depression is not able to learn effectively. 

“Clearly a lot of work will be around mental health and wellbeing rather than 
around the six times table. We need to focus on the children first,” says Peter 
French, deputy director of education for the Diocese of Peterborough.

One challenge will be managing the number of pupils in difficulty.

“There are pupils who are now identifying as vulnerable who weren’t on our 
vulnerable list before lockdown,” says Stephen Chamberlain, of the Active 
Learning Trust. “Pupils could be in a very different place if their parents 
have lost jobs during the crisis. Our first priority will be to identify children’s 
emotional needs and support those needs pastorally.”

Schools will need to support their pupils as they settle back in, and sustain 
that support in the longer term.

One option is to use the school’s SENCo more widely to work alongside 
colleagues within the classroom to identify which pupils may need additional 
emotional support. There may be some scope to give parent liaison officers or 
teaching assistants more pastoral responsibility too.

A safe space where children feel they can talk to a trusted member of staff or 
discuss their concerns in small groups is another good option.

Claire Jaques from Acorn Academy feels we will see the impact for some 
time yet:

“All of us will have to think on our feet, be creative, and find resources we can 
direct families to. We have to think long term.” 

b. Help for staff

To help their pupils reintegrate into school life and prepare them for their new 
year group, staff need to feel resilient themselves. 

Many members of staff will be understandably apprehensive about the school 
environment and the infection risks it may present. The delayed impact of the 
additional workload of moving learning online or planning the return to school 
will also have had an impact on teachers’ resilience to withstand further 
change.

Schools need to be prepared to support the wellbeing of their staff at a time 
when anxiety levels are likely to be high. Being open about the potential impact 
of all this change is the first step. Helping staff spot the signs of a colleague in 
distress is also a good strategy.

One simple way could be to arrange a 10-minute debriefing at the end of each 
day, including staff at home, that allows everyone to air any issues that have 
arisen during the day. This ensures that the more straightforward stresses 
and strains of each day do not build up to add to the overall anxiety of the 
situation.

More personalised support will be required for those where the impact of the 
all the change is having a deeper effect.

Put aside a safe space where children can talk one-to-one or in small 
groups with a designated staff member.
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“We set up a mental health first aid system,” says Stephen Chamberlain of 
the Active Learning Trust. “People across the trust have been trained to 
identify if someone could be suffering. Staff can then deliver mental health 
first aid and there’s a dedicated helpline with online resources too.”

This may be the time for schools to refresh their policies and procedures to 
address staff wellbeing.

“A few staff have suffered during the crisis and we have updated our policy 
for staff, as well as for pupils and parents, as sadly some have experienced a 
bereavement during the first few weeks,” says Stephen.

Juniper Education’s education advisor and subject expert in assessment and 
moderation, Jane McKenzie-Downes, highlights the importance of putting staff 
at ease in relation to health concerns too:

“We need to be mindful that social distancing is important for staff too. Some 
staff may be nervous about mixing with others in small staffrooms. Where 
possible, schools could think about relocating the staffroom to somewhere 
larger such as a classroom, or an outside space when the weather is good.

“Everyone needs a space where they can take their mind off the classroom for 
a few moments and relax.”

c. Support for school leaders

School leaders are not only carrying the burden of their teachers’ anxiety, they 
are also experiencing high levels of anxiety themselves, particularly at those 
points in time where their decisions are so critical to the safety of their school 
communities. 

“Teachers feel the weight of uncertainty, watching the effects of the virus 
on friends, family and the pupils they teach,” says Emma Wigmore. 
“Headteachers who are leading these staff members absorb these feelings. 
They too need emotional support.”

Teacher Tapp regularly measures the anxiety levels of educators. Following 
the announcement that schools should start planning to re-open for select 
year groups from the start of June, 40% of headteachers reported feeling 
highly anxious.4 

“It’s a lonely time for headteachers,” says Peter French from the Diocese of 
Peterborough. “They have been leading the way with little or no guidance. 
Some MATs are offering good central support, making sure there are strong 
systems between the schools in the trust. But not all school leaders have this 
degree of help. So, it’s important that they seek out other sources of support.”

