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EDITORIAL

COVID-19 and Education: World’s Issue

forced to suspend classes. Chinese schools impacted by the COVID-

19 pandemic started “School is Out, But Class is On” in universities,
middle and elementary schools as early as the spring semester of 2020, and
launched the world’s largest online education. To study and summarize the
current teaching and education status of the COVID-19 pandemic timely,
Best Evidence of Chinese Education actively contacted Chinese educators
and professionals to write for the issue of “School is Out, But Class is On” of
the journal. After the publication of the special issue on the “School is Out,
But Class is On” in March, 2020, it has received great attention from educa-
tion peers around the world. Educational researchers in some countries have
written to the journal and authors to express their interests in hoping to learn
more about the implementation of “School is Out, But Class is On” in Chi-
nese schools.

The journal reported the world response of the special issue to the edito-
rial board and received active support from the editorial experts. At the same
time, the journal paid attention to the education of countries in the world un-
der the background of the COVID-19 pandemic. At the initiative of Professor
Alan Cheung, the Editor-in-Chief, and Professor Jijun Yao, the executive Ed-
itor-in-Chief, experts of the editorial board also conducted research on their
own national education under the COVID-19 pandemic from an international
perspective, and wrote special articles for the journal. Although the journal is
dedicated to empirical studies in China, when countries around the world
face the challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic to education, we need to
learn from each other’s successful experience and jointly solve the problems
we face. The editorial board members of the journal are from North America,
Europe, Australia and Asia. Their contributions to the journal will definitely
broaden the research horizon of the journal and provide diverse experience
for the education of countries around the world to respond to the COVID-19
pandemic.

S INCE the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, all schools have been
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ORIGINAL ARTICLE

The US Educational Response to the
COVID-19 Pandemic

Nathan Storey, Robert E. Slavin

Johns Hopkins University, Baltimore, MD 21286, USA

Abstract. This paper examines the United States federal and state educa-
tional responses to the spread of the COVID-19 pandemic, as well as
states’ plans for reopening schools. The virus entered the United States
in January 2020. As the virus spread, most school districts began to
close in March. At the end of June, the United States has experienced the
highest number of cases and deaths due to COVID-19 in the world, and
infection rates appear to be rising once again. Given the great physical
and socioeconomic diversity of the United States, the federal and state
response to COVID-19 and plans to reopen schools in the autumn have
emphasized flexibility and adaptation. However, the implementation of
remote (online) learning has highlighted and exacerbated long-standing
racial and economic inequalities in US society related to technology
access, school engagement, and school-parent relationships. These ine-
gualities may be exacerbated as schools attempt to reopen and students
continue to face inconsistent access to learning, learning loss during the
spring semester and summer, and COVID-19 spread among the most at-
risk population groups. Further research and practical interventions,
such as tutoring, should be implemented to address educational equality
issues and improve access, whether to in-person or remote instruction.

Best Evid Chin Edu 2020; 5(2):617-633.
Doi: 10.15354/bece.20.0r027.

How to Cite: Storey, N., Slavin, R.E. (2020) The US educational response to the
COVID-19 pandemic. Best Evid Chin Edu, 5(2):617-633.

Keywords: COVID-19; Remote Learning; School Closure; Educational Responses;
Online Schooling; Distance Learning; School Reopening.

About the Author: Nathan Storey, School of Education, Johns Hopkins University, 300 East Joppa Road 5th fl.,
Baltimore, MD 21286, USA. Email: nstoreyl@jhu.edu

Correspondence to: Robert E. Slavin, Professor, School of Education, Johns Hopkins University, 300 East Joppa
Road 5th fl., Baltimore, MD 21286, USA. Email: rslavin@SuccessForAll.org.

Conflict of Interests: None.



Storey & Slavin. The US Educational Response to the COVID-19 Pandemic.

cases and deaths of any country. Its responses to the health crisis have been frag-

mented and uncertain. The same fragmentation and uncertainty have prevailed in
the US education system, and as of this writing (June 2020), the policies and outcomes
of US schools combating COVID-19 are not yet known. The educational response in
the United States has emphasized a reliance on flexibility, adaptation, and local deci-
sion-making, for both better and worse. This paper will examine the US response to the
coronavirus outbreak, focusing on the different approaches taken by different states and
school districts, the challenges encountered in closing schools and shifting to remote
(online) or distance learning, and prospects for reopening school systems in the Fall
2020. As will be seen, the transition to remote learning was often inconsistent and re-
vealed or exacerbated existing inequalities in US society, especially those related to
socioeconomic status and race. These inequalities are likely to be further intensified
should the remote learning system continue in place under the conditions that existed in
the spring or without large-scale, effective action taken to address COVID-19-related
learning loss.

Onset of US Pandemic

The first identified coronavirus cases in the United States were reported in mid-January
2020, though some speculate the virus entered the United States as early as December
2019, and began circulating in northern California and Washington State, before spread-
ing to other states (Baker, 2020). At the end of January, the US Department of Health
and Human Services (HHS) declared a public health emergency, introducing quaran-
tines for US citizens traveling from China and denying entry to non-US citizens who
had been to China. Washington State reported the first US death due to coronavirus on
February 29, and the virus had been reported in over half of all US states by the middle
of March. By the end of March, US states reported over 3,000 deaths and 164,500 con-
firmed cases. The US federal government passed the Coronavirus Aid, Relief and Eco-
nomic Security (CARES) Act on March 27, 2020, including support for K-12 and high-
er education institutions in the form of formula grants to be distributed to states based
on their shares of Title I-A funds, to be used for response activities and long-term clo-
sure planning and coordination and educational technology purchases, as well as a por-
tion of the Governor’s Education Relief Fund, a discretionary sum to be used for emer-
gency support grants for childcare, K-12, and higher education (Reid, 2020). The inten-
tion of the bill was to enable flexibility in addressing the specific educational needs
each state faced. In addition, the act included $18.5 billion for the Supplemental Nutri-
tion Assistance Program (SNAP), supporting child nutrition (Jordan, 2020). One month
later, the US had reported 60,966 total deaths and over 1 million confirmed cases,
which nearly doubled again by the end of May, when the US reported 103,781 deaths
and 1.77 million cases (Ritchie, et al., 2020). As of July 1, 2020, there have been 2.5
million cases and 125,000 deaths, and both numbers continue to accelerate. While the
federal government passed some measures and recommended social distancing actions,
the more substantive responses to the pandemic have occurred at the state level.

I N the 2020 pandemic, the United States has had the largest number of COVID-19
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State and Local Response to COVID-19

Since no cure or vaccine existed, the main public health response to the pandemic was
social distancing, which entailed the closures of most venues in which people gather.
This included schools. By the time the CARES Act was signed into law in late March,
US states and territories had been forced to take action on their own to determine when
and how to close schools and to support teachers and students transition to remote
learning. School superintendents petitioned the federal government and the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) for guidance on how to respond to the pandemic
in February (Binkley, 2020), but the first states did not begin mandating the closures of
in-person schooling until mid-March, initially on a two-three week basis, though indi-
vidual school districts and schools did close earlier than that as students and faculty
began testing positive for the disease (Forgie, 2020). By the end of March, all 50 states
had announced mandatory or recommended closures of public schools, and most re-
quired remote learning in place of in-person classes. Some states, such as Kansas, Vir-
ginia, and Oklahoma, decided that schools would not reopen for the remainder of the
school year, but other states, including New York, Maryland, and New Jersey, put off
that decision until April or early May. Though most states ordered schools to be closed,
seven states (California, Idaho, Tennessee, Florida, South Dakota, Maine, and Kentucky)
merely recommended schools be closed, allowing district variations in response to the
virus, and by May, some counties in Colorado, Wyoming, and Montana (Meltzer, 2020)
had begun to reopen in a limited capacity and in smaller, less-populated areas (Map,
2020; Kirsch, 2020). As it became clear that schools would have to remain closed be-
yond the initial two-week closure, districts began petitioning the federal government for
waivers on the required number of school days and hours in a year (Jones & Pflaum,
2020) and on completion of standardized testing. At least one state, Georgia, petitioned
the Department of Education for approval to suspend standardized testing for the 2020-
2021 school year as well (Strauss, 2020). While the school schedule and standardized
assessments are determined by states and school districts, receipt of federal funds is tied
to completion of these requirements under the basic US education law, the Every Stu-
dent Succeeds Act (ESSA). With the closing of school campuses for all levels, schools
began the process of creating remote learning curricula, materials, and policies and pro-
cedures on short notice.

Online Learning Provision and School Services

The short period between the decision to close schools and the initiation of remote
learning caused a scramble across the country to prepare for online instruction, requir-
ing flexibility and adaptation at the state, district, and school levels. In short succession,
teachers received tutorials on using Zoom or other videoconferencing platforms, revised
their curricula and standards for assessment, and developed printed packets to be dis-
tributed to students’ homes, among other approaches to support the transition. Washing-
ton State developed resource lists for parents including courses, online resources and
learning games, exercise activities, and downloadable content for learning (OSPI, 2020).
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Teachers soon found themselves taking on unprecedented responsibilities. Many states
required or recommended regular teacher-student communication, such as through syn-
chronous lessons, sometimes on a daily basis (as in lowa, Minnesota, and Vermont), or
on a weekly basis (as in Arkansas, Delaware, and Michigan) (Sparks, 2020). Schools
switched to communications by email, phone calls and text messages, print, and even
social media (Herold, 2020). A teacher in Greenville, South Carolina, remembered, “‘It
‘was just like a free-for-all. We [teachers] all went to school. We created lesson plans in,
like, 12 hours. So 10 days of lesson plans in a day, essentially. And we had to be pre-
pared to launch those lesson plans by Wednesday and to start doing full-on e-learning,
which our kids had never really done before without us’” (Turner, et al., 2020). Florida
schools relied on teachers to build new curriculum plans from a variety of sources, in-
cluding Public Broadcasting System (PBS) programs, existing materials, and new mate-
rials developed on short notice (Kamenetz, 2020). This conversion was a monumental
feat asked of teachers and administrators, which they rose to face in their combined
commitment to students’ wellbeing and education.

With the transition to remote learning, the focus on education provision shifted
out of necessity, not just in terms of curricular material, but also in regard to other
school roles and responsibilities. Many states, including Kansas, Wisconsin, and Vir-
ginia, prioritized preparations for graduating students to be able to complete their stud-
ies by waiving or allowing districts to request waivers for graduation requirements
(Sawchuk, 2020; Sparks, 2020) that would no longer be feasible while conducting re-
mote learning. Few states opted to specify the number of hours or methods used for
remote learning (Sparks, 2020). In order to allow flexibility, Montana decided that re-
mote learning did not have to be online, requiring no single mechanism for districts to
continue education. Cleveland’s long distance approach, recognizing that the district
included a large high poverty population and many students had inconsistent or no in-
ternet and computer access, chose to prioritize review of material students had already
been introduced to, instead of new curriculum material not yet covered during the year
(Gewertz, 2020). Districts have also chosen to prioritize student social emotional wel-
fare during the traumatic period. Schools play an important role not just in students’
education, but also their wellbeing, and many districts have endeavored to continue
providing these services, such as free meals, during the pandemic. The Salt Lake City
(UT) School District, for example, provided breakfast and lunch Monday through Fri-
day and dinners for students three days a week starting in April (Stauffer, 2020). These
efforts highlight the flexibility required of schools and districts to address the specific
needs of the students they serve and the importance of schools beyond the classroom.

The necessity for distance education and worries about equity led some larger
urban districts to partner with local public television to develop programs for broadcast
and online distribution. Los Angeles Unified School District partnered with Public
Broadcasting System (PBS) stations across Southern California to produce educational
programming for television, websites, and apps targeting PreK-second grade students,
grades 3-8, and 9-12 (Kamenetz, 2020; Goldsmith, 2020; Li & Lalani, 2020). Teachers
were able also to turn to preexisting online curricula meeting multiple states’ standards,
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including EngageNY, LearnZillion, and Open Up Resources (Rand, 2020). These part-
nerships have the potential to reach more students who may lack access to a laptop for
joining online class sessions or regular internet access. Few of these programs have
been studied systematically, so it is unclear how effective the programs selected are for
meeting students’ learning needs, however.

Some states and school districts have opted to reach their students through in-
creased technology purchases, using existing budgetary funds or funding from the
CARES Act grants. Chicago Public Schools reportedly gave out more than 100,000
devices to students (Turner et al., 2020), and Miami-Dade County Public Schools dis-
seminated over 80,000 mobile devices and 11,000 smart phones to create Wi-Fi
hotspots (Goldstein et al., 2020). The Greater Nashville (Tennessee) School District
(Glover, 2020), put into place programs to purchase laptops or Wi-Fi hotspots for stu-
dents who struggled with access to internet, though recent predictions cast doubt on
whether the computers will be procured and distributed in time for the start of the new
school year (Mangrum, 2020). With Cleveland’s large high-poverty population, the dis-
trict has attempted to distribute technology to enable access, but there are reportedly
still many without regular access (Gewertz, 2020). Technology provision was not lim-
ited to major urban areas. Rural Minford, Ohio also attempted to deliver laptops and
printed work to the roughly 25% of students without technology (Goldstein et al., 2020),
and South Portland Maine Schools district began a one-to-one technology program in
2003, using both iPads for younger students and Chromebooks for older ones, and be-
gan pairing remote learning with online courses for teachers and administrators in the
design and implementation of online learning (Hogan, 2020).

Some districts relied on previously obtained technology and information to
reach those struggling with access. South Carolina (Munyan-Penney, 2020) and the
Coachella Valley (CA) Unified District (Lee et al., 2020) both used previously pur-
chased school buses with Wi-Fi hotspots, positioned primarily in lower-income neigh-
borhoods, to enable greater Internet access. Idaho provided residents with a list of no-
cost or low-cost Internet options, while South Carolina developed maps showing Wi-Fi
hotspots throughout the state, including those the state had placed on school buses.
(Munyan-Penney, 2020). Lindsay (CA) Unified School District, with a large population
of migrant agricultural workers, had started a community Wi-Fi project in 2016, allow-
ing minimal interruptions to Internet access and learning as schools transitioned to re-
mote learning (Kamenetz, 2020). Salem City, Virginia (VA) implemented a one-to-one
program prior to 2020, providing Chromebooks to grade 3-12 students, paired with 200
hotspots and a partnership with a local cable company to provide free internet access for
students qualifying for free and reduced lunch (Sawchuk, 2020). These approaches,
both using newly purchased technology and previously appropriated technology distrib-
uted in new ways, became among the most popular means to address differential access
to remote education offerings.

In the immediate aftermath of the closure of schools, districts wondered if and
how they would continue to provide aid and services for students with disabilities, re-
quired under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). Some even con-
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sidered not providing services out of a fear of compliance violations (Green, 2020).
While the federal government granted waivers on grading and hours of class time, Sec-
retary of Education Betsy DeVos rejected waivers on IDEA (Jordan, 2020; Green,
2020), and federal authorities have been flexible in the remote services (such as
telehealth) that can be reimbursed through Medicaid, a major funding source for school-
based health care (Jordan, 2020), enabling teachers and parents to find educational solu-
tions. Special education teachers employed a variety of approaches to reach their stu-
dents. Some connected with students virtually or via videotapes provided to parents
demonstrating practices they can do with their children at home (Jordan, 2020). Many
students with disabilities struggled to use online videoconferencing and learning tools
or printed materials, requiring the assistance of human or technological aides such as
screen-reading software, which are not included in programs such as Zoom (Hill, 2020).
There is great variation in the population of students with disabilities, with many differ-
ent needs and abilities, so for some the transition has been beneficial. The ASD Nest
program in New York City focuses on incorporating students with autism into main-
stream classrooms. Tracey Murray, a kindergarten teacher with ASD Nest, moved her
classes, as well as a “social club” for students with autism (ASD), to practice conversa-
tions online, discovering that students found it easier to communicate and look each
other in the eye when using Zoom instead of speaking in person (Hill, 2020). While
states, districts, and teachers took drastic action to continue providing education to
many students, the transition was not without problems, some of them maore significant
than others.

Challenges and Inequities in Online Learning

While many states and districts went to great lengths to continue educational services
for students, the remote learning process was not without its challenges. The transition
was not always smooth. Some districts and schools, particularly in urban areas, such as
Sidwell Friends, a private school in Washington, D.C., which went paperless before
2020 (Turner, et al., 2020), more easily transitioned online because of existing infra-
structure. But many school districts faced various issues, including lack of technology
access for all students; teacher struggles to provide online lessons, student engagement,
and the socioemotional impact of COVID-19 on students. Often, these issues corre-
sponded more highly with preexisting conditions including family socioeconomic (SES)
background, school funding and infrastructure, and student learning needs. Access to
technology, and therefore, access to educational content during remote learning, proved
to be a disproportionately greater challenge for students and families from lower socio-
economic statuses. US census data from 2015 suggested that 15% of US households
lack high speed internet, which impacts students’ ability to complete and turn in as-
signments; this is disproportionately more of an issue for Black teens than their peers
(25% compared to 4% of White teens and 6% of Latinx teens) (Anderson & Perrin,
2020). Upon the initiation of social distancing and remote learning, adults working ser-
vice industry jobs often lost their jobs, leading to a loss of stability for their families.
One outcome of this could be the loss of internet access for their homes. Over 30 mil-
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lion jobs may have been lost during the months of March-May (Morath, 2020), hitting
working class families the hardest, as these jobs are often ones which cannot be con-
ducted remotely. Unable to pay bills, internet access could easily fall by the wayside,
depriving their children of remote learning opportunities.

While many districts and states took or are in the process of taking steps to
bridge the technology access gap as described in the previous section, a significant gap
remains, which has a greater harm for those who need the most support. Rigorous re-
mote learning, using online platforms and at least some synchronous learning, attend-
ance tracking, and grading of students’ work, was challenging to accomplish in the
timeframe required, but implementation was skewed towards school districts with larger
proportions of high-SES families. The policies and practices school districts reported
following revealed that as few as 20% of schools may have offered rigorous remote
learning nationwide (Lieberman, 2020), but this number is almost certainly worse in
areas and schools that cater primarily to students from high poverty and minority back-
grounds.

Teacher interactions and student access to remote learning both appeared to be
significantly worse for students from disadvantaged backgrounds. By one estimate, up
to 40% of the poorest students accessed remote learning just once a week (Kamenetz,
2020), while only 32% of teachers in high poverty districts reported interacting with
students on a daily basis (compared to over 50% in higher SES districts) (Education
Week, May 7, 2020). In districts with few low-SES families, only 20% of school lead-
ers were concerned with missing technology issues, while 68% of school leaders in dis-
tricts with a high proportion of low-SES families were concerned with this issue
(Herold, 2020). As described above, some states moved quickly to provide devices and
hotspots to students lacking access, but for other states that made efforts to do this later
in the semester or over the summer, technological options were more limited due to
high demand (Herold, 2020; Munyan-Penney, 2020). The students in these states and
districts are liable to then become even more behind should schools not reopen in the
fall, as they will continue to miss out on class content and educational support. Some
students were left out of state guidance and teacher efforts. While all states issued guid-
ance on the provision of special education remotely, just two-thirds of states provided
guidance or resources specifically for English learners (ELs) (Sparks, 2020). Due to the
differential access to education, Jonathan Plucker of Johns Hopkins University Center
for Talented Youth suggests that students may enter the Fall 2020 semester with a range
of up to eight grade levels in knowledge (Bowman, 2020). This is a huge difference in
experience during this challenging time, which, unless addressed, will have a dispropor-
tionately large impact on students from disadvantaged backgrounds.

Because of educational access and technological issues, teachers have struggled
to make remote learning work effectively for all students while taking on a large work-
load themselves. Teachers reported struggling with learning to use the technology effec-
tively. There have been reports of “Zoombombing,” when outsiders join classroom
Zoom sessions, shouting obscenities or otherwise disrupting the lesson (Munyan-
Penney, 2020). Some teachers struggled with learning how to host and manage live
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learning sessions and instead relied on recording sessions and sending out videos for
students to watch on their own or on students completing assignments included in paper
packets (Herold, 2020). Teachers, parents, and students agreed that teachers teaching
online were far more likely to engage students than were videos or assignments to be
done without teacher input, but many teachers found online teaching more difficult. In
addition, teachers have also been asked to take part in additional professional develop-
ment sessions to be able to maximize the effectiveness of remote learning, use of plat-
forms such as Zoom, and how to support students during this time. While the profes-
sional development was necessary, requiring additional professional development creat-
ed another strain on teachers’ time and energy, when they too were dealing with trauma
and stress in their own lives.

Some teachers were challenged to reach students over large distances. The
Mountain Empire district (California) must provide services for students spanning more
than 660 square miles, three Native American reservations, and six different communi-
ties (Sawchuk, 2020). Consequently, teachers are working longer hours than before.
Rebecca Sorenson of rural Michigan reported holding individual Zoom sessions with
students for 4-5 hours a day, followed by hours of driving to students’ homes to drop
off educational materials (Gewertz, 2020). Methods and requirements related to grading
students’ work quickly became an equity-focused conversation. Many districts thought
that continuing to grade students punished low-income students without access to tech-
nology. This partly reflected school leaders’ own ability to provide access to these stu-
dents. High-poverty and rural district leaders reported that they were less able to pro-
vide remote learning options for all students than wealthy districts. Only 34% of high
poverty districts reported able to provide access for all, compared with 62-73% for sub-
urban and wealthier districts (Herold, 2020). Their concerns also were informed by stu-
dent engagement in existing classroom activities. Almost one third (32%) of students in
districts of highest poverty families were not regularly logging into online classwork,
completing assignments, or communicating with their teachers, while only 12% of high-
income district students were “truant” (Herold, 2020). Districts subsequently considered
moving to pass/fail grading systems (Sawchuk, 2020), focusing on moving students
towards standards instead of to establish a grade, or passing all students already on track
to progress to the next grade before the suspension of in-person learning (Schwartz,
2020). These approaches were intended to ameliorate the “double hit” of losing class
learning time and school community (Fay, 2020) that are particularly beneficial to low
income students.

In disadvantaged areas, the load of responsibility fell more significantly on par-
ents to support their children’s education. This challenge was greatest for younger stu-
dents in elementary and pre-kindergarten (pre-K) grades, as well as students with disa-
bilities, who require more supervision and support when using technology or complet-
ing classwork. Older students in secondary school, more self-sufficient and competent
in technology use, did not generally require this level of supervision. Schools sought to
coordinate more closely with the parents of students who appeared at risk of struggling
or falling out of the system. Peter Kannam, principal at Henderson-Hopkins Elemen-
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tary/Middle School in Baltimore, Maryland, reported that their school hired four in-
structors to provide support for teachers to conduct online classes, send out daily text
updates to parents on student engagement, as well as emails and robocalls two to three
times per week, and held parent town halls every other week (Kannam, 2020). These
efforts, coupled with laptop distribution to 80% of the students in need of them, appear
to have paid off, as the school reported that almost 99% of their students were engaged
in classes, with 84% attending classes over the first seven weeks of the pandemic school
closure. But in some cases, these efforts could not replace the role of schools in engag-
ing students and supporting their learning. “No amount of love and care at home can
turn the average parent into a special-education teacher overnight. Nor can it enable
them to practice occupational, speech, or physical therapy” (Hill, 2020).

Differences in student engagement can also be tied to the various roles schools
play beyond the classroom. Students from low-SES families or experiencing homeless-
ness rely on schools for food, healthcare, and social supports. Nearly 1.5 million stu-
dents nationwide experience homelessness, while 13 million children experience hunger
(Nuamah, et al., 2020). For these students, the supports schools provide are vital to their
very survival. Even though schools have made efforts to provide meals, the food insecu-
rity (Van Lancker & Parolin, 2020) and socioemotional trauma that students are experi-
encing without school support systems are very real. These issues have been shown
repeatedly by strongly designed research studies to have an impact on educational
achievement.

Another factor that may have exacerbated differential implementation of re-
mote learning is state education funding levels. Much has been written about the differ-
ently sized budgets maintained by public, private, and charter schools. Following the
passage of the CARES Act, Secretary DeVos pushed for funds distributed by the feder-
al government to states to be distributed increasingly to private schools (Stratford,
2020). This breaks from previous Title | funding standards, which restricted private
schools to access these funds only for “equitable programs” (Jordan, 2020).

Planning the Reopening of Schools

As the rate of infection and death has decreased in some parts of the United States,
thanks to social distancing and other preventative methods, attention has turned to plan-
ning the reopening of schools in the fall. All states and districts, however, are planning
for a fall reopening. But with disease rates continuing at high levels, and even continu-
ing to rise in many states as of late early July 2020, it is unclear when it will be safe to
fully open. Many states began reopening public spaces and loosening public social dis-
tancing restrictions in May and June 2020, and subsequently are seeing an uptick in
cases, in some contexts experiencing record highs in state COVID-19 cases. Should
these renewed rising levels of COVID-19 prevalence continue into the fall, it is un-
known if schools will be able to reopen as planned. While the American Association of
Pediatrics (AAP) has recommended reopening in-person schooling on account of
schools’ role in child development (Kamenetz, 2020-¢), the decision to do so belongs
with state government and local school districts. Districts and states must determine if
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restarting in-person classes is worth the potential risk of infection, what steps and re-
quirements to put in place, or if it is best to continue remote learning until infection
rates diminish.

All US states are planning to reopen in the fall to some degree, working with
school boards and state and local leaders to develop plans and guidance. The CDC has
put forth a series of recommendations for school districts to consider enacting in the
process of reopening, including social distancing inside the school building, enhanced
cleaning of surfaces, and providing options for teachers who feel uneasy or are at great-
er risk of infection to work remotely (CDC, 2020). Given the potential for resurgence,
others are preparing for a hybrid reopening approach or a return to remote learning even
if schools reopen, purchasing more devices and considering one-to-one policies. Phila-
delphia School District is considering a hybrid plan based on limiting the number of
students and staff in the school on a given day while allowing other students and staff to
participate remotely based on health concerns (Hanna, 2020). Annette Anderson of the
Johns Hopkins University Center for Safe and Healthy Schools sees this as the number
one priority, “We need a one-t0-one technology policy in every district...One student,
one device with internet access included’”” (Myers, 2020). Other dramatic restructuring
ideas have been widely discussed, including two-session days, alternating school and
home days to limit the number of students in a classroom (Sharfstein & Morphew,
2020), “microschools” with intensive home-school cooperation, moving classrooms
outdoors (Kamenetz, 2020), or extending the school year (Ehren & Turkeli, 2020). Al-
ternate-day plans have been widely adopted in other countries, and at least one large
district, Fairfax, Virginia (Arnold, 2020), has announced such a plan. However, districts
in Tucson (Arizona), Nashville (Tennessee), and Cincinnati (Ohio), have announced
plans to fully open schools in the fall whenever it is safe, and allow each school to fig-
ure out how to implement social distancing (Conover, 2020; Mangrum, 2020; Ryle et
al., 2020). These districts have also announced that parents will be allowed to keep their
children at home and that any students remaining at home will be provided with remote
learning for this purpose.

The most common approach to reopening being discussed as of this writing
seems to be social distancing within the school building. The best methods to imple-
ment this practice include spacing students out within classrooms by separating individ-
ual desks, keeping students in small groups that do not mix with each other during the
school day, keeping students out of common areas, and ending extracurricular sports
and clubs (Sharfstein & Morphew, 2020). Within-classroom spacing requires alternate-
day or two daily session strategies to reduce the number of students in each class. Some
schools have considered repurposing cafeterias and shared space into additional class-
room space (Editors, 2020), using barriers between desks, spacing out arrival and depar-
ture from schools (Sharfstein & Morphew, 2020). Since many US students ride buses to
and from school, social distancing on buses has been a widespread concern. School
buses could, for instance, be run with fewer students, spaced out in each bus, with more
buses, and with buses using certain routes to avoid mixing (Will, 2020). Fairfax (VA)
County Public Schools (FCPS) developed diagrams for classroom desk arrangement, as
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well as seating in school buses. Based on a 77-seat bus, FCPS recommends 23 students
per bus, as well as the bus driver’s child and the driver (FCPS, 2020). These approaches
are all intended to minimize transmission of the virus among students and staff.

But social distancing could be difficult to maintain, particularly for younger
children and when students are not in organized environments such as classrooms. Dis-
tances are easy enough to maintain when students are stationary at their desks in a class-
room, but time spent in the hallways moving between classes, in recess on the play-
ground, and getting to and from school, are the bigger challenge areas, where social
distancing protocols could easily break down without careful monitoring, a herculean
task. This makes it clear that social distancing is not a silver bullet to enable schools to
be reopened. There is some question about who should wear masks, at what ages stu-
dents should start being required to wear them, and what procedures should be put in
place for people to enter school buildings. The CDC recommends that students be en-
couraged, not required, to wear masks, and that all faculty and staff wear masks (Will,
2020) as so far, adults are the more at-risk population. While some countries have used
temperature checks at the entrance of schools, some have seen this as an insufficient
method given the possibility of transmission by individuals not displaying symptoms.
Overreliance on temperature checks could give a “false sense of security” (Will, 2020),
leading to the loosening of adherence to social distancing and mask wearing, to say
nothing of potential complications when students must be checked following outdoor
activities or fire drills. Other added steps could include testing, increased places to wash
hands, and enhanced surface cleaning protocols. Dr. Anthony Fauci, director of the Na-
tional Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases, recommended use of pooled testing
(combining several students’ tests together into one sample for testing) to save school
resources and time (Watts, 2020).

Despite the existence of a number of different potential steps to address
COVID-19 spread in schools, many teachers remain concerned about whether returning
to schools is the right decision. Questions abound for what the classroom and school
format will look like and how these policies will impact teachers’ routines and proce-
dures. School districts must consider how self-quarantine policies impact teacher sick
leave, whether teachers can and should take on additional responsibilities regarding
child safety and classroom sanitation, how to manage high-risk teachers (or teachers
with family who are high-risk) (Will, 2020), to name a few issues. Parents too are con-
cerned about what returning to school mean for their children. A survey of Los Angeles
parents revealed that around 20% of parents are not yet ready for their children to go
back to school in person (Blume, 2020). There is not much time left for states and dis-
tricts to make these decisions, satisfy worried teachers (and parents), and implement
policy changes or make physical changes to school grounds.

The changes necessary could also be cost prohibitive for some districts. At a
time when state education budgets are facing cuts, school districts are estimated to need
as much as $1.8 million each (Will, 2020) for construction, repairs, changes to transpor-
tation protocols, new staff and health personnel, equipment, and maintenance. One
common recommendation, an increase in school nursing personnel, is also potentially
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challenging for urban schools where nurses are spread across multiple locations, or rural
areas, where qualified nurses may be hard to come by or attract. Even in California’s
affluent and mostly suburban Orange County, the ratio of nurse to students can range
from 1:1,100 to 1:10,000 (Editors, 2020). A more practical and inexpensive alternative
would be the hiring of “health aides,” certified individuals who could assist schools
with practical matters such as temperature checks, administration of prescription medi-
cine, and distribution of masks, among other tasks. School health aides could also gath-
er information, support the spread of information to a school’s community, form rela-
tionships, and refer students to established health providers. These services would free
up the time and responsibilities of school nurses (if present) to take on regular student
health needs and more serious health concerns. Additional funding could come from the
federal government. The House of Representatives passed a bill, the Health and Eco-
nomic Recovery Omnibus Emergency Solutions (HEROES) Act in April 2020, which
would have included additional education funds, but it has not been introduced to the
Senate. The funds could be prioritized for public school districts facing the greatest lev-
els of COVID-19-related learning and staffing loss (Sharfstein & Morphew, 2020).

While these steps may support schools in putting into place health protocols to
minimize spread of COVID-19, they do little to address the learning gaps that have de-
veloped between students with and without regular access to remote learning. How
should schools go about bridging the potentially eight levels of difference between stu-
dents that have developed over one semester? One potentially effective approach to
address this gap could be tutoring. One on one or small group tutoring support has been
proven to have a strong effect on learning reading and mathematics. Some existing tu-
toring programs consistently produce effect sizes of 0.40 or more, around 5 additional
months of learning (Slavin, 2020), and tutoring by paraprofessionals has been shown to
be as effective as tutoring administered by teachers (Inns et al., 2018). In large enough
numbers, tutors, perhaps recruited and organized through AmeriCorps, could move the
needle for students to make up the COVID-19 learning loss slide. The government of
the Netherlands recently set aside $278 million to provide support to all students in el-
ementary, secondary, and vocational schools who need it (Baars, 2020), while the UK
set aside roughly $1.24 billion for tutoring and other services (Adams, 2020). Were the
US to implement a similar program, considering the different population size, similar
approaches could cost $5-7.5 billion (Slavin, 2020). Regardless of the methods used,
significant steps must be taken to address the widening gap in learning brought on by
the pandemic.