Networking and sharing best practice are key to helping leaders to lead and 
reducing the impact of the stress they may feel. It should not be lonely at the 
top and heads should speak with peers and share concerns and experiences 
with like-minded colleagues.

Have a daily ten minute debrief after the children leave to discuss 
issues that have arisen during the day. Make it online to include 
shielding staff. 
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As a trust, we are working with a local counselling service that we know 
well, and they have offered us free referrals for members of our school team,” 
explains Emma Wigmore. “I would hope that, looking ahead, there would 
be some kind of national provision in place for mental health services for 
headteachers and school staff.”

Headteachers should also have regular, open and transparent communication 
with their senior leadership team and governing bodies. Having the opportunity 
to talk through and discuss decisions with knowledgeable colleagues can be a 
considerable source of support.

15MAKING THE IMPOSSIBLE POSSIBLE. Mental health and wellbeing



3 OVERCOMING 
LOST 
LEARNING
Children from better-off 
families are spending 
30% more time on home 
learning than are those 
from poorer families.
Source: Learning during the lockdown: Institute for Fiscal Studies5

As pupils return to school in greater numbers, the school community will 
start to restore its emotional strength and renew its wellbeing, and this 
recovery process needs to be sustained into the new academic year.

Because there’s no getting away from the fact that there’s a lot of work to do.

Children could not only have lost learning during lockdown, they will not have 
had the chance to consolidate their learning from the previous term. 

Many children will start their new school year with two terms of missing 
learning to recover. Others face greater losses as they may remain at home 
indefinitely, missing vital additional classroom teaching.

While schools have risen to the challenge of teaching pupils in their homes, 
there will have been a great deal of variation in learning experiences.

“There is a huge inequality in how children have learnt at home,” says Emma 
Wigmore from the Vine Schools Trust. “There will be parents who have 
sat with their children, read books and played games with them and done 
everything we sent home. Others don’t have the language skills to help their 
child, or have struggled with managing their behaviour and creating an 
effective routine whilst also trying to work from home themselves.”
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“There will be a loss of content teaching, but also regression of another 
couple of months on what has already been taught,” says Nick Capstick of 
the White Horse Federation. “A child’s cognitive level won’t have changed, 
but what they will lose is the learning that has not been embedded in their 
long-term memory.”

Children from disadvantaged families are likely to be further disadvantaged 
while they have been away from school. 

The Institute for Fiscal Studies carried out a survey of more than 4,000 parents 
and one of the findings shows primary school children in the highest-income 
fifth of families spent 6 hours a day on educational activities, while their peers 
in the poorest fifth of households spent 4.5 hours.

Source: Learning during the lockdown: Institute for Fiscal Studies5

a. Benchmarking and assessment

With such a range of learning experiences, how can schools identify where 
the learning losses are?

Assessment will be a key part of this, but assessing too early will not help a 
child ease into the new normality of school, nor will it result in meaningful 
data.

“We can’t even touch on the learning losses at the moment. When we do, we 
need to look at their progress from their return to school rather than use the 
point when schools closed,” says Claire Jaques from Acorn Academy.

Stephen Chamberlain, of the Active Learning Trust, feels that settling children 
into a new routine and making them feel safe is more important than 
assessment at first:

“Some schools are saying we’ll give them a week and start testing. That could 
be a bit too early. There are other areas of challenge to address first.”

0 1 2 3 4 5 6

Hours of learning per day

Richest (quintile 5)

Middle (quintile 3)

Poorest (quintile 1)

Overall

Children’s daily learning time during lockdown: by household income
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Nick Capstick of the White Horse Federation believes that gap analysis can 
only take place when there is continuity:

“If one group of children are not emotionally ready, it won’t be possible 
to get that continuity. The first few weeks are all about reorientation on 
an emotional, social and physical level. The first step would be baseline 
analysis of understanding where kids are from September.”