Implications

In contrast to the transition to remote learning that occurred in more centralized educa-
tional systems, such as South Korea, the United States has a long way to go to address
the challenges of equity in the implementation of remote learning. While some steps
and school-network-platform partnerships made efforts to close the gaps, a large portion
of students experienced lower access to and participation in education after the initia-
tion of remote learning. Reopening schools to in-person instruction would enable great-
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er access to education, but comes with its own questions, including whether families
would be comfortable sending their children back to schools, whether teachers would
risk exposure, what steps should be taken to limit transmission of the virus and how
best to ensure compliance with these protocols, and how school districts would pay for
any changes at a time when school budgets are being cut. Regardless of whether schools
reopen, remote learning is continued, or some sort of hybrid of in-person and online
learning is implemented in the fall, the largest question of all remains: how can schools
close the gap that has formed due to the COVID-19 slide and unequal access to educa-
tion during the spring semester? The federal government and US states must consider
the steps taken by other countries as they reopen to learn what is most effective, how
challenges can best be addressed as they arise, and what programs, such as widescale
tutoring provision, can make up for the time lost.
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Introduction

‘ ‘LEARNING from home” has made it possible for Australian students to continue
their education despite school closure amid the COVID-19 pandemic. ‘Learning
from home’ encompasses different forms of flexible learning arrangements, in-

cluding online learning, using paper-based learning packages or a combination of both
online learning and paper-based materials. In this paper, we reflect on pedagogical
changes associated with ‘learning from home’ arrangements in response to the corona-
virus outbreak in Australia during the period between March and May 2020. We draw
on Engestrom’s third generation activity theory that situates pedagogy as part of an
evolving activity system (Engestr&m, 1987, 2001, 2007). Pedagogy is defined, not as a
set of teaching skills, but as a structured process wherein acts of teaching are mediated
by a set of rules, interactions, and use of tools for achieving valued outcomes. This def-
inition highlights the social and contextual nature of pedagogy. It aligns with
Vygotsky’s sociocultural understanding of learning and teaching, which Renshaw (1998,
p.83) considered important, as ‘it situates learning (and teaching) as an aspect of interre-
lated historical, cultural, institutional, and communicative processes’. Adopting this
contextualized perspective, we consider pedagogical changes associated with the learn-
ing-from-home event, which, owing to its unprecedented scale, can be taken as an ex-
ample epitomizing, what Renshaw (1998, p.83) described as, ‘novel forms of collective
action and community participation that the technologies support’. In this reflection, we
highlight the question of novelty in relation to pedagogical transformation amid the
learning-from-home event, examining the extent to which this novel form of collective
action has triggered ‘novel ways of acting, feeling and thinking’ about pedagogies.

In the sections that follow, we describe first how education authorities in Aus-
tralia responded to the pandemic and in what ways ‘learning from home’ were taken as
a temporary solution to school closure. Based on cultural-historic activity theory
(CHAT), we then argue that due attention has not been given to utilizing home re-
sources (in addition to computing and internet technologies) and parental involvement
as core components of a transformative pedagogy addressing educational exigencies
due to the pandemic. At the time of writing, Australian jurisdictions were re-opening
schools. Although the learning-from-home phenomenon is not perennial, home re-
sources, parental involvement and student agency are important features that can remain
and be incorporated into teachers’ pedagogical repertoire. The COVID-19 pandemic
provided a rare opportunity to reflect on current practices and reconsider significant
pedagogical elements that could transform the learning and teaching processes.
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COVID-19 Outbreak in Australia and School Closure

In Australia, school closures began in late March 2020, following a wave of pandemic-
triggered restrictions including social distancing requirements, business closures, travel
bans, and compulsory quarantine of travelers returning from overseas. Despite school
closure, Scott Morrison, the Prime Minister, insisted that learning should be continued.

‘One thing that | know teachers are united on, with their parents, is we do not
want one of those things to be the loss of a child's education, giving up a whole year of
their learning’ (SBS News, 15 April 2020).

Education authorities in different Australian jurisdictions supported this stance
wherein the concern about ‘a loss of learning’ justified creative arrangements to enable
‘learning from home’. Complicating this novel education scene was that children of
essential workers, such as medical professionals, were allowed to attend school, result-
ing in two cohorts of students — those who learnt from home and those who attended
school. In this discussion, our concern was about the majority group of students who
continued education using the mode of ‘learning from home’.

The term ‘learning from home’ refers to different kinds of flexible learning ar-
rangements that schools and teachers used to assist students to continue education at
home. These flexible arrangements include online learning, using of pre-set learning
packages, televised lessons, and their combinations. Teachers put together learning ma-
terials enabling learning through paper-based and online-based modes over a short peri-
od of time while the threat of coronavirus infection intensified. This involved redesign-
ing lesson plans and resources, careful structuring of learning activities, and developing
new assessment tasks for online and self-guided or parent-guided learning. It was in-
deed a professional feat as Australian teachers made this possible within a short time
amid the outbreak, which has inevitably fomented teachers’ concerns about unexpected
workloads (Heaney & Breen, 2020). Recognising the immensity of tasks associated
with ‘learning from home’, education authorities across the country have provided ur-
gent support and advice in relation to sample lesson plans, design of online learning
activities and learning packages, and guidelines for delivering online lessons or ‘learn-
ing from home’ (see an example of departmental guidelines from Queensland,
https://education.gld.gov.au/curriculum/learning-at-home; see examples of learning
packages from New South Wales, https://feducation.nsw.gov.au/teaching-and-learning/
learning-from-home/learning-at-home/learning-packages). In Queensland, the Depart-
ment of Education partnered with different TV networks to deliver televised lessons for
lower primary and pre-school students in order to assist parents with ‘learning from
home’, especially those who did not have IT skills or were disadvantaged due to cultur-
al, economic and linguistic constraints. Parental guidelines were provided to encourage
parents to minimize distraction, provide learning spaces, and manage screen time and
online safety for their children (see an example of parental guidelines from Victoria,
https://www.education.vic.gov.au/parents/learning/Pages/home-learning.aspx). In many
cases, parents were expected to play the role as a monitor to ensure that online lessons
and learning activities were completed in accordance to a set plan (see ABC News,
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2020a). Students’ engagement and attendance through online learning were monitored
(Kelly, 2020). In some cases, students were told that their parents would be informed if
they did not finish all the learning tasks diligently. For students who did not have com-
puting devices for online learning or who did not have internet access at home, the de-
partments of education and charitable organizations across the country offered internet
dongles and mobile devices to many disadvantaged students. Nevertheless, the issue of
digital divide remained the most pressing concern amid the pandemic. In particular, the
negative impact on disadvantaged students was pronounced, as ‘only 68% of Australian
children aged 5 to 14 living in disadvantaged communities have internet access at home,
compared to 91% of students living in advantaged communities’ (Graham & Sahlberg,
2020).

‘Learning from home’ has indeed magnified some perennial educational prob-
lems in Australia, such as digital gap, educational inequalities, and literacy undera-
chievement. To evaluate the effects of school closure on students from vulnerable back-
grounds, the Federal Government called for a series of quick research and expert reports
(e.g. Lamb, 2020; Masters, 2020) to examine critical issues such as digital divide, edu-
cational inequality and achievement gaps. These reports highlighted risks for vulnerable
students from various disadvantaged backgrounds of falling further behind in academic
achievement compared to their advantaged counterparts during the pandemic (Duffy,
2020). A significant decision made by the Federal Government, in response, was to
cancel the national test of literacy and numeracy (NAPLAN) that was originally sched-
uled to conduct in May 2020.

Importantly, the learning-from-home initiative has revealed core elements of
education in Australia. First, teachers were recognized and celebrated for their crucial
role in educating children (ABC News, 2020b). Such recognition is in marked contrast
to a decade of policy focus on top-down accountability that fostered mistrust of the
teaching profession. Teachers’ professionalism, generosity and care for the students
were widely acknowledged and celebrated in the media during school closure. Second,
the cancellation of the national test of literacy and numeracy amid the pandemic indi-
cates that national tests such as NAPLAN have limited value in progressing learning for
individual students. In this unprecedented time, the most important task was to enable
meaningful learning to continue, but not testing, though an important concern was how
best to assess Year 12 students and facilitate selection for university education. Third,
home remains the most important place for learning to occur. In this sense, the govern-
ment has rightfully sought expert advice on facilitating ‘learning from home’ for vul-
nerable students from disadvantaged backgrounds. This of course highlighted the prob-
lem that some homes are less conducive to learning than others. Due attention, however,
has not been given to positioning home, a significant place of education, as a solution or
part of the solution to complex educational issues. The pandemic has inadvertently set a
spotlight on ‘home’ as a significant source of and place for learning. This means that
any meaningful solution needs to consider influences derived from home and ways that
the home can be incorporated in the solution designed to overcome the problem of
school closure.
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Figure 1. A Triangular Representation of An Activity System.

(adapted from Engestrém, 1987, p.78)

Reflecting on Pedagogy for “Learning from Home”
Using Activity Theory

The pandemic has made it possible to experiment with online delivery of school educa-
tion at a large scale in a short period of time. As education researchers, we are interest-
ed in reflecting on the systemic change in practice and exploring how the pandemic
might facilitate a rare opportunity for transforming pedagogies. The key questions are:
What has been changed? Were these changes transformative? These questions are im-
portant as we may face a second wave of infection and there is a need to prepare for
another unpredictable event that may lead to school closure.

We draw on Engestrom’s cultural-historic activity theory (CHAT) to assist our
reflection and exploration. CHAT is used because it conceptualizes pedagogy not as a
set of teacher skills but as contextualized actions and practices in an activity system.
Importantly, CHAT alerts us to take a holistic perspective to pedagogy by examining it
as an emergent process derived from the interaction between components of an activity
system as a whole. CHAT draws attention to the dynamic link between what teachers
are trying to achieve, what they do, how students learn and resist learning, how other
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stakeholders contribute to learning/teaching, and how norms and rules are implemented
and resisted. Figure 1 shows a triangular representation of a typical activity system that
Engestram used to highlight essential nodal components of an activity system. These
nodal components include subject, object, tools, rules, division of labour and a commu-
nity. Human actors (subjects) interact with each other using relevant cultural tools in
their participation in an ‘activity’ in order to achieve a shared goal (an object) which is
arguably the most important element separating one activity system from another. Ac-
tors’ interaction and mediated use of tools are governed by norms and values (rules)
agreed between the members (community) who share a common interest on the object
and play different roles within an activity system (division of labour). It should be not-
ed that the whole activity system is always in a dynamic state fraught with contradic-
tions, as members interact with each other to achieve a goal that might be understood in
different ways. An activity system is therefore “the minimal meaningful context” for
understanding human actions and development (Kuutti, 1996, p.28).

Using CHAT, we are able to avoid a reductionistic treatment of pedagogy, as it
draws our attention to multivoicedness (different members), historicity and continuity
(enduring institutional goals and practices) in pedagogical construction and develop-
ment. Pedagogical change may involve a new educational goal, use of new technolo-
gies or a new curriculum, new rules (e.g. pre-requisite for university entrance), new
partners who assume a particular role, and the dynamic interaction between new and
extant elements in a pedagogical activity system. Pedagogical change, therefore, is an
uncertain venture wherein contradictions and tensions abound, as teachers, students and
other members interact and adjust with each other during the introduction of a new ped-
agogical element. Negotiation is inherent to the process of pedagogical change and re-
solving successfully contradictions and tensions is critical for genuine pedagogical
transformation (Ng, 2009).

From a CHAT perspective, major pedagogical changes during the learning-
from-home event involve the following areas:

1. Mode of delivery changes from face-to-face interaction to online delivery

or working remotely on pre-packaged materials;

2. Lesson context changes from classroom-based activities to home-based ac-
tivities;

3. Teacher’s role changes from classroom instructor to online instructor and
designer of pre-packaged/online curriculum materials;

4.  Student’s role changes from learning in a face-to-face interactive context
in the classroom to learning individually using self-contained materials or
participating remotely on online platforms;

5. Parent’s role expands to encompass supporter, monitor and regulator of
child’s online learning or other forms of ‘learning from home’ activities;

6. Multimodal literacy strategies are required for effective interactions be-
tween peers, and between students and teachers during online learning.

To examine the extent to which the classroom-based pedagogical system has

been transformed, it is not sufficient to examine changes at a particular node (see Figure
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1). Any pedagogical change needs to be considered in the context of interconnected
relationships between individual nodes within an activity system. Therefore, pedagogi-
cal change during the pandemic is not just a question of students’ access to the internet
and the quality of internet connection at home. Additional questions include: Are stu-
dents prepared for online learning? What forms of support are available from teachers,
peers and parents? What forms of interaction are promoted on online platforms? What
kinds of learning outcomes are privileged in online materials? From a teacher’s per-
spective, the question goes beyond the quality of re-designed learning materials provid-
ed to students via an online platform. Additional considerations include whether teach-
ers have the required knowledge and skills to assume the role of online instructor and
what capabilities they have developed to teach effectively in an online environment.
More importantly, as ‘learning from home’ assumes parental involvement, the extent to
which teachers understand how to involve parents in online learning and home-based
learning is crucial for successful delivery of ‘learning from home’. From a parent’s per-
spective, the key concern is not just whether internet and computing devices are provid-
ed to their children. It is also important to examine whether parents feel comfortable to
take on new roles as a monitor and supporter of online learning or home-based learning.
Parents’ knowledge and skills of online learning and their understanding of school cur-
riculum are critically important to supporting their children’s online learning and other
forms of ‘learning from home’ activities. Furthermore, worries and concerns from
teachers, students and parents about these changes need to be dealt with. Taken together,
successful and transformative change is not simply a matter of putting materials online
or ensuring students’ online attendance as scheduled.

Has the pandemic enabled the emergence of a new form of pedagogy stretched
across home-school contexts and mediated by online technologies and materials? The
key to answering this question is to examine the object within an activity system, which,
as explained above, is an important element that separates different activity systems.
This is because it is through the object that different component elements are designed
and related to each other. Importantly, the object signifies what is worthwhile pursuing
and what is being valued as an outcome in an activity system. It seems to us that during
the ‘learning from home’ period, the object of teaching and learning remained un-
changed (though setting up online platform and developing learning packages can be
taken as a transient object at the initial stage of school closure). Teachers and schools
still focused on the extant curriculum goals. For example, scholars (see
https://www.dese.gov.au/covid-19/schools) who were commissioned by the Australian
Government to write short research reports on the effects of home-based learning dur-
ing the pandemic, framed their responses in terms of ‘loss of learning’ and ‘widening
gaps’. They deployed metrics to describe the loss in terms of the number of months or
terms of a normal school year (see for example, Lamb, 2020; Masters, 2020). This re-
veals that for policymakers the learning-from-home event was an aberration from the
standard form of schooling. This of course became problematic. Worries and tensions
were unavoidable as teachers, principals and parents wondered how ‘learning from
home’ could ensure steady progress of learning as set out in the national curriculum

Vol.5, No. 2, 2020 641


https://www.dese.gov.au/covid-19/schools

Ng & Renshaw. Transforming Pedagogies in Australian Schools amid the COVID-19 Pandemic.

(ABC News, 2020a; Heaney & Breen, 2020). Unsurprisingly, in many cases, ‘learning
from home’ involved an identical lesson schedule and similar teaching routines used in
classroom-based instruction, which of course, made it hard for students to maintain en-
gagement when they were expected to sit through a day’s lessons in front of a computer
or a mobile device, though younger children might have had more freedom regarding
how they engaged in a lesson under the supervision of their parents (ABC News, 2020a).
Parents responded anxiously to the narrative of loss of learning measured against pre-
set curriculum standards. Asking parents to monitor students’ engagement in online
learning or completing pre-set learning activities at home, as reported repeatedly in the
media, created anxieties and increased conflicts with their children (Fisher, 2020). Mi-
grant parents faced additional challenges due to cultural differences, language barriers
and limited knowledge about the Australian educational systems (Yang et al., 2020).
Our view is that the legitimate and significant role of ‘home’ as a source of and a place
for learning has not been acknowledged sufficiently in the learning-from-home initia-
tive. Below we discuss this case of missed opportunity based on the notion of funds of
knowledge (Gonzalez et al., 2006).

A Missed Opportunity

The pandemic offered a rare opportunity for reconsidering pedagogy and change. In
addition to critical issues such as teachers’ technological pedagogical content
knowledge (TPACK) and effective use of social media and internet resources, an im-
portant point of consideration is the extent to which resources and practices derived
from home and relevant communities can be incorporated into the learning and teaching
processes in order to develop a transformative pedagogy. From a CHAT perspective,
home-based and/or community-based resources and practices can be taken as cultural
tools for learning. Linking the school curriculum with valued knowledge and practice at
home and in the wider community can create a problem space for negotiating a shared
object or valued outcome in a pedagogical activity system. This is a problem space be-
cause teachers’ epistemological beliefs about valued knowledge and how best to teach it
will be challenged when deliberate connection is made to link school curriculum with
cultural knowledge and practices derived from home and wider communities. In this
form of transformative pedagogy, students are no longer receivers of knowledge con-
trolled by the teacher; they too are legitimate knowers with access to, and experience of
cultural knowledge and practices. Parents can be expected to play an important role as
an expert knower assisting their children to make sense of knowledge about a school
subject from a cultural perspective, sharing their experiences and understanding.
Related to this proposal is the concept of and research on funds of knowledge
(FoK). FoK is “a systematic and powerful way to represent communities (including
home) in terms of resources, the wherewithal they possess and how to harness these
resources...” (Gonzalez et al., 2006, p.x). FoK includes, but is not limited to, language
practices, social relationships, knowledge about culture, histories and local environ-
ments and a set of strategies for getting things done. This concept bridges the gap be-
tween school and home and enables theorization of pedagogy based not on the teacher’s
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own knowledge of the curriculum but also ‘the lives of ordinary people, their everyday
activities and what has led them to the place they find themselves’ (Gonzdez et al.,
2006, p.1). Importantly, this approach ‘allows for variability within populations’ and
‘the infinite variations that social agents are able to negotiate within a structure’ (Gon-
zd8ez et al., 2006, p.43). In other words, FoK acknowledges diversity, respects agency
and values localized knowledge. More significantly, Gonz&ez emphasizes that FoK is
formed and transformed within sociohistorical circumstances and constructed through
discourses. From this perspective, any form of ‘learning from home’ needs to consider
(i) In what ways localized knowledge can be connected with school curriculum; and (ii)
How to utilize FoK to promote a dialogue in order that school learning and family prac-
tices are related in sensible and meaningful ways. In this way, students and their fami-
lies are positioned as knowledgeable partners in the course of delivering ‘learning from
home’. This will also help bridge the divide between school and home, and avoid a def-
icit view of learning, especially for students coming from culturally and linguistically
diverse communities or economically disadvantaged families. In this context, Rodriguez
(2103) alerted us to the issue of power imbalance in advancing FoK pedagogical de-
signs. More recently, Llopart and Esteban-Guitart (2017, 2018) have reviewed FoK
pedagogical designs that addressed power relationship and purposefully connected cul-
tural knowledge and family practices to school curriculum.

An Hlustration

At this point we want to illustrate how FoK can be part of the learning-from-home pro-
cess using a news article reported in the ABC news, dated 27 April 2020 (Parker, 2020).
In this article, an Australian parent, named Rachel Parker, recounted her worries about
‘learning from home’ and how she greeted with tears what her Year 4 daughter, Lila,
called the ‘mummy school’. Rachel, Lila and other family members experienced the
rigidness of ‘learning from home’ as Lila shouted ‘shut up’ to all her family members at
the commencement of her online lesson. Though the news article did not depict a de-
tailed account of all the worries that Lila and the family had experienced as a result of
‘learning from home’, Rachel’s thought of needing to ‘get out of here’ and to take a
walk with Lila in the nearby park epitomized her frustration.

As the pair walked through the park, Rachel engaged Lila in an educational
chat about different creatures they encountered. They saw flying bugs and Rachel raised
a question about ‘what are they? Will they bite?’. They saw other dogs and Lila asked
the owner ‘do they shed?’. They were puzzled to see a truck with a barrel of chemicals
and a spray gun and wondered what it did. Lila thought it might be related to the out-
break. Rachel and Lila continued to talk about what they had seen as they returned
home.

The day continued for Lila and the family, not following the scheduled online
lessons, but through a pretend play of running a home caféfor the family members. Lila
initiated the home caféafter watching a YouTube video of a girl who started a restau-
rant in her driveway during the pandemic. Lila, as the chef, created a menu for her
mother to read. Playing the role as a waitress, Lila took order from Rachel and her elder
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sister, calculated the price and served them in a physical setting observing social dis-
tancing rules. Lila assigned Rachel to play different roles including servant, cleaner and
IT helpdesk. Rachel, in her role as an IT employee, helped Lila re-design the menu us-
ing the photos of food and drinks they took, showed her how to use Word and email,
and how to use different Word functions to type and price new items. The pair dis-
cussed operating costs, pricing, and discounts. They watched YouTube videos on deci-
mals, fractions and percentages in order to work out discounts for the family members.
They also decided to donate the profits to a hospital for purchasing surgical masks. As a
customer, Rachel wrote a review of the caféfor Lila to read.

Rachel, in her reflection, considered Lila’s learning during the day met the
Year 4 English curriculum that requires students to create texts using software and mul-
timodal sources. It also covered the Year 4 Mathematics curriculum of learning frac-
tions and decimals and using them in relevant contexts. She concluded that her experi-
ence of ‘learning from home’ could serve as a reminder that ‘we might use parts of our
ordinary lives as the canvas to paint a simple picture of learning through play at home’.

From a FoK perspective, this play-based case illustrates that home is an im-
portant source of and place for learning. Home furniture, kitchen equipment, home
space, and computer and internet resources were re-organized and redeployed to enable
play-based learning of a home café& Notably, the short walk in the park and an engaging
talk about creatures they encountered set the scene for Lila to free up her creative mind
and for Rachel to see alternative learning possibilities. Rachel, as the parent, played an
important role enabling, facilitating and participating in meaningful learning that met
Lila’s needs and simultaneously addressed the requirements of the school curriculum.
This was a stark contrast to the role of monitoring children’s learning and ensuring
time-on-task that the school expected parents to take. Creativity, flexibility and in-
volvement are keys to success, as demonstrated in Lila’s play-based learning. A rather
different picture would have evolved if Rachel had insisted Lila to follow the school’s
rigid schedule of learning which specified the exact time that Lila was required to work
on literacy, mathematics and other subjects on a daily basis.

This case outlines a transformative pedagogy utilizing home resources and pa-
rental involvement based on play-based scenarios. Teachers, of course, need to under-
stand and gather students’ FOK before they can incorporate cultural knowledge and
family practices as part of a transformative pedagogy. FoK researchers have achieved
this through ethnographic studies involving home visits and interviewing parents (e.g.
Gonzalez et al., 1995; Kiyama, 2010). Other researchers have explored students’ FoK
through classroom discourse and interaction (e.g. Barton & Tan, 2009; Moje et al.,
2004). Another important consideration is how to connect family practices to school
curriculum. Addressing this issue, Llopart and Esteban-Guitart (2017) have reviewed an
array of studies to show how student-produced artefacts such as photographs, texts and
digital productions can be utilized to develop a pedagogy building on students’ cultural
knowledge and experiences. Critical to school-home connection is the question of what
can be counted as learning. In the case of Lila’s play-based learning, Rachel considered
play-based learning favourably, while Lila’s teenager sister held a different view and
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commented that it was not ‘real learning’. This tension could be generative if it opened
up the problem space for reconsidering the object of a pedagogical activity system, i.e.
what counts as valued knowledge and outcomes. Due attention should be given to the
issue of power asymmetry inherent in this tension, as students and parents are always
positioned at the receiving end of education (Rodriguez, 2013). The case of Lila’s play-
based learning, aligned with FoK studies reviewed by Llopart and Esteban-Guitart
(2018), speaks against treating students and parents from a deficit perspective. As
shown in Lila’s case, curriculum knowledge can be developed through meaningful ac-
tivities at home (e.g. calculating discounts using fractions for family members) where
students and parents are legitimate knowers. Connecting school curriculum with family
practices can only be taken as an effective design principle for developing transforma-
tive pedagogies when cultural knowledge and family practices are rightfully respected
and utilized to enrich school learning.

Conclusion

In this paper, we have reflected on ‘learning from home” as a novel collective response
to the pandemic in Australia. We focused on pedagogy as the main issue because peda-
gogy is at the heart of all forms of learning, whether it occurs in the classroom, at home
or on online platforms. Under the sway of neoliberal policies current pedagogical prac-
tices have become closely aligned with reductive accountability metrics. A good exam-
ple is the concern about a loss of learning during the pandemic. In response, ‘learning
from home’ that was supposed to be a flexible means to meet students’ diverse needs,
was taken as a conduit for the curriculum using rigid daily routines and schedules. We
argued that this was a missed opportunity for transforming extant pedagogies and rede-
signing how home and parents could contribute to the pedagogical process.

‘We are in this together’ is a narrative widely used in the Australian media urg-
ing mutual support and care during the pandemic. If we are truly in this together, then
the ‘we’ needs to include everyone. Following this narrative of togetherness, a trans-
formative pedagogy, responding to the exigencies of a shared challenge posed by the
pandemic, calls for a focus on diversity and cultural resources at home and in different
communities. Losing sight of support on learning derived from home resources and pa-
rental involvement may result in a form of ‘learning from home’ that is decontextual-
ized, rigid and disengaging. By understanding learning that diverse students may en-
gage in outside the classroom and by creating ways for these lived experiences of learn-
ing to be woven into the curriculum and classroom activities, we may be able to trans-
form our pedagogy with a focus on multiple contributors and partners within a re-
configured activity system, bringing partners together, working collaboratively towards
a shared goal and outcome of education. In doing so, such a transformative pedagogy
hinges not just on how well teachers are prepared or knowledgeable about the curricu-
lum, but also how students and parents can be a curriculum partner bringing their re-
sources and knowledge to enliven a curriculum text in their own lived environment. The
pandemic provides a chance for us to reflect on a transformative pedagogy.
Engestrom’s CHAT alerts us to the importance of developing a shared vision based on
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broadened understanding of knowledge and learning; where students, parents and
teachers together negotiate the curriculum; and where multiple voices and localized
practices are valued. In this way, we propose a vision of connected learning linking
school and home at the post-pandemic world. Essentially, this form of new learning is
agentic, intergenerational, participatory and multicultural in nature.
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COVID-19 outbreak constituted a Public Health Emergency of International

Concern, reporting 7,818 confirmed cases worldwide with the highest number of
cases in China (WHO, 2020a). Given the wide and rapid spread of the virus and its se-
verity, in March the WHO declared COVID-19 a pandemic. As we know, Italy was one
of the first countries after China where the number of cases increased rapidly from Feb-
ruary. The Italian government took immediate measures to halt the spread of the virus,
starting from the most affected regions. On February 23, some municipalities in Lom-
bardy and Veneto have declared ‘red zones and were subjected to quarantine to reduce
the spread of the virus outside these regions. After the initial measures that related only
to specific areas in the country, the Ministerial Decree (DPCM) of March 4 established
measures at the national level that involved the suspension of public events, the closure
of schools and universities, and the recommendation to implement smart working where
possible. Measures to isolate affected areas and limit the movement of people were no
longer effective in a country where the number of cases and deaths had risen exponen-
tially within a few weeks. Furthermore, the percentage of patients in intensive care re-
ported daily in early March rose consistently, and by March 11, Italy had announced
12,462 cases and 827 deaths (Remuzzi & Remuzzi, 2020).

In this scenario, the Ministry of Education coined the expression “School Nev-
er Stops” (“La Scuola non si ferma”) in response to the entire country’s isolation and
the measures taken to continually providing students with online instruction. As rapidly
as possible, school principals and teachers implemented distance learning using differ-
ent systems to deal with the emergency and the suspension of face-to-face instruction.
Restructuring lessons, creating virtual classes, and managing synchronous and asyn-
chronous communication systems was challenging for teachers and students. In April,
further measures by the Ministry of Education together with the support of several edu-
cational and technological organizations helped improve and systematize online teach-
ing and learning.

This paper aims to describe Italy’s educational response during the early
months of the outbreak and to discuss issues concerning distance learning during this
period of emergency. Future guidelines for the reopening of schools in September —
recently published by the Ministry — are also examined and discussed.

THE end of January, the World Health Organization (WHO) declared that the

Measures and Initiatives of the Ministry of Education

The protection of citizens’ health is recognized by the Italian Constitution as a funda-
mental right since health represents the premise for the exercise of all the other rights
that contribute to the full development of the human person (Art. 32 of the Italian Con-
stitution). The early measures of the Ministry of Education at the beginning of February
concerned the diffusion of the circulars prepared by the Ministry of Health through the
Regional School Offices (USR). They contained the "Indications for the management of
students and teachers returning or leaving to affected areas of China" (Circular of the
Ministry of Health n. 113/2020). To limit the spread of the outbreak, the Decree-Law of
February 23 suspended school trips in Italy and abroad and, later, the DPCM of March
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4 declared the closure of schools and authorized distance teaching activities in schools
and universities.

At the same time, a task force was set up at the Ministry of Education to man-
age the pandemic emergency; the group was composed by delegates of the Civil Protec-
tion, pediatricians, local delegates of Ministry of Education, representatives of parents
and students associations as well as public and private organizations.

As regards the management of the epidemiological situation, it was recom-
mended referring only to information confirmed by official sources and information
published by the Ministry of Education. A website page was opened by the Ministry of
Education in which useful information was constantly updated for schools, universities,
and institutions of advanced artistic, musical, and choreatic education. This webpage —
still active — is divided into four sections: (i) distance learning in which indications and
resources to support schools are published; (ii) FAQ in which the answers to the most
frequently asked questions are available; (iii) measures and rules in which the measures
and decrees adopted are available; (iv) links to other useful websites.

Distance Education in Italian Schools

In the last twenty years the measures adopted by Ministry of Education regarding ICT
have been of different types and have involved different sectors: (i) technological
equipment for schools; (ii) staff training in ICT; (iii) support of students at risk of drop
out, (Ministerial Decree n. 55/2002; Ministerial Decree n. 851/2015). Especially two
school experiences in place in Italy were important to base distance learning during the
lockdown. The School in Hospital that guarantees education to hospitalized pupils and
youths through a variety of systems including distance learning, and the Rural School
project, that involves about 200 schools located in the Italian islands or mountain mu-
nicipalities. In these isolated contexts, technology has always been central to maintain
relationships between teachers and students and to provide education through distance
learning at home.

Despite these actions and experiences, the Italian school was not prepared for
such a radical change requested by the COVID-19 that ‘has thrown’ schools into the
dimension of online education systems, with their teachers and families.

In the early weeks of the lockdown, teachers undertook a variety of initiatives,
such as the transmission of materials by e-mail or class electronic register, the record of
video lessons, and the use of distance education platforms activated by their schools, the
contact with students via mobile phone. This operation involved over 8 million students,
thus their families, and one million workers including school principals, class teachers,
support teachers, and educational assistants. The tests for this emergency teaching had
never been planned or hypothesized; while teachers and students know the escape
routes in case of fire in the school and know where to take shelter in the event of an
earthquake, nobody was prepared to teach and learn during a pandemic crisis or had
previous experience to base teaching activities. Suggestions to deal with distance learn-
ing and a wide range of online training courses for teachers were promptly made avail-
able by the Ministry of Education. Furthermore, the Italian government developed
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measures to allow parents to take time off from work during school closure and, at the
same time, provided funding to purchase devices for the Internet connection, tablets,
and laptops (DPCM of March 11).

The Note of the Ministry of Education of March 17 provided schools with con-
crete suggestions to teach using online educational platforms. Conscious that nothing
could fully replace face-to-face education, the aim was to design a learning environment
to be lived by students and teachers and to be reshaped if needed. The document also
suggested privileging as far as a possible virtual classroom to conduct and attend online
classes. A specific section of the document covered activities for children with disabili-
ties, linguistic and/or socio-economic difficulties, at the hospital or in prison schooling.

A mini-guide was provided to teachers on April 6 as methodological and prac-
tical support to help students to face the emergency. One of the main objectives was to
give pupils a sense of security — without sweetening the reality — providing them with
simple and clear information to protect their rights — recognized by the UN Convention
of 1989 — and to stimulate their ability to give original and innovative answers to situa-
tions of crisis. The guide developed by the Ministry of Education contains suggestions
of activities to do with students concerning the principles of equality, solidarity, well-
being, information, listening, and personality development. The followings are relevant
statements from the guide: (i) reassuring children and youths without an Internet con-
nection or digital devices that State is started to provide them; (ii) teachers should con-
tact by phone students who cannot follow distance education and invite classmates to
share their notes with them; (ii) engaging everyone in educational activities that act as a
stimulus and encouragement; (iii) video calling children and youths with disabilities
involving the whole class or part of it and the whole teaching team in order to give en-
couraging messages and make families and children feel part of the school; (iv) starting
educational activities from telling a story, listening to music, or creating small artifacts;
(v) reflecting with children and youths on the new educational experience according to
their age and their level of awareness; (vi) proposing to write letters and postcards to
grandparents, elderly and lonely people, children in group homes; (vii) proposing the
hour of listening, that is one hour of connection per week to listening to the doubts and
fears of children and youths; (viii) promoting physical education, through video tutori-
als, following the motto of ‘Relaxing everyone, nobody excluded’; (ix) proposing musi-
cal pieces to listen, sing, play and then, make a narration about students’ emotions.

Since COVID-19 does not only concern health but is a social, economic, and
cultural crisis, the document made clear the need to guarantee students the right to play,
to devote themselves to creative, supportive, awareness-raising, and mutual aid activi-
ties.

Distance Education for Inclusion

As known by the scientific community, Italy is one of the first countries that adopted
the model of full inclusion abolishing special classes and schools in 1977. During the
COVID-19 lockdown, particular attention was paid to students with special educational
needs and their inclusion in online distance learning. As indicated in the Note of the
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Ministry of March 17 “the suspension of teaching should not interrupt as far as possible
the inclusion process”. The Ministry of Education suggested supporting teachers to
maintain interactions with the pupils with disabilities and between to promote the rela-
tionship between the pupil and the other class teachers. Furthermore, the document sug-
gested being in contact with the family and to prepare personalized materials for the
student and to periodically evaluate the implementation of the Individualized Education
Plan.

For students with other special needs, such as pupils with linguistic and/or so-
cio-economic difficulties, principals had to assign them — on loan for free use — any
devices of school property or request them to the Ministry of Education. The right of
education had also to be guaranteed to hospitalized pupils and youths (School in Hospi-
tal).

The main objective of the web inclusion of all children was to mitigate the po-
tential social isolation connected to the lockdown. For this purpose, the website of the
Ministry of Education had been expanded with a section called ‘inclusion via the web’
(https://www.istruzione.it/coronavirus/didattica-a-distanza_inclusione-via-web.html). It
is designed to support the work of principals, teachers, and school staff in providing
distance education opportunities to students with special needs. In this section of the
website Ministry measures, educational experiences, and webinars in collaboration with
the Institute for Educational Technologies of National Research Council (ITD-CNR)
were published. Furthermore, online platforms for distance education were made avail-
able free of charge and thanks to the contributions of private organizations that re-
sponded to the call launched by the Ministry of Education.