When assessment begins in earnest, Chris Belli, executive director for 
secondary education at the White Horse Federation, feels a different approach 
will be needed:

“Schools will need some baselining or formative assessment to see where 
these gaps are. Having the tools to evaluate pupils will give schools the 
springboard to go forward.

“The teaching profession will need to work together to look at a different way 
of assessing pupils with a stronger emphasis on teacher assessments rather 
than testing. We do not want to add to pupils’ stress.”

Jane McKenzie-Downes, education advisor at Juniper Education, who also 
trains Key Stage 1 and 2 moderators, advises a hybrid approach to assessment.

“The problem with simply testing children is that a score on a test – even 
a high score – can mask gaps in learning. Teacher assessment is highly 
targeted but we have to accept that it takes up a lot of teachers’ time and there 
is a risk that judgement may not be consistent between classes.”

Schools therefore need an approach that draws out the advantages of both 
standardised tests and teacher assessment.

“The emphasis should be on which objectives a child can or cannot do in each 
of the key areas of the curriculum, rather than an overall test score, because 
this shows where the gaps are.”

Schools can use standardised tests, past papers or classroom quizzes to get 
clarity on pupil progress, but the key is to ensure the assessment process 
runs efficiently. Use these in quick sessions at different times of the day, for 
example at registration, after lunch or just before going home.

Digital assessments may be an option as they eat up less time and children 
tend to see them as fun.

b. Plugging the gaps

The challenge of catching up at the same time as moving forward will call for 
some creativity in the way the primary curriculum is taught.

Emma Wigmore, from the Vine Schools Trust, outlines the long term approach 
her MAT is taking:

“We imagine we will spend the next year evening up the learning playing field. 
We don’t want to hold the children back, we want them to carry on with their 
learning journey with the expectations for their year and age group.

Don’t assess too early. Let children settle in first.
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“To do that, we will identify gaps early on with baselining and assessment 
activities and fill the gaps as we move forward across the year. So, Year 4 
will work on the Year 4 curriculum, and at the same time, we will plug those 
Year 3 gaps.

“It will take skilled teaching and skilled assessment to do this without putting 
too much stress on the children and making sure they don’t feel the burden 
of their lost learning.

“We have to be mindful of the impact on teacher workload too. Schools should 
make it as easy as possible for teachers to access the latest achievement data 
they will need. This will cut down on administration time and free teachers 
up to support pupils’ learning.”  

Jane McKenzie-Downes from Juniper Education says:

“It’s not realistic to catch up on every learning objective, so schools need to 
pick out the most important. For example, in Year 4, multiplication is essential 
while Roman numerals are less so.

“It’s a good idea to sit down with the teacher who is teaching the class next 
year and work out which curriculum objectives are the most important and 
will be the barriers to moving on. More time will be needed to teach these 
critical aspects of the curriculum again to make sure they are fully embedded.”

Claire Jaques from Acorn Academy warns against seeing all gaps as a negative:

“Some children have learnt so much at home and not all of it will be tickable 
on an academic list. They will have learnt about getting on with siblings, 
discovering the outdoors and being creative. We need to acknowledge these 
new skills and help them progress from this point.”

c. Revising the curriculum

A new approach to the curriculum could be beneficial to schools as they move 
into the next academic year and beyond.

“We need to re-evaluate the curriculum in a post pandemic world,” says Chris 
Belli. “We can’t go back to business as usual, we need to explore how a 
curriculum can adapt to an individual when they have lost learning, but must 
continue learning according to age related expectations.”

It will take very focused teaching to identify which interventions work for 
which pupils, so they are finely targeted in order to move the learning ahead.

To achieve this level of focus, schools could look into implementing a selection of 
research-led interventions that have been shown to make a difference quickly 
and effectively. This may mean trialling interventions such as the evidence-
based resources for primary schools recommended by the Education 
Endowment Foundation6 or managing their own tailor-made interventions and 
tweaking them along the way to get the best results.

Focus on filling the gaps in the most important aspects of the 
curriculum first. Then, if and when time allows, go back and fill in the 
less critical elements of a child’s knowledge and understanding.
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It’s also important to gather progress information from the resources pupils 
are accessing, in school or while they are at home. This data is essential 
for informing decisions about which interventions are needed to boost pupils’ 
learning.

A greater emphasis on using the learning of history, geography and science 
to enhance maths and English learning could be one way to help move pupils 
along. This will ensure gaps in the core subjects are filled while children still 
experience a wide and varied curriculum.

“Children have developed different skills, online proficiency and independent 
learning, so we need to bear these in mind as we move forward. It’s a case 
of reviewing the curriculum rather than taking the children through a lot of 
content that they don’t necessarily need,” says Emma Wigmore of the Vine 
Schools Trust.

In the short term, schools may find that small bursts of learning make a big 
impact. It’s this sort of creativity that could find a permanent place in teaching 
approaches.

Stephen Chamberlain, CEO of the Active Learning Trust agrees:

“We should be asking, ‘can we make learning better in the future, not just as 
a response to the pandemic?’ ” 

d. Staff training

While circumstances are forcing schools into new ways of thinking in order 
to accelerate learning, school staff should feel confident that they have the 
knowledge and expertise in their teams to identify gaps and deliver a changed 
curriculum.

The focus for CPD should be on helping teachers and teaching assistants to 
support accelerated learning. Giving staff quick and easy access to online 
training should help with this, and training providers will need to be flexible 
in their response to schools’ training priorities. We could see a shift towards 
short but sweet chunks of training in 20 or 60-minute slots that answer 
an immediate need. Making use of more experienced colleagues to provide 
training sessions, either in person or via video linkup, is another option.

This will be particularly critical at a time when many new staff may have been 
recruited without visiting the school. 

“Schools are doing recruitment with Zoom or Teams interviews and have 
not had the opportunity to see how teachers work when they interact 
with children in the classroom,” says Peter French from the Diocese of 
Peterborough. “This means many new recruits will need additional training 
early in their new role.”

Use the study of geography or history to also help rebuild literacy and 
mathematics skills.
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Developing the talent of new teachers will also be a challenge for schools, as 
Chris Belli of the White Horse Federation explains:

“We have NQTs coming into the profession having completed only three fifths 
of their training year. We will need to baseline individuals to see where the 
gaps in their training are and address these quickly.

“Schools have to ensure CPD and mentoring is at the forefront to give NQTs 
the reassurance they need when they are in front of a class.”

Chop up staff training into small digestible chunks of just 20 or 60 
minutes giving staff easy access to online CPD
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4 NEVER GOING 
BACK 
“Some children have learnt 
so much at home and not 
all of it will be tickable on 
an academic list. They will 
have learnt about getting on 
with siblings, discovering the 
outdoors and being creative. 
We need to acknowledge 
these new skills and help 
them progress from this point.”
–Claire Jaques, Acorn Academy

As with other major events in history, turmoil, no matter how tragic, often 
results in rapid innovation. Although the pandemic is and will continue to be 
a black cloud on our horizon for some time, there are also some positives 
to take from the new working environment that it created. 

Many would like to embrace those innovations for the longer term.

“I think as a profession, we are hard wired to seek out the positives,” says 
Emma Wigmore from the Vine Schools Trust. “Teachers are always 
thinking about how they can be a model for the children and make the best 
of situations and this is no exception.”

One of the key areas that teachers identify as a positive is the more effective 
use of technology that lockdown rapidly imposed on schools.
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a. Improved collaboration between staff

“Being forced overnight into a more technological way of working has 
actually worked,” continues Emma Wigmore. “Staff meetings are much 
more effective, and everyone can come together, including those who are 
part time, self-isolating or on rotas. It can take an hour or so to travel between 
the schools in our trust, so we limit meetings because we can’t all be in one 
place. 

“Now we meet on online platforms, we are moving forward with plans and 
strategy because we can be together every couple of days if we need to.”