Resources for Distance Learning

In the implementation of the so-called ‘Cura Italia’ (Care Italy) Decree-Law (Decree-
Law n. 18/2020), the economic resources were allocated and distributed very quickly
among schools to enhance distance education. Of the total amount of 85 million euros,
10 million were allocated to the use of e-learning platforms and to immediately increase
or equip schools with digital tools; 70 million were used to purchase digital devices to
be assigned on loan for free use to the students with low socioeconomic status; the re-
maining 5 million were invested in school staff’s training. The assignment of digital
devices (for 70% of the amount) was based on the Pisa Index of Economic, Social and
Cultural Status (ESCS-OECD) that allowed to identify areas of disadvantaged families
and in which digital devices are less widespread. Furthermore, the Ministerial Decree n.
187 of March 26 established the procedures to assign to schools the 1,000 computer
technicians, who are giving support to teachers in distance learning.

An additional amount of 80 million euros were then provided to primary and
middle schools through the PON (Programma Operativo Nazionale) call — funds from
the European Structural Funds — for the purchase of computers, tablets, and devices for
the Internet connection. The aim was to guarantee everyone access to distance educa-
tion. Funds were also provided to the Provincial Centers for Adult Education (CPIA),
prison schooling, and schools in hospitals.
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To support schools and families the Ministry of Digital Technology and Digiti-
zation, with the technical support of the Agency for Digital Italy promoted the ‘Digital
Solidarity’ project. It is solidarity collaboration between the public and private sectors
to facilitate smart working, education, well-being, and, therefore, distance communica-
tion. Companies, associations, and other organizations have provided free digital ser-
vices to limit economic damage to families, citizens, and businesses. The goal was also
to improve the lives of citizens forced to stay at home and reduce social contacts and
travel as much as possible, even within cities, to protect themselves and others from
contagion. Many private and public organizations showed great solidarity towards
schools and families supporting the growth of a school community.

Additional Initiatives to Implement Distance Educa-
tion

The COVID-19 emergency forced millions of teachers and students to adopt distance
learning using digital technologies. However, they were aware that these technologies
would not reach the entire school population. Not only has the digital divide concerning
those who do not have the devices in Italy, but even more those who are unable to use
them. To deal with these issues the Ministry of Education promoted collaborations with
radio and State television as well as publishing houses and training agencies to offer
additional training and educational opportunities besides online distance education.

Learning Through Radio and Television

The health emergency and the requests for interpersonal distancing had given value to
the role of the Italian State Television (Rai) for many reasons: ease of use; a powerful
way to overcome the digital divide; the accessibility throughout the country without the
need of broadband Wi-Fi internet connection; and the cultural, historical, and artistic
richness of the Rai archives. In Italy over 97% of family units have the television and
watching television may reinforce family relationships (CENSIS, 2018).

According to the agreement between the Ministry of Education and the Rai a
wide range of television channels and programs were dedicated to education. In contrast
with distance education, which is mainly developed online, Rai has made available to
the schools, families, and students of all ages educational contents and lessons usable
with every device.

A vast repository of products and educational programs was offered on Rai
Cultura (which includes Rai Scuola, Rai Storia, Rai3), Rai Ragazzi, and RaiPlay.
Among the various initiatives promoted, ‘La Scuola in Tv’ provided students with les-
sons on many subjects (e.g., English, mathematics, history, literature, art, Greek, Latin)
taught by expert teachers identified by the Ministry of Education. This service also in-
cludes programs dedicated to adult education (e.g. adults participating in prison school-
ing) as well as programs channels to support students in preparing the secondary school
State Exam. Even the radio — Maturadio — offered over 250 educational podcasts to stu-
dents who are going to take the State Exam.
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Unexpected Professional Development

Principals, teachers, and administrative offices had no breaks in delivering educational
services and in being committed to improving their professional skills especially related
to technology. In response to the need to be up to the new task, free training offers were
rapidly promoted by institutions, private companies, and publishing houses.

The National Institute for Documentation, Innovation, and Educational Re-
search (INDIRE) has provided hundreds of free webinars on good practices to support
innovation processes as well as video tutorials for the use of distance education plat-
forms differentiated by the level of skills in collaboration with ‘eTwinning” —a commu-
nity for schools in Europe. Many other organizations (e.g., USRs, publishing houses,
ITD-CNR, scientific and educational societies) had made available training materials
and training opportunities for teachers.

The offer of training courses was based on the specific need of the schools;
when schools were well technology equipped the training offer was directed to contents
and educational methods; when schools had teachers with a low level of digital skills
the training offer was focused on the technical aspects of the use of the distance learn-
ing platforms. The COVID-19 emergency also required significant sensitive and rela-
tional resources; therefore webinars on the management of anxiety were widely attend-
ed by teachers.

The most used e-learning platforms were the ones created specifically for
schools and listed by the Ministry of Education as compliant with the regulations (EU
Regulation 2016/679): G-Suite for education (Google), Office 365 Education Al (Mi-
crosoft), WeSchool (Telecom Italia Mobile). To use them, many teachers were engaged
in many hours of detailed study with the support of the school digital animator. This
professional and moral commitment is demonstrated by over 35 thousand accesses to
the website the Ministry of Education on the first day of distance education.

As a result of both the COVID-19 pandemic and everyone’s commitment to the
digital skills of citizens — in particular of teachers — have been improved and strength-
ened.

Distance Education: Challenges during the COVID-19
Lockdown

Since the closure of schools and universities on March 5, the effort of principals and
teachers was to provide instruction with online systems, as required by the DPCM of
March 4. In the space of a few days, teachers, students, and their families were ‘thrown’
into a new reality and an approach to schooling characterized by virtual relationships
instead of face-to-face ones. As a consequence of the emergency, a huge social change
put into question the traditional teaching and learning process and demanded that teach-
ers and parents design and manage online education at home. Since the COVID-19 cri-
sis, online learning is considered “a critical lifeline for education” (Organization for
Economic Cooperation and Development, 2020a, p. 1).

Vol.5, No. 2, 2020 655



Pellegrini & Maltinti. Measures and Experiences in Italian Schools during the COVID-19 Lockdown.

This rapid change was carried out within a few weeks, not without difficulties
and issues mainly related to school organization, social inequalities, and the teachers’
knowledge and skills in using online platforms. The challenges faced by Italy were sim-
ilar to those all over the world (Organization for Economic Cooperation and Develop-
ment, 2020b).

Organizing Online Teaching and Learning

One of the first challenges was to completely change the organizational rules and mod-
els for providing education. During the initial weeks, assignments, and homework via
email or WhatsApp were the most common ways of connecting with students. This was
done to maintain an active relationship between teachers and students; in other words, a
way to show that schools were not stopping. Some schools started directly with online
lessons through platforms already familiar to principals and teachers, such as Microsoft
Teams, Zoom, and G Suite. In the beginning, each school used whatever they already
knew how to use. As a consequence, the methods for continuing school activities varied
considerably between schools. As quickly as possible, the Ministry of Education identi-
fied platforms to choose from and provided guidelines for online education — as ex-
plained in the previous paragraph.

Another organizational challenge emerged especially with students in primary
schools, due to their low level of autonomy and self-control. The role of parents during
the lockdown has been extremely important especially in primary schools; due to the
lack of teacher guidance in the school context, many parents supported their children in
studying and supervised them during the synchronous lessons. Many people worked
from home during the lockdown, meaning that parents often had to work from home
using their personal computers and at the same time take care of their children and sup-
port them studying.

On the one hand, this situation fostered a closer relationship between teachers
and parents and a further integration between school education and family education, as
happened also in China (Zhou & Li, 2020). On the other hand, supporting children in
school activities demanded that parents manage the time devoted to work and their chil-
dren and, for many families, access to the one device in their house. Furthermore, with
the transition to phase two that happened a few days ago, other issues emerged since
many people went back to work. As mentioned by Locatelli and Mincu (2020) phase
two “may create even greater difficulties for families where parents need to go back to
work and cannot afford to pay someone to take care of their children, who must stay at
home because of the school closures”.

Social Inequality and the Digital Divide

These organizational issues are linked to another wider issue, namely social inequality
throughout the country. The crisis generated by the COVID-19 outbreak had a signifi-
cant impact during these months on disadvantaged families and intensified existing ine-
qualities (Locatelli & Mincu, 2020). Knowing the parents’ prominent role in providing
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support in education during this period of lockdown, children living in families with a
high level of education had better opportunities to cope with online learning compared
to vulnerable and poor families. The Organization for Economic Cooperation and De-
velopment (OECD, 2016) found that in Italy, 27.7% of adults are at or below level 1 in
literacy and 31.7% in numeracy. As a consequence, many parents might not have suffi-
cient skills to give their children the necessary educational support.

A recent report by Save the Children on poverty in Italy showed a huge in-
crease in the level of poverty of children (aged 0-17) from 2008 to 2018 (Caderna,
2019). In 2008, 3.7% of children were in poverty, while in 2018 the percentage more
than tripled (12.5%), with a clear disparity between the North and South of Italy — 45%
of the children in poverty in 2018 lived in the South. Furthermore, the index of cultural
deprivation of children ages 6-17 — calculated considering the access to cultural activi-
ties, such as theater, cinema, museum, and concerts — showed that 7 children out of 10
are considered ‘deprived’. The ISTAT data (2020) suggests that these children might be
the ones who suffered the most during the lockdown and that inequalities may grow due
to the COVID-19 crisis.

Inequality was inevitably intensified during the lockdown due to the introduc-
tion of distance learning systems to provide students with lessons at home. The ISTAT
data (2020) showed that in 2019, 33.8% of Italian families had no computer or tablet.
The percentage dropped to 14.3% when only families with at least one child were con-
sidered. 22.2% of families in Italy have a computer or a tablet for each family member.
Students aged 6-17 often have low digital skills; only 30.2% of children have high digi-
tal skills, resulting in a low level of autonomy to study using a computer. Furthermore,
23.9% of Italian families do not have access to the Internet at home and 41.9% of chil-
dren live in overcrowded housing, two problems that together reduce the children’s pos-
sibility of studying in a quiet place using online systems.

It is estimated that 6.7 million students were reached by distance learning dur-
ing the lockdown, while 1.6 million students were excluded (Cittadinanza Attiva, 2020).
To limit the rise of inequalities between advantaged and disadvantaged people and to
make distance learning possible throughout Italy, at the end of March the Ministry of
Education allocated funds to purchase digital devices in order “not to leave anyone be-
hind”, quoting Lucia Azzolina, Minister of Education.

The effects of this situation were particularly damaging for the most vulnerable
students, including students with disabilities. Many teachers and principals believe that
the greatest difficulty has been developing a system capable of giving the necessary
attention to pupils with disabilities, to adapt and personalize contents and educational
strategies through distance learning (Fundaro, 2020). Despite the inevitable difficulties
in providing students with personalized instruction through online systems, many initia-
tives were promoted by the Ministry of Education, private associations, and publishers
to support teachers and families during the lockdown — as described in the previous par-
agraph.

Teachers’ Knowledge and Skills in Distance Learning
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One of the first issues raised by the COVID-19 crisis was the capability of teachers to
provide distance learning. According to the TALIS 2018 report (OECD, 2020c), Italy is
below the OECD average for the level of ICT usage during class lessons — 47% of
teachers answered that they allow students to frequently use ICT during lessons. Re-
garding teacher professional development, 52% of teachers reported that they have at-
tended some kind of training on ICT, 36% felt sufficiently skilled to use ICT in teach-
ing after completing their training. Furthermore, the PISA 2018 data (OECD, 2020a)
showed that 50% of the principals believed that teachers in their school have the neces-
sary technical and pedagogical skills to integrate digital devices in their teaching. Fur-
ther data published by the European Commission in 2019 and WeSchool showed a
worse scenario regarding professional development on ICT; only 20% of teachers have
attended digital literacy training courses, 20% can teach remotely, 40% would like to
learn to do it, and the remaining 40% are against it (Pasta, 2020).

These data revealed that Italian schools and teachers were not fully prepared
for the shift from face-to-face instruction to distance learning that occurred due to the
COVID-19 outbreak. Nevertheless, a huge change was achieved in the first months of
the lockdown thanks to the commitment of principals and teachers and free professional
development initiatives. Teachers’ efforts were recognized by public authorities, fami-
lies, and more in general by society as a whole, and their efforts, like those of healthcare
personnel, are uncontested throughout the country.

As regards teacher professional development, in the first weeks of the school
closures the need to know and use the various online systems was particularly high-
lighted. Later on, more attention was given to creating digital content and adapting face-
to-face instruction to the online way of delivering education (Caponata et al., 2020). As
mentioned in the previous paragraph, a prominent role was played by the INDIRE,
which provided teachers with first-hand support on online learning systems, and later
webinars on topics related to teaching and learning strategies, evaluation, and more in
general to distance learning. These initiatives were essential in addressing the emergen-
cy, however further "suitable measures will have to be adopted [at the Ministry level] to
provide all teachers with the necessary skills to deal with the digital transformation
which has been accelerated by this emergency” (Locatelli & Mincu, 2020).

Plan for the Reopening of Schools

As we approach the end of the school year in mid-June, the major concern for people
involved in schools — the Ministry, principals and teachers, parents and students, experts,
and researchers — regards the conditions under which schools will start in September.
Although the decision partially depends on how the outbreak develops during summer,
the Ministry of Education is working to provide guidelines for the new school year. The
question from many experts and teachers is: on what basis will the Ministry of Educa-
tion make decisions on how to reopen schools?

To answer this question, it would be important to know what worked and what
did not, based on the data that the Ministry should have been collected during these
months. A rigorous evolution would have not been feasible in a period of emergency,
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during which the aim was to provide education and to continue the relationship between
teachers and students. However, data on the opinions of teachers, students, and parents
on distance education would have helped to effectively design the reopening of schools
in September.

In Italy, few data were collected during this first attempt at distance learning
and no investigations regarding the implementation of distance learning were launched
at the central level of the Ministry of Education. Data were collected by the USR of
each Region, but only some of them published the results on their websites. An investi-
gation ‘Youth and Quarantine’ promoted by the Di.Te. National Association (Technol-
ogy addictions, Gap, Cyberbullying) and Skuola.net collected data on the opinions of
students, parents, and teachers on distance learning through a survey. Although the ini-
tiative is certainly valuable, it did not provide a picture of the entire country. Participa-
tion was voluntary, with 1,245 responses, which represent a few data considering that
there are about 8 million students in Italy. As a consequence of the lack of a centrally
promoted investigation, we do not have a clear and exhaustive picture of what worked
and what should be improved in reopening schools.

A positive initiative by the Ministry of Education to restart schools in Septem-
ber was to collect best practices in a dedicated section of its website and its social net-
work pages. Experiences, stories, and examples of distance learning in Italian schools
were collected and shared as a way to animate the narrative of best practices, to bring
together educational institutions, and to show that the school wanted to move forward,
even in such a difficult and unpredictable time.

A few days ago, on May 28, the Ministry of Education published the guide-
lines for school reopening in September which take into account the recommendations
of the WHO (2020b). With this document, the Ministry proposed to start the new school
year mainly using face-to-face education. According to the guidelines, it will be neces-
sary to observe interpersonal distancing and hygiene requirements by wearing a mask,
differentiating the times of entry and exit of students, and reorganizing the classroom
space, such as the arrangement of the desks and furniture. Interpersonal distancing is
more difficult to observe in preschool and kindergarten. For this reason, organizational
and personnel precautions will be required, e.g. disinfecting regularly the surfaces,
washing hands, and reducing the number of pupils present in each class at the same
time.

Each school may decide to alternate face-to-face education and distance learn-
ing based on the spaces available and the age of the students. Primary schools should
privilege face-to-face lessons, while middle and secondary schools may propose the use
of distance learning systems for part of the educational time to reduce the number of
pupils in the school environment. The recommendation is to use school outdoor facili-
ties for physical activities, breaks, and lessons when possible (Council of Ministers and
Technical Scientific Committee of May 28).

Conclusions
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During the COVID-19 pandemic, teachers, principals and families showed a great
commitment to continuing to provide students with the education, thus responding to
the ‘Schools Never Stops’ principle put forward by the Ministry of Education. In some
cases, despite a few digital resources and skills, they tried to guarantee each student’s
right to education, also through the use of additional resources (e.g., television chan-
nels).

In a few months, the Ministry of Education, with the support of other organiza-
tions, provided professional development to teachers and technological devices to stu-
dents, accelerating the integration of technology in the teaching and learning process.
However — as discussed in the article — there is an urgent need to overcome the difficul-
ties and challenges faced during these past months in time for the reopening of schools.
Among the most critical issues discussed in this paper, it is worth mentioning social
inequalities exacerbated by the lockdown and the preparedness of school staff in the
redesign of educational strategies and contents for distance learning. This new way of
teaching introduced during the lockdown has increased the difference in students’ op-
portunity to learn in Italy worldwide. Students with disabilities, with a low socioeco-
nomic status as well as students with no technological equipment or an Internet connec-
tion, were the ones who suffered the most during this period for the low access and par-
ticipation in distance learning. This issue should be taken into account in effectively
designing the reopening of schools in September; these students need the adequate sup-
port they did not receive during more than three months of lockdown by their teachers
or parents. Italy may look at the initiatives for school reopening announced by other
countries that are facing the COVID-19 crisis, such as the Netherlands and the UK that
have planned to provide the most needier students with tutoring by an adult (Slavin,
2020a; 2020b). Tutoring — recognized by many international reviews of research as the
most effective practice with struggling students (Inns et al., 2020; Pellegrini et al., 2020)
— could accelerate the learning of students who did not participate in online learning or
did not improve their learning during the lockdown due to different reasons.

Furthermore, there is the need to invest in teacher professional development to
improve their competencies in using online educational tools, and more in general tech-
nology to make sure to provide students with adequate resources, contents, and strate-
gies in online, face-to-face, or blended learning in September.

For the reopening of schools in September, the Ministry of Education has es-
tablished a Committee of Experts to support the Ministry in making decisions and to
provide advice about innovations to be implemented in schools. According to the Min-
istry’s course of action for school reopening (latest plan dated May 28), face-to-face
education will be privileged since the school is, as recognized by the document, the
context in which each child has the opportunity to properly grow and develop. The Min-
istry guidelines of May 28 are not final and will be updated in the following weeks to
provide a clear guideline for school reopening in September.
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HE COVID-19 crisis emerged during the winter break in South Korea. It was

just before the beginning of the new school year, which is typically March 2.

The official first COVID-19 case in South Korea was identified on January 20.
The situation rapidly worsened after February 18, which was the beginning of the
community-level mass infection, involving approximately 10,000 additional cases over
the following month.

In the initial stage, most schools did not experience any serious learning disrup-
tion. Only a few schools that had scheduled graduation ceremonies in late February had
to modify their plans. All early care and education (ECE) centers were operating full-
time. As the beginning of the new school year approached, however, South Korean ed-
ucational authorities had to make a series of difficult decisions to deal with the increas-
ing health crisis. The winter break became longer for primary and secondary schoolers.
Young children were suddenly taken out of ECE centers where they used to spend most
of the day. The COVID-19 pandemic brought an unprecedented educational challenge
to schools and ECE centers in South Korea.

This paper investigates South Korean educational responses to school closure
amid the COVID-19 pandemic, viewed within a resilience framework. In the face of
adversity, organizations should demonstrate resilience for survival, not only to rebound
from the negative influences of the adversity, but also to use the situation as an oppor-
tunity for advancement and transformation (Lengnick-Hall et al., 2011). This study re-
views the detailed process of educational responses to school closure in South Korea,
assessing risk and protective factors associated with the educational challenge. Then we
analyze positive and negative consequences of the educational responses, and provide
practical and research implications for South Korean schools and ECE centers based on
the findings.

School Closure and Reopening in South Korea

The increased health risks associated with the COVID-19 pandemic immediately led to
students’ limited access to educational facilities. Due to the strong contagiousness, high
fatality rate, and the lack of a vaccine for the new coronavirus, school buildings were
closed to prevent school-based mass infections. The Ministry of Education (MOE;
2020a) delayed the beginning of the school year for 5 weeks. Students were offered
online self-directive learning materials during the period. Teachers provided individual-
ized social and emotional support to students and parents via electronic methods such as
online learning platforms, phone calls, or SMS messages. Meanwhile, MOE prepared
for full-scale online schooling, collaborating with wireless service providers to expand
web server capacity and traffic capacity of government-operated online learning plat-
forms (Park, 2020). Starting on April 9 and gradually increasing until April 20, full-
scale online schooling officially began for primary and secondary schools, starting late
for the first time in South Korean education history (MOE, 2020a). During the period of
school closure and online schooling, elementary schools offered emergency care ser-
vices to children of working parents.
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MOE had suggested that schools would physically open when daily new cases
were maintained under 50 for more than 7 consecutive days (Oh, 2020). However,
MOE waited until early May, when there were fewer than 50 new cases per day for al-
most a month, to officially announce a plan for physical reopening of schools. This ini-
tial plan was postponed for an additional week because small-sized community-level
infections emerged locally right after a long holiday weekend in early May, involving
more than 250 new cases. The official reopening of school buildings, although it was a
partial opening, was phased in grade by grade from May 20 to June 8 (MOE, 2020b).

MOE (2020d) only recommended 12th graders to come to school daily, and
suggested reduced services to all other grades. Only small schools with enough space
could accommodate all students to come to school every day. Each school surveyed
parents to make decisions about how many days and hours students would physically
come to school. In most schools, students were divided into multiple groups and each
group alternately came to school for one to three days per week, or bi-weekly. Distance
learning was continued for the rest of the days.

Elementary schools seemed to be efficiently managing social distancing.
Schools implemented multiple preventive measures to keep children away from each
other, from the school gate to the classroom.

“We don’t let them go to the restroom together. We only give them a 5-
minute break, and even for the 5 minutes, we provide them individual
activities to prevent them from playing with each other. We have parti-
tions between each seat, and have foot stickers to keep the distance
when children are lining up. We have thermal imaging cameras, hand
sanitizers, and wet tissues in school, and encourage students to bring
personal water bottles.” (A personal conversation with an elementary
school teacher, June 15, 2020)

Similar efforts were going on in secondary schools, but older students who
spent longer time in school reported difficulties in keeping the social distancing (e.g.
Lee, 2020).

“...during the break, students walk arm in arm, chat without wearing
masks, and fool around with each other, and teachers gave up on disci-
pline.” (A newspaper column of a teacher, Choi, 2020)”

Unlike primary and secondary schools, most ECE centers in South Korea were
operating full-time when they encountered the COVID-19 outbreak, because most cen-
ters only have a 1-week winter break at the end of December. South Korean ECE cen-
ters can be categorized into daycare centers and kindergartens. Daycare centers serve
children of ages 0 to 5, and are under the administration of the Ministry of Health and
Welfare (MHW). Kindergartens serve children of ages 3 to 5, equivalent to preschools
in the United States, and are under MOE’s administration. Beginning in March 2020,
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both daycare centers and kindergartens are following a unified national ECE curriculum
emphasizing play-based learning. However, because daycare centers and kindergarten
are governed by different governmental institutions, their responses toward the COVID-
19 crisis varied slightly as well.

Following MOE’s guidelines, kindergartens were closed on March 2, and reo-
pened on May 27. Daycare centers were officially closed on February 23 by MHW’s
order (MHW, 2020a). The closure officially continued until the end of May, when
MHW gave autonomy for local governments to decide whether they would extend the
closure or reopen daycare centers. Both kindergartens and daycare centers, however,
provided emergency care services during the period of closure, and were not permitted
to refuse children who requested the services. No distance learning contents were of-
fered to preschool aged children at the national level. Some kindergartens shared educa-
tional videos and learning packages with children, but many young children had to ei-
ther stay at home without any official educational support, or attend ECE centers using
emergency care services with increased risks of infection. The attendance rate for ECE
centers’ emergency care services were 10% right after the closure, but it gradually in-
creased and reached close to 70% in mid-May (Choi, 2020; MHW, 2020b).

Social distancing is almost impossible in ECE settings. There are not enough
physical spaces to keep 1-meter distances in most ECE centers in South Korea, and
more fundamentally, young children are not developmentally mature enough to follow
instructions for social distancing (Weber, 2020). During the emergency care services,
ECE centers in South Korea could only utilize limited options to prevent infections,
such as making children wear masks all day, and not accepting children with respiratory
symptoms.

“My daughters have to wear masks for the entire period that they stay
in the center, from the moment that they step in until | pick them up. |
feel sorry about this.” (A personal conversation with a parent of young

children, April 20, 2020)

“My son’s ECE center is very sensitive about coughing or sneezing.
When kids are coughing, the center refuses them even though they don’t
have a fever. Once, | went to the center to drop off my son in the morn-
ing, and the teacher refused to take him right in front of the door be-
cause he was coughing. I had to take him back home.” (A personal con-
versation with a parent of a young child, June 30, 2020)

Educational Responses Associated with Risk and Pro-
tective Factors

Assets for Distance Learning
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Distance learning was in the center of educational responses to the COVID-19 crisis in
South Korean primary and secondary schools. Relying on distance learning, schools in
South Korea were expected to prevent school-based mass infection without compromis-
ing students’ academic learning. Two key assets enabled the relatively smooth imple-
mentation of full-scale online schooling in South Korea. First, the country benefited
from its well-established IT infrastructure. Most regions in South Korea are accessible
to a highspeed Wi-Fi network, and devices for digital learning are widely utilized (e.g.,
Silver, 2019). The digital learning platform used for online schooling was based on
cloud servers. Therefore, capacity could be rapidly scaled up just in nine days by in-
creasing the number of cloud servers, so that they could handle the sudden surge of us-
ers (Lee, 2020). Access to smart devices was also not a problem for most schools. Dur-
ing the COVID-19 crisis, only 0.2 million among 5.5 million students in primary and
secondary schools reported that they needed to get devices for distance learning, and
schools and local governments could easily rent their own devices to those students be-
cause they were equipped with more devices than they needed (Lee, 2020).

“For students, most already have electronic equipment such as a
smartphone, laptop, desktop, or tablet. In my school, all 1,000 students
have an electronic device for online learning and teaching.” (A blog
post of a high school English teacher; Hwang, 2020)

Second, having a national common core curriculum allowed the entire student
population to easily transfer to online schooling. Under a centralized education system,
South Korean schools have used a national curriculum for almost 70 years, since the
end of the Korean War (Seth, 2002). As all schools are following the same curriculum,
distance learning contents had already been developed and provided by the Korea Edu-
cational Broadcasting System (EBS) for many years, based on the national curriculum.
Schools and students have been encouraged to actively engage with these distance
learning contents, and to facilitate the engagement, Korean college admission tests have
intentionally incorporated those contents. Based on the high-quality digital learning
contents and know-how that have been accumulated for decades, South Korean schools
could deliver timely distance learning lessons despite the unprecedented COVID-19
health challenges (Shin, 2020).

Televising services and contents of EBS even enabled varying educational ap-
proaches depending on the ages of children to provide developmentally appropriate in-
struction. First and second graders were believed to be too immature to effectively en-
gage in virtual communications, and were recommended not to be exposed to digital
devices for long periods. Most schools allowed these young children to take distance
learning classes through EBS, without interacting with computers or smart devices
(MOE, 2020c), although some schools provided virtual learning opportunities to these
children as well (Lee, 2020). First and second graders also received physical learning
packages to enable them to learn without accessing digital learning platform (Lee,
2020).
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“Teachers shared the broadcasting schedule of EBS with parents so
that they could turn on the television and show relevant lessons to chil-
dren. Parents of first and second graders could either access the EBS
contents online or show them on television.” (A personal conversation
with an elementary school teacher, June 15, 2020)

Challenges from Family Influences and Financial Instability

Although the assets and resources in education system and the society enabled quick
implementation of large-scale online learning, schools and ECE centers went through
diverse risks for successful adjustment to the changes due to the COVID-19 crisis, such
as variabilities in family influences and financial instability in ECE centers.

Variabilities in Family Influences

South Korean educational responses to the COVID-19 crisis inevitably brought funda-
mental problems associated with family backgrounds. In South Korea, the culture of
‘work from home’ is not settled yet, thus, only about 60% of workers could at least par-
tially work from home even in the peak of the pandemic (Shin, 2020). Therefore, when
schools were closed, working parents who were financially unable to hire a nanny, or
find a family member who could take care of children, had to use emergency care ser-
vices offered by schools or ECE centers, potentially increasing the risk of COVID-19
infection for their children (Kim, 2020).

Moving toward partial school reopening, working parents had to worry about
not being able to use emergency care services during distance learning days (Lee &
Shin, 2020).

“Children go to school once a week and continue online schooling for
the rest of the days, so if there are no emergency care services, working
parents have to quit their jobs. Emergency care services need to contin-
ue even after school reopening.” (An interview with a parent in a news-
paper article; Lee & Shin, 2020)

On the other hand, some stay-at-home parents complained about opening
schools too early, and a few of them even chose to keep their children at home after
school reopening to avoid possibilities of infection (Kim, May 27 2020; Yoo, 2020).

“Can you understand that, among two children living in the same place,
one goes to school every day while another goes to school once in a
couple of days? How can we keep children healthy amid school reopen-
ing determined by majority rule? Why do you enforce school reopening
in this ridiculous way while COVID-19 is ongoing and there’s no reme-
dy for it? Please don’t forget what the most important thing is. School
reopening should be postponed until either a vaccine or a remedy be-
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comes available for public.” (A petition for the Blue House by a parent,
May 26, 2020, https://www1.president.go.kr/petitions/589251)

The COVID-19 crisis uncovered a stark contrast of experiences between stu-
dents from different family backgrounds. Some were kept safe from every possible
source of infection while some were forced to go to schools for emergency care services,
dealing with increased health risks, during the period that they were not allowed to go
to school.

Online schooling itself also created environments that magnified the function
of families in students’ care and education, which enlarged the educational gap between
high- and low-income students (Hwang, 2020). For instance, for distance learning, stu-
dents had to follow a series of processes requiring strong IT literacies, such as setting
up computers, installing relevant software programs, accessing course websites, down-
loading resources, and submitting assignments. Students with stay-at-home parents who
were familiar with technology could easily follow these steps and adjust to the transi-
tion to distance learning. However, low-income students with limited access to digital
technology, or students raised by grandparents who were more likely to be IT-illiterate,
experienced challenges in each of these processes (Ju & Lee, 2020).

“As schools are reopening, I requested for a computer at the community
center and received one to install at home. But the community center
said that they can’t set it up, and I also couldn’t do that. So, it’s just sit-
ting there (without being set up). ... I can’t help her (=granddaughter)
(because I don’t know anything). She’s sitting in front of the computer
all day long, but I have no idea whether she’s studying or just surfing
the web.” (4An interview with a grandparent raising a sixth grader in a
newspaper article; Ju & Lee, 2020)

Once students and families overcame all the initial barriers, they still had to be
self-directive to efficiently manage time and schedules. Taking classes per se only took
several hours per day, but students then had to deal with long assignments (Kang, 2020).
Without the physical presence of teachers, primary caregivers who can stay at home, or
families who have financial capability to hire tutors to manage students’ efficient online
learning, provide higher quality education to students (Hwang, 2020). According to a
recent survey, the average daily learning hours during online schooling was reduced to
half of those in the regular school years (Kang, 2020). However, many students, partic-
ularly those from middle class homes, individually received private education to make
up the educational gap (Kang et al., 2020).

Like many countries, South Korea has long suffered from income-based educa-
tional gaps (Byun & Kim, 2010). In particular, widespread private education has func-
tioned to worsen the educational inequality due to differential family influences. Ac-
cording to the Korea National Statistical Office (2020), about 75% of students partici-
pated in private education in 2019, and the gap in receiving and expending on private
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education between low- and high-income families has been growing for the past several
years. While at least some types of private education are found to have positive associa-
tions with improved academic achievement (e.g. Byun, 2014), differential access to
private education depending on family socioeconomic status already has been a critical
contributor to educational inequality in South Korea (Choi & Park, 2016). Dealing with
increased family responsibilities for care and education due to the COVID-19 crisis, and
with families’ greater reliance on private education using differential financial and so-
cial resources, the current situation is exacerbating this chronic challenge.

Financial Instability in ECE Centers

South Korea provides universal preschool education to all children. Primary caregivers
can decide whether they will keep their children home and receive childcare subsidies,
or send children to ECE centers and let the government pay the base tuition. ECE cen-
ters can charge additional costs from parents but the maximum amount is limited by the
government. Public ECE centers tend to be financially stable under this financial struc-
ture because they receive government support to cover key expenses including teacher
salary and facility repairs. Private ECE centers, however, have to take care of the key
expenses by themselves, while the maximum costs that they can charge from parents
are limited. Therefore, without financial flexibility, losing children immediately results
in financial burdens in private ECE centers (Lee & Chung, 2016).

For the first one or two months after the COVID-19 outbreak, most parents
chose to keep children at home. Some parents cancelled the enrollment of their children
at ECE centers so that they could receive the childcare subsidies from the government
(Choi, 2020; Kim, 2020). This caused a severe financial crisis in private ECE centers,
particularly in home-based childcare centers (small-sized daycare centers operating in
an apartment unit or in a single home, usually having a maximum capacity of 21 chil-
dren) which have the least financial flexibility among private ECE centers.