Stephen Chamberlain of the Active Learning Trust has witnessed positive 
changes in the way his trust works too:

“We are now able to have conferences of 40 or 50 people and we can 
collaborate and share documents on Teams. Videoconferencing platforms 
are revolutionising the way we deliver CPD. We have recorded training 
materials on YouTube and shared them across the trust, and all our CPD is 
now available online.”

This greater use of technology for training and collaboration will serve schools 
well, even when school communities are less physically distanced and more 
pupils and staff have returned to the classroom.

b. Engaging tech savvy pupils

While there’s no doubt that supporting children’s learning while they’re 
at home has been a challenge, some teachers have found that their pupils 
have responded well to remote learning. And by helping pupils access online 
learning, children have learnt skills that will be vital in a changing workforce 
where flexible working is likely to become more common.

“The teachers in our trust have put together some fantastic, highly creative 
learning resources for pupils,” explains Stephen Chamberlain. “We are 
focusing more on finding ways to capture these resources and make them 
more widely available to the children.”

The Vine Schools Trust is taking a similar approach, as Emma Wigmore 
illustrates:

“Another positive development has been the way teachers have been able to 
try out new tools, technologies and resources they haven’t used before which 
have helped them discover new ways to enhance their teaching.” 

As the school gates open more widely, it will be important to sustain these 
new technological skills and blend them with traditional classroom-based 
teaching to maximise accelerated learning. 

c. Engagement with families

Schools have worked hard to keep in touch with pupils and their families 
throughout the crisis, and in many cases the relationships have strengthened 
as a result. Teachers are seeing the positive impact of improved engagement, 
and this should be a continued aim for schools going forward.
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“Teachers have taken the time to communicate with parents, phoning them 
to offer support and helping them ensure their children are able to learn at 
home,” says Claire Jaques of the Acorn Academy. “As a result, parents 
have engaged with us. We’ve received photos of models children have made, 
and one parent sends us videos of things their child has done at home.”

Many parents have witnessed the hard work teachers are putting into their 
child’s learning. “Parents have a much greater appreciation of what teachers do 
now,” says Stephen Chamberlain.

Parents will be critical in helping children recover from the impact of the 
pandemic, both emotionally and academically, and so this level of engagement 
should continue as the norm.

“Communications between home and school have been a real positive of the 
pandemic. The relationship between parents and teachers has grown and we 
want that to continue,” states Emma Wigmore, of the Vine Schools Trust.

These new ways of working with improved collaboration, better use of 
technology and stronger family engagement could mean that schools never 
go back to the way they were before the pandemic, as Chris Belli of the White 
Horse Federation suggests:  

“We have a blank page to work on and an opportunity to build a deeper 
sense of what school should mean. Let’s work with a collective 
endeavour to look at how the curriculum, training, support and learning 
can change for the better in the coming years.”
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5 CONCLUSION: 
PUTTING YOUR 
COVID-19 EXIT 
STRATEGY INTO 
PRACTICE
The coming weeks and months will see schools doing their best to serve 
their pupils, whether they are in the classroom or remaining at home. 

The phased return of pupils is underway, but how long that will last is not yet 
clear. At this stage, the emphasis will be on restoring the emotional health and 
wellbeing of pupils, staff and school leaders.

As the educational calendar moves on, things will look very different from 
previous years. During this time, schools will need to help children get ready 
to move to the next stage of their education journey.

Assessing the impact of learning losses on children’s education will demand 
new levels of skill and professionalism. Teachers will need additional support 
to help pupils catch up, while accelerating their learning as they embark on a 
new school year.

There is no doubt that we are living through troubled times and the full impact 
of the health crisis is yet to be revealed. But there is a certain optimism in the 
air with acknowledgement of the opportunity to improve ingrained practices, 
refresh teaching and learning, and shift our focus to make more child time. 

There is no end date for when schools return to ‘normal’. Indeed, they may 
never return to what we understand as normal. The coronavirus pandemic is 
likely to throw us new challenges, and the education sector will continue to 
respond with creative solutions.