“Home-based childcare centers are facing the most difficulties. As
many children cancelled enrolment, classes were dissolved, and teach-

ers lost jobs.” (From a discussion among educational professionals;
p.243, Kang et al., 2020)

Even though parents kept children enrolled in ECE programs, many com-
plained that the government was paying ECE centers instead of families, while families
were taking care of children. Some refused to pay the monthly costs that they had to pay
in addition to the base tuition paid by the government (Choi, 2020). Meanwhile, ECE
centers had to pay teacher salaries and rent because they were operating as usual to
serve children using emergency care services. As a result, ECE centers, particularly
private kindergartens whose additional monthly costs are the greatest in general, en-
countered severe financial challenges due to the COVID-19 crisis (Kim, 2020).
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“There really can be a riot among parents in April. They complain,
‘How can I pay anything when I never sent my child to your facility? My

child never set foot in your classes.’” (An interview with an ECE pro-
gram director on television news; Han, 2020)

Consequences of the Educational Responses

Dealing with school closure due to the COVID-19 crisis, South Korean schools and
ECE centers utilized assets and resources in the education system and the society to
quickly adjust to the sudden changes in educational environment. However, some of the
educational responses in South Korea produced undesirable consequences in schools.
One of the most prominent challenges was differential and downgraded educational
quality.

Adopting distance learning, primary and secondary schools could choose
whether to offer live classes, recorded classes, or assignment-based classes for distance
learning. Some teachers offered at least partial live classes while some only provided
recorded classes. Even with the recorded classes, teachers who have relevant IT skills
and knowledge recorded their own lectures, while many only shared the EBS learning
contents (Shin, 2020). Teachers expressed concerns about the quality of contents and
instruction because of the short period of preparation and limitations in the means of
instruction.

“Teachers couldn’t be prepared enough because we were told to pro-
vide online learning classes in only one week.” (From a discussion
among educational professionals; p.68, Kang et al., 2020)

“Most teachers don’t have experiences in online classes. ... (Authorities)
say that we can easily offer live classes using a smartphone, but if we do
it without enough infrastructure or experience, and fail to meet students’
expectations, it can generate distrust in education in general.” (An in-
terview with a high school teacher in a newspaper article; Shin, J., 2020)

“There was a tendency for downward leveling to keep everyone on the
same pace in online classes.” (From a discussion among educational
professionals; p.23, Kang et al., 2020)

Students also expressed negative impressions about online classes. According
to Oh (April 23, 2020), in a survey of high school students, almost 70% of 12th graders
and more than 55% of 10th and 11th graders reported that they felt negatively about
online learning classes. About 40% of them said that the quality of education was much
lower in online classes, and they were more difficult to focus on. More than 25% said
that they experienced technological difficulties, and more than 15% said that there were
limitations in assignments and evaluations (Oh, April 23, 2020).
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“If I only watch 60% of EBS contents, I'm marked as attended. ... Actu-
ally, 1 sometimes take a nap or do other things while EBS videos are be-
ing played. Some of my friends studied for the college entrance tests
during classes.” (An interview with a 12th grader in a newspaper arti-
cle; Shin, Y., 2020)

Parents were concerned about the varying quality of learning depending on
teachers. Some parents were disappointed about the low quality of classes recorded by
teachers, and some complained about teachers who only shared EBS contents, saying
that those teachers were not doing their jobs (Jeon, 2020; News1, 2020). Because many
students attended classes at home, parents who have multiple children could easily ob-
serve the classes and compare classes offered by different teachers and schools.

“My younger child’s school has live classes, and shares videos record-
ed by teachers. But my older child’s school only plays EBS videos. As a
parent, I naturally compare the two schools and teachers.” (An inter-
view with a parent in a newspaper article; News1, 2020)

Despite the challenges, schools and ECE centers in South Korea also identified
positive aspects of the changes associated with the COVID-19 crisis, which can provide
practical and research implications for potential advancement and transformation of the
field of education in the future.

First, some teachers felt that the new educational setting due to the COVID-19
crisis provided increased opportunities for teachers to utilize more diverse resources in
classes, and to spend more time for the improvement of learning contents and instruc-
tional quality, because of the flexibilities in time and schedule (Lee, 2020).

“There were improvements in preparation for classes and the quality of
classes due to online schooling.” (An email communication with a
teacher, May 30, 2020)

In particular, teachers in ECE settings felt that they benefited from the changes
due to the COVID-19 crisis. Both kindergartens and daycare centers were transferring
to a newly implemented play-based curriculum since March 2020, and the reduced
classroom capacity provided opportunities for teachers to test and practice the new cur-
riculum in more comfortable settings.

“(Daycare) teachers actually liked the situation that less children came
to the center. They’'d been worried about the transition to a play-based
curriculum, and this situation allowed them to practice the new curricu-
lum in the smaller classroom that they could handle more easily.” (A4
personal conversation with an early childhood researcher, May 18,
2020)

Vol.5, No. 2, 2020 674



Byun & Slavin. Educational Responses to the COVID-19 Outbreak in South Korea.

Second, distance learning also enabled more effective individualized learning
for students. Students had increased flexibility because they could choose the best time
to take the recorded classes and to work on assignments. Teachers also had more flexi-
bility time-wise so they could provide more individualized feedback to promote chil-
dren’s learning.

“Online classes are good for students’ individualized learning. It is
good that students can adjust the pace of the lecture, or take the same
class repeatedly.” (An email communication with a teacher, May 30,

2020)

“I feel that I never have given one-on-one feedback as deeply as what
I'm doing these days. ... I can see each of 27 children’s notebooks in de-
tail, and can provide individualized responses. For the first time, the in-
dividualized learning became possible. When we were in the classroom
altogether, this was impossible.” (From a discussion among education-
al professionals; p.21, Kang et al., 2020)

Implications

School closure and full-scale online schooling provided unexpected natural experi-

ments in the field of education in South Korea. It is too early to evaluate the effects of
the educational responses to the COVID-19 crisis in South Korea. However, initial sta-
tistics show that at least online schooling was successful in providing learning opportu-
nities to a broader range of students than was typical in normal schooling settings, even
though it also increased family-based learning gap. Online attendance rates reached up
to 98.8%, which is higher than 93%, the usual attendance rates in the beginning of regu-
lar school years (Nam, 2020; Oh, April 22, 2020). Jeon (2020) suggests that easy access
to classes and increased flexibility in timing and format could have encouraged more
students to attend classes. Or, it could also be the case that teachers utilized more chan-
nels to encourage students’ participation in classes (Jeon, 2020; Oh, April 22, 2020).

“Students are marked as ‘attended’ if they cover more than 60% of the
content. But many students do not take online classes on time, so their
academic progress rates in the distance learning system often appear to
be much lower than where they should be. Teachers pester parents by
texting, messaging, and calling, to make children take the classes so
that they can be marked as attended. | think there are more difficulties
among children to participate in distance learning classes, and more
disruptions in learning.” (A personal conversation with an elementary
school teacher, June 15, 2020)
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The reliance on distance learning probably will continue for a while. Even after
the reopening, many schools are being closed daily due to new COVID-19 cases rising
in the neighborhood or within the school. Whenever schools feel that the health of stu-
dents and teachers are threatened due to the novel coronavirus, they can easily transfer
back to full-time online schooling until the situation is relieved. The pandemic is ex-
pected to come back (Wan & Johnson, 2020), and it is not clear when the partial school
reopening will be scaled up to full-scale physical schooling. The distance learning infra-
structure that South Korean schools has established this time will continuously enable
schools to prioritize students’ health without compromising academic learning.

Moreover, as the quality of online learning classes rapidly improved over time,
and after students and teachers experienced unexpected challenges in face-to-face
schooling, public opinion is leaning toward online schooling. According to S. Kim
(2020), a recent survey showed that approximately 55% of students who experienced
face-to-face schooling after online schooling expressed a preference for online school-
ing.

“Although I ask questions, students don’t answer that much. ... Since
were all wearing masks, students sitting far from the teacher can’t hear
the teacher’s voice well, and the teachers are affected because they
have to speak loudly. ... I'm not sure whether face-to-face classes are
offering higher quality learning experiences to students than online
classes.” (An interview with an elementary school teacher in a newspa-
per article; Kim, 2020)

“After children came back to school, we are actually controlling chil-
dren more. ... To be honest, school reopening is causing high stress for
schools. However, we re not sure whether having children in the school
building with all these efforts will be more effective than online school-
ing. Children who are coming to school only come once a week. Even
when they are in the school, they are not allowed to work together. Par-
ents who don’t want to send kids to school are still keeping children at
home.” (4 personal conversation with an elementary school teacher,
June 15, 2020)

With the mixed messages about online schooling and physical school reopen-
ing in the midst of the COVID-19 crisis, and without scientific evidence on the effec-
tiveness of both schooling methods, it is hard to make decisions on the best strategy to
provide the most optimal education for children. However, based on some of the posi-
tive consequences of online schooling in the midst of the health crisis, distance learning
can become an alternative strategy to increase access to high-quality education. Rather
than merely pointing out negative outcomes of online schooling, it may be the time to
welcome the new era of education, and to concentrate research efforts to counteract ed-
ucational inequality.
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The Mediating Role of Anti-Bullying
Administrative Measures in the Relationship
between Bullying and Students’
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Abstract. This research evaluates the role of school administrative
measures (including creating a greater school belonging and paying
attention to student attendance) as independent variables and their re-
sulting core competencies through the mediator of students’ experience
with school bullying. This study adopted a multi-level mediation model
to empirically analyze data from middle school students and school ad-
ministration in four Chinese provinces based on the 2015 Programme
for International Student Assessment (PISA). Data were collected from a
total of 9,060 students and 260 administrative staff. The results were: (i)
Relational bullying was significantly and negatively correlated with the
three core competencies, although no significant impact was found for
either verbal or physical bullying; (ii) Schools which were successful in
creating a more positive environment, including greater school belong-
ing and greater attention to students’ attendance, demonstrated lower
levels of relational bullying; (iii) In terms of school-level variables, a
greater sense of shared belonging had a direct effect on improving stu-
dent performance on math and science competencies, while greater at-
tention to students’ attendance was associated with higher student
scores on all three core competencies; (iv) Furthermore, school-level
variables, including the sense of shared belonging and greater attention
to students’ attendance demonstrated a positive indirect effect on stu-
dents’ core competencies through the mediating effect of reduced rela-
tional bullying.
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Introduction

LOBALLY, educational administrators and policymakers hold the standard-

ized scores reported by the Programme for International Student Assessment

(PISA) in high regard, placing a strong emphasis on PISA’s measurement of
core competencies, holding these scores as indicators of school success (Wu, 2013).
The emphasis of student performance on PISA, thus, reflects the role that school admin-
istrators must play in the cultivation of students’ core competencies. However, PISA
not only evaluates the core competencies of 15-year-old middle school students across
the globe (in terms of mathematics, reading, and science), but also collects a wide range
of relevant background information, including student- and school-level factors which
may influence student performance. As such, PISA data serves as a valuable source for
educational researchers in empirically investigating the potential relationships between
performance on core competencies and other relevant background factors, the results of
which can reveal, to a certain degree, which factors related to school administration
demonstrate the greatest influence on students’ academic performance in terms of the
three core competencies.

Given the availability of student- and school-level background data, some Chi-
nese researchers have already begun to conduct studies using a variety of items from
PISA datasets. In the case of students’ science competencies, Zhao, Guo, and Jiao (2017)
utilized multi-level analysis to evaluate PISA data, demonstrating the significant and
positive effects of school-level variables, including the provision of creative extracur-
ricular activities, scientific resources, and greater cooperation among science teachers.
In terms of reading, science, and mathematics competencies, Chen (2017) found signif-
icant effects for non-cognitive factors, including achievement motivation, parental emo-
tional support, reduced test anxiety, and a sense of belonging to the school. Although a
sense of belonging to the school, as measured in Chen’s (2017) study, was based on
individual students’ perceptions, the construct of “belongingness” can also serve as a
higher-level (school-level) variable in multi-level modeling, as in the shared perceptions
among students of the same school. In this manner, the use of school-level belonging-
ness can better reflect the degree to which school administration is effective in develop-
ing an appropriate environment for teaching and learning.

While the aforementioned studies have evaluated the relationship between
school measure variables, such as the provision of activities and resources, with stu-
dents’ performance on core competencies, the relationships among school bullying,
school administration efforts and students’ core competencies have not yet been empiri-
cally evaluated. Therefore, this study utilized the PISA data released in 2015 to empiri-
cally explore the relationships among school administration factors, student bullying,
and the three core competencies (mathematics, reading, and science). Variables belong-
ing to different levels, both school-level and student-level, were included in the multi-
level mediation modeling analysis of the present analysis. The aim of this analysis was
to evaluate how school-level variables, including school administration, can influence
student-level variables, such as performance on core competencies, by considering the
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mediating role of school bullying. As such, this study contributes a new perspective on
the prevention of school bullying that, in turn, has the potential for improving adoles-
cent students’ performance in terms of core competencies.

Independent Variables: Creating a Sense of Shared Belonging
and Attention to Student Attendance

Based on the limitations facing existing studies, which were based on single-level mod-
els, this study adopted a multi-level analysis, including mediation, using aggregated
data from the 2015 PISA datasets. This data was used to generate school-level inde-
pendent variables including a) creating a sense of shared belonging and b) attention to
student attendance. Since these two school-level factors reflect the administrative ac-
tions or measures implemented by school staff, they are highly practical in nature and
can be generalized to other contexts. Based on preliminary analytical results adopting
single-level analysis, these two variables were supported as relevant to both students’
performance on core competencies and school bullying, serving as the basis for the de-
cision to further test these relationships using a multi-level mediation model.

In terms of the sense of shared belonging to one’s school, Chen (2017) demon-
strated that higher levels for the sense of shared belonging were associated with higher
core competencies for adolescent students. Furthermore, students’ perceived sense of
belonging to the school was negatively associated with reported bullying (Chen & Zhi,
2017; Didaskalou et al., 2017). In terms of student attendance, research has demonstrat-
ed that student truancy has negative impacts on academic achievement and is associated
with reported bullying on campus (Gastic, 2008). Based on the aforementioned studies,
administrative measures that both develop a sense of shared belonging and greater at-
tention to student attendance are relevant to the incidence of school bullying as well as
student performance on core competencies.

Mediator: School Bullying

The results of a meta-analysis have shown that school bullying has a significant nega-
tive effect on academic achievement (Nakamoto & Schwartz, 2012). Empirical evi-
dence supporting the negative influence of bullying served as a basis for this study in
selecting school bullying as a mediating variable. Moreover, the school bullying is both
a new item for PISA, added for the first time in 2015 (OECD, 2017a), and an increas-
ingly prevalent issue in Chinese education in recent years (Yang et al., 2017; Li, 2017,
Wang et al., 2015). According to the OECD (2017a), after controlling for the influence
of the overall socio-economic status of a school’s families, students who report being
more frequently bullied at school scored 47% lower on the science competency exam as
compared with students who reported infrequent bullying.

Given the fact that peer victimization has a profound impact on student learn-
ing performance, the PISA report (OECD, 2017a) urges schools to take concrete
measures to curb school bullying, adding that school bullying directly and negatively
impacts students’ performance on core competency measures. Furthermore, the report
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(OECD, 2017a) suggests that, in order to improve campus safety and enhance students’
potential learning success, schools must actively enact student management policies.
Based on this logic, the mediating role of school management efforts is seen as a means
to indirectly improve students’ performance on core competencies by directly reducing
school bullying.

Following the release of the 2015 PISA data and report, some studies in China
have conducted secondary data analysis on school bullying-related topics (e.g., Chen &
Zhi, 2017; Huang, 2017). However, thus far, no studies have adopted a multi-level me-
diation model including the school-level administration variables of (i) developing a
sense of shared belonging and (ii) attention to student attendance.

Research Questions

The purpose of this study was to investigate the degree to which school-level independ-
ent variables indirectly influence students’ performance on core competencies through
the mediation of the student-level variable of school bullying. This study utilized raw
data from students and administrators in mainland China from the 2015 PISA datasets
in the development of a multi-level mediation model. Based on recommended proce-
dures for examining mediation effects in multi-level models (Wen & Chiou, 2009), the
research questions of this study are stated as follows:

RQ1: Does school bullying significantly influence students’ performance in

terms of reading, mathematics, and science competencies?

RQ2: Does an administrative approach that seeks to develop a sense of shared

belonging and pays greater attention to student attendance significantly reduce

students’ experiences of school bullying?

RQ3: Does the reported sense of shared belonging and student attendance sig-

nificantly explain differences among students in terms of performance on read-

ing, mathematics, and science competencies?

RQ4: Does a sense of shared belonging and student attendance have a signifi-

cant indirect effect on students’ performance on reading, mathematics, and sci-

ence competencies through the mediating factor of school bullying?

Multi-Level Modeling Procedures

Assuming that school administrative policies and procedures will directly reduce school
bullying which, in turn, will indirectly influence students’ performance on core compe-
tencies, a fundamental feature of the research model was the relationship between
school administration factors and school bullying. In order to clarify the relationship
between these two factors, related variables were first controlled. The following sec-
tions discuss the control variables included in the multi-level model and research hy-
potheses corresponding to the paths of the multi-level model.

Control Variables
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Based on a review of school bullying research, certain student-level and school-level
demographic variables have been found to influence the occurrence of school bullying.
However, since many of these variables were not the focus of the model developed in
this study, they are treated as control variables. In terms of student-level variables, gen-
der, grade, and family socioeconomic status were included as control variables. Based
on the findings of Huang (2017), who evaluated 2015 PISA data from mainland China,
boys, and lower grade students were more likely to be victims of bullying. Furthermore,
Jansen et al. (2012) reported that adolescents in the Netherlands from families of lower
social status reported a higher proportion of physical and psychological bullying symp-
toms and, as such, more strongly experienced the negative effects of school bullying.