We need to embrace this innovative thinking, put the difficulties of the year 
behind us and look ahead with optimism, because the future of today’s children 
is at stake.
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This can only be achieved if schools are able to spend more time on the 
children who need them most. The 80/20 rule suggests we typically spend 
80% of our time on tasks that need doing but are of low value and only 20% 
on activities that could make a real difference. 

Schools need the freedom to turn the 80/20 rule on its head, so the lion’s 
share of their time is spent making a difference to children’s lives.

“We have an opportunity 
to build something better 
from this situation. 
“There should be an 
increased focus to support 
disadvantaged learners 
and their families, a better 
understanding of what causes 
inequality and an emphasis 
on getting an education 
that is fit for everybody.” 
–Chris Belli, The White Horse Federation

This has never been more important in a time when the inequality gap is 
widening, and children need to get their learning back on track while rebuilding 
confidence and resilience, which have taken a hit during the crisis.

MAKING THE IMPOSSIBLE POSSIBLE. 26Never going back



USE OUR 
TEAM TO 
HELP YOURS 
Juniper Education shares your belief that no child should be left behind. It 
has never been more important to focus on the individual pupil and we can 
help you achieve this by freeing you up to make a difference to children’s lives. 

The team at Juniper have worked in schools themselves and understand the 
challenges school leaders face. We can help you:

• Identify gaps in learning 

• Track pupil progress in the curriculum

• Provide staff training to help accelerate learning

• Manage your school’s finance, payroll and human resources

• Support staff wellbeing

• Spend less time on meaningless administration

Educational inequalities? Not on our watch

Juniper Education provides complete answers for schools, with the right 
combination of technology and supporting services to assist you and 
your school team. Our educational experts know how to help your school 
accelerate out of the Covid-19 crisis. We can ensure you meet the challenge 
of the 2020/21 academic year, when focusing on what really counts will never 
be more important.

More information and a wealth of support, advice and guidance for 
school leaders, teachers and parents, please visit our regularly updated 
coronavirus pages dedicated to keeping your school running effectively 
https://bit.ly/30NkYJw

To discuss how we can help with your school’s Covid-19 exit strategy, please 
contact us on 0345 200 8600 or email enquiries@junipereducation.org

27Use our team to help yoursMAKING THE IMPOSSIBLE POSSIBLE.



With thanks to the contributors to our white paper
Chris Belli, executive director for secondary education, The White Horse Federation

Claire Jaques, headteacher, Acorn Academy (North Essex Multi Academy Trust)

Emma Wigmore, CEO, The Vine Schools Trust

Jane McKenzie Downes, education advisor, Juniper Education

Nick Capstick, CEO, The White Horse Federation

Peter French, deputy director of education, Diocese of Peterborough

Stephen Chamberlain, CEO, Active Learning Trust

References
1. https://youtu.be/W-K3DxJzyZU

2. https://youngminds.org.uk/about-us/media-centre/press-releases/coronavirus-
having-major-impact-on-young-people-with-mental-health-needs-new-survey

3. https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/preparing-for-the-wider-opening-of-schools-
from-1-june/planning-guide-for-primary-schools#planning-what-to-teach-and-how

4. https://teachertapp.co.uk/anxiexty-and-the-return-to-school

5. https://www.ifs.org.uk/publications/14848

6. https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

MAKING THE IMPOSSIBLE POSSIBLE. 28Acknowledgements

https://youtu.be/W-K3DxJzyZU
https://youngminds.org.uk/about-us/media-centre/press-releases/coronavirus-having-major-impact-on-young-people-with-mental-health-needs-new-survey
https://youngminds.org.uk/about-us/media-centre/press-releases/coronavirus-having-major-impact-on-young-people-with-mental-health-needs-new-survey
https://teachertapp.co.uk/anxiexty-and-the-return-to-school
https://www.ifs.org.uk/publications/14848
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk


MAKING 
THE 
IMPOSSIBLE 
POSSIBLE.
A Covid-19 exit strategy 
for primary schools

Designed by Mindbomb Creative

29MAKING THE IMPOSSIBLE POSSIBLE.



junipereducation.org