In terms of school-level variables, the school’s overall family socioeconomic
status, school size, and location of the school district were included as control variables
in the multi-level model. The school’s overall family socioeconomic status was neces-
sarily included based on the results of a multi-level study of high school students from
various countries, which revealed that large gaps in the levels of economic purchasing
power among families in a school district were associated with more frequent occur-
rences of school bullying (Due et al., 2009). Based on the recommendations of Due et
al.’s study, a school’s overall family socioeconomic status, as a school-level variable,
must be controlled. The size and location of schools were also evaluated by the model,
in reference to Betts’ (2014) investigation into the relationship between the size and
location of schools and differences in the occurrence of school bullying, with students
from larger schools demonstrating greater vulnerability to physical bullying, and loca-
tion (urban vs. rural) showing no significant influence. Thus, although there no signifi-
cant impact on school location was noted in Betts’ (2014) study, due to the large educa-
tional gaps between China’s urban and rural areas, it was considered prudent to incor-
porate school location in the model as a school-level control variable.

Research Hypotheses

The research hypotheses proposed by this study are in reference to the limited findings
of prior single-level studies. The expansion of the proposed model to a methodology
adopting multi-level analysis was deemed prudent, given the potential contribution of
both the student-level and school-level variables discussed in previous sections of this

paper.
Sense of Shared Belonging

The first school-level variable included in the multi-level model was “sense of shared
belonging.” A sense of shared belonging can be conceptualized as a student-level con-
structor, in the case of this study, computed as a school-level variable through the ag-
gregation of data from a school’s entire student population. Thus, as a school-level vari-
able, the interpretation of “sense of shared belonging” differs from the student-level
construct in that, in addition to representing the shared and collective perceptions re-
garding the school environment by a school’s student population, it can also reflect the
school’s overall administrative efforts towards the development of an appropriate envi-
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ronment for teaching and learning, including care for and acceptance of students (Free-
man et al., 2007). While past empirical studies have evaluated sense of belonging as a
student-level variable (Chen, 2017; Chen & Zhi, 2017), in order to evaluate the efficacy
of school administration in anti-bullying efforts (Stewart, 2008), a sense of shared be-
longing was set as a school-level construct in this study. Furthermore, it should be noted
that Liu and Liu’s (2011) follow-up study found no significant correlation between stu-
dents’ sense of belonging (as a student-level variable) and academic achievement, after
differentiating initial stage and linear growth values. As such, this study adopts students’
sense of shared belonging as an emotional factor, with the influence of emotional fac-
tors on academic achievement operating as an indirect, rather than direct, effect.

Based on the findings of previous studies investigating students’ sense of be-
longing, it seems more likely that a sense of shared belonging, as a school-level variable,
can best reflect the degree to which school administrators actively and effectively de-
velop an environment wherein students develop positive feelings towards the school,
leading to better academic performance. However, although the school-level sense of
shared belonging influences the core competencies of individual students across levels,
the possible mediating effects have yet to be investigated. As Liu and Liu (2011) con-
clude, students’ sense of belonging serves as an emotional factor that indirectly influ-
ences academic achievement through other mediating variables (Dong & Yu, 2010).
Thus, this study hypothesizes that a school-level sense of shared belonging will influ-
ence students’ performance in terms of PISA core competencies (RQ3).

As such, this study proposed school bullying as a potential mediator for the in-
fluence of a sense of shared belonging on students’ core competencies. Specifically,
victims of bullying often feel a lack of acceptance within a school’s environment and,
as a result, fail to seek assistance, retreat from school life, and demonstrate lower levels
of confidence, resulting in an increased likelihood of being bullied further, resulting in a
long-term vicious cycle (Chen & Zhi, 2017; Didaskalou et al., 2017). Moreover, a sig-
nificant correlation exists between the experience of being bullied and low academic
achievement, based on the meta-analysis of Nakamoto and Schwartz (2010). Thus, this
study hypothesizes that bullying directly impacts students’ performance on core compe-
tencies (RQ1).

From the previously noted single-level empirical studies, students’ sense of
shared belonging and school bullying appear to be causally linked, making it difficult to
determine which variables are independent and which are mediators. However, by ag-
gregating individual data in computing a school-level variable for a sense of shared be-
longing and adopting bullying as a student-level variable, the independent variable and
mediating variable can be more clearly assessed. From the perspective of multi-level
mediation analysis, higher-level (school-level) variables are generally adopted as inde-
pendent variables and are hypothesized to influence the lower-level (student-level) vari-
ables (Wen & Ye, 2014). Therefore, the “sense of shared belonging” as a school-level
was adopted as the independent variable and school bullying as the mediating variable.
After determining the possible paths among the three variables (students’ sense of
shared belonging, school bullying, and student core competencies), we hypothesized
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that school administrators, by actively developing students’ sense of shared belonging
would a) directly prevent school bullying (RQ2) while b) indirectly improving students’
core competencies (RQ4).

Attention to Student Attendance

Based on PISA data, the factor regarding the school administration’s efforts towards
“attention to student attendance” is evaluating using three items evaluating: students’
lateness, skipped classes, and truancy. These are student-level variables in the original
2015 PISA datasets but were aggregated as a school-level variable reflecting the admin-
istration’s attentiveness to school attendance. Students’ timeliness and attendance are
undoubtedly necessary to ensure the quality of learning. If students are not willing to
attend classes or are truant, they are not likely to perform well academically (Fang,
2007). As such, paying closer attention to students’ attendance in one measure by which
school administrators can promote students’ attendance classes and timeliness, factors
assumed to have a direct effect on students’ performance on core competencies. Thus,
this study hypothesizes that school-level sense of attention to student attendance will
demonstrate an influence on students’ performance in terms of PISA core competencies
(RQ3).

Furthermore, the PISA report (OECD, 2017a) suggests that when students real-
ize that the school will attentively enforce school rules, bullying events will be reduced.
Therefore, it is possible that more attentive student management by the administration,
as a school-level variable, can deter the occurrence of school violence, reduce opportu-
nities for students to experience bullying, and have a positive indirect effect on students’
core competencies. Thus, in the multi-level model, school bullying likewise serves as a
mediator between school administrators’ efforts to enforce student attendance and stu-
dents’ resulting performance on core competencies.

Close relationships have been found among school bullying, student attendance,
and academic achievement (Gastic, 2008). In order to avoid bullying, students may pro-
tect themselves by avoiding the school environment. However, by skipping classes,
such students fail to keep up with lessons, resulting in poor academic performance. The
research of Zhao and Zhu (2012), targeting both juvenile offenders and non-offending
middle school students, found that skipping classes was closely associated with peer
victimization, demonstrating that skipping classes weakened the relationship between
students and the school, leaving them vulnerable to negative behaviors. As such, skip-
ping classes has a mutually causal relationship with school bullying, wherein bullied
students attempt to skip classes to avoid peer victimization but, by skipping classes, lose
their connection with the school, preventing victimized students from obtaining assis-
tance and continuing to suffer bullying. Thus, this study hypothesizes that bullying di-
rectly influences students’ performance on core competencies (RQ1).

As previously noted, if the single-level analysis is adopted, it is difficult to de-
termine the independent variable from a bi-directional correlation. However, by aggre-
gating attendance as a higher-level (school-level) variable, the independent and mediat-
ing variable can be clearly distinguished. Since the school-level factor of attention to
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students’ attendance, as defined in this study, reflects the attentiveness of the school’s
administration in the implementation and enforcement of school rules, this variable
serves as a higher-level, school-level variable and an independent variable in evaluating
the effectiveness of school bullying prevention. Therefore, this study hypothesizes that
if the school administration pays attention to students’ attendance through a more atten-
tive administrative approach, they will demonstrate that the school attaches importance
to students’ learning, resulting in a strengthened relationship between students and the
school and more effective prevention of school bullying. In this way, an attentive school
administration, which pays attention to students’ attendance, mediated by a decrease in
school bullying, has the potential to improve students’ core competencies. After deter-
mining the possible paths among the three variables (attention to school attendance,
school bullying, and student core competencies), we hypothesized that school adminis-
trators, by paying more attention to student’s attendance would a) directly prevent
school bullying (RQ2) while b) indirectly improving students’ core competencies

(RQ4).
Research Methods

Data Source

Variables from the 2015 PISA dataset were selected for analysis, including background
information on students and school administration. These samples represented the Chi-
nese provinces of Beijing, Shanghai, Jiangsu, and Guangdong. Data from a total of
9,841students and 268 schools (with each school represented by one school administra-
tor) were analyzed. After excluding missing data, the number of valid subjects included
9,060 students (52.4% male and 47.6% female) and 260 administrative staff. From
among these schools, schools with a total student population of less than 1,600 account-
ed for 59.2% of schools, while schools with more than 1,600 students accounted for
41.8% of total schools. Schools located in towns and small cities accounted for 50.8%
of the total, with schools located in large cities accounting for 37.3% of the total, and
schools in rural areas accounting for 11.9% of total schools.

Variables in the Multi-Level Model and Corresponding 2015
PISA Data

This section lists the variables included in the research model and provides examples of
items from the corresponding 2015 PISA dataset (see Table 1). Included in Table 1 is a
column entitled “Variables” which includes the variables of the multi-level mediation
model, including dependent and independent variables, a mediator, and control varia-
bles belonging to either the student- or school level. The column entitled “Correspond-
ing 2015 PISA data” includes items from the 2015 PISA dataset used in computing
model variables (including both measurement indicators and the original items on
which these measurement indicators were based). Derived variables included in the
model include two generated from the PISA data, including the original PISA item of
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Table 1. The Variables of the Model and the Corresponding Data

of PISA 2015.

Variables

Corresponding data

Measurement Indicators

Original PISA ltems

Dependent Mathematics, reading, Ten plausible values (PV) Mathematics: PV1IMATH -
Variables and science compe- for each competency PV10MATH
(student- tencies Reading: PV1READ -
level) PV10READ
Science: PV1SCIE -
PV10SCIE
Independent Sense of shared be- The aggregate of the varia-  Belong: ST034Q01TA-
Variables longing ble “Belong” for students ST034Q06TA
(school- from the same school
level)* Attention to students’ The aggregate of the num-  Late for school: ST062Q03TA
attendance ber of days students are
late for school each week
The aggregate of the num-  Skipping classes:
ber of days students skip ST062Q02TA
class each week
The aggregate of the num- Truancy: ST062Q01TA
ber of days students are
truant each week
Mediator Being bullied Verbal bullying: Mean PISA  Verbal bullying: STO38Q04NA
(student- verbal bullying scores. and 05NA
level) Relational bullying: Mean Relational bullying:
PISA relational bullying STO038QO3NA and 08NA
scores.
Physical bullying: Mean Physical bullying:
PISA physical bullying ST038QO6NA and 07NA
scores.
Control Gender Male or female based on Gender: ST004D01T
Variables PISA codes
(student- Grade Grade based on PISA Grade: ST001D01T
level) codes
Family socioeconomic ~ “ESCS” Weighted “HOMEPOS”,
status “HISEI” and “PADER” values
Control School size “SCHSIZE” Addition of the number of
Variables SCO002Q01TA (boys) and

(school-level)

SC002Q02TA (girls)

Type of school

Private v.s. public from
PISA codes

SC013Q01 (1 = private
school, 3 = public school)

School location

Location-based on PISA
codes

SC001Q01 (1-5 representing
the village, small town, town,
city, and big city, respectively)

School family socio-
economic status

The aggregate of the
“ESCS” value for all stu-
dents from the same school

* Averaging scores for students in the same school and aggregate them as a school-level variable
Note 1: The variable names in the table are exactly the same as those in the PISA 2015 data file.

Note 2: According to the PISA 2015 manual, in order to correctly analyze the PV values, a one-time analysis of the ten
PVs in terms of the mean value is not recommended. Rather, each PV must first be analyzed and then combined with
the results of the other 10 PV values in order to establish significance. This study utilized HLM software to perform the
above-mentioned processes.

Note 3: In addition to variables such as the size, type, and location of the school, other school-level independent varia-
bles and control variables were aggregated from student-level variables.

Note 4: For the calculation of family socioeconomic status, the following items were included: “HOMEPOS” (home pos-

sessions), “HISEI” (highest parental occupation), and “PADER” (parental education).
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“Belong” (representing the sense of shared belonging) and “ESCS” (representing the
overall school families’ socioeconomic status). The technical manual for PISA (OECD,
2017Db) stated that the derived variables are scale scores generated by computing origi-
nal items through item response theory, with these resulting derived scores being suita-
ble for using for direct comparisons among OECD member countries.

Data Analysis

Data analysis consists of two parts: descriptive statistics and multi-level mediation
modeling. In terms of descriptive statistics, since the PISA data involves ten plausible
values (PVs) for estimating students’ core competencies, these values cannot be directly
processed using SPSS statistical software. Therefore, a syntax was first generated using

IDB Analyzer 4.0 (IEA, 2018), and then executed using SPSS 22.0 to compute descrip-

tive statistics. For the multi-level mediation model, we used HLM 6.0 to analyze the

data, following the suggestions provided by the PISA technical manual (OECD, 2017b)
to weigh variables at the student-level and school-level, utilizing the values of

“W_FSTUWT” (Final student weight) and “W_SCHGRN” (Final school weight). In

terms of the steps involved in conducting multi-level mediation modeling, this study

followed the recommended procedures of Wen and Chiou (2009) to address the four
research questions.

e Step 1 (RQ1). This study first evaluated the coefficient for the influence of the me-
diator on the dependent variables. The dependent variables included students’
mathematics, reading, and science competencies. The mediator included three types
of school bullying (verbal, relational, and physical). Based on the results of the first
step, we retained the bullying types with statistically significant coefficients before
continuing to conduct a follow-up analysis.

e Step 2 (RQ2). Next, we computed the coefficient for the influence of the school-
level independent variables on the mediator variable of school bullying. The
school-level variables in this study were a) sense of shared belonging and b) atten-
tion to students’ attendance. In terms of attentive school administration efforts,
which pay attention to students’ attendance, three items were included: “late for

class,” “skipping classes,” and “truancy.” In Step 2, we tested the impact of these
two school management measures on the mediator (school bullying) and retained
those context variables with statistically significant influence.

e Step 3 (RQ3). The third step was to test the coefficient for the influence of the
school-level variables on the dependent variables (core competencies). From Step 2,
only school-level variables with significant coefficients were used in testing their
effects on the dependent variables. It should be noted that only school-level varia-
bles with coefficients reaching statistical significance in Step 3 were then retained
for further analysis in Step 4.

e Step 4 (RQ4). The final step was to confirm whether or not a mediating effect ex-
isted within the model. The criterion for a mediation effect is that when the school-
level variables and the mediator are included in the same model, the coefficient for
the influence of the school-level variables on the dependent variables must be lower
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than the coefficient when the mediator is not included. In this case, if the coeffi-
cient for the influence of the school-level variables on the dependent variables (core
competencies) was not significant, and the influence of the mediator on the depend-
ent variables was significant, a complete mediating effect would be indicated.
However, if the coefficient for the influence of the school-level variables on the de-
pendent variables (core competencies) still reached a statistically significant level, a
partial mediating effect would be indicated.

Results

Descriptive Statistics

The descriptive statistics are provided in Table 2. In terms of school-level variables, the
average school size was 1,476 students (SD = 1,445). The mean for overall school fami-
lies’ socio-economic status was -1.16 (SD = 0.76), while the mean shared sense of
shared belonging was -0.30 (SD = 0.21). Mean values were also calculated for being
late for school (Mean = 1.52, SD = 0.24), skipping classes (Mean = 1.11, SD = 0.11),
and truancy (Mean = 1.03, SD = 0.05), which indicated that, on average, less than two
absences or late arrivals were observed over the most recent two weeks. The average
value for student-level family socioeconomic status was -1.04 (SD = 1.11). Since this
value was negative, it suggests that the family socioeconomic status of students was
lower than the average for students in other OECD countries. Among the three core
competencies, the mathematics competence was the highest (Mean = 538.38, SD =
104.19), followed by science competence (Mean = 524.38, SD = 101.84), and reading
competence (Mean = 501.18, SD = 106.87). The mean value for verbal bullying was
1.30 (SD = 0.56) and relational bullying was 1.30 (SD = 0.59). The mean for physical
bullying was 1.35 (SD = 0.56). Given the above values and the variation among differ-
ent types of bullying, student-level bullying ranged widely among schools, from situa-
tions where students reported no bullied to schools where students reported experienc-
ing bullying several times a year.

Mediation Effects

The analytical results of multi-level mediation modeling are provided in Table 3. In
order to confirm that the intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC) and the variation com-
ponents met the requirements of multi-level analysis, we first tested a null model in-
cluding the dependent variables of the three core competencies (mathematics, reading,
and science). The results demonstrated that the ICC for mathematics, reading and sci-
ence competencies were 48%, 51%, and 49%, respectively, and that the various compo-
nents of these three variables were significantly different from zero, which indicated
that the core competencies for students in the same school were similar, with significant
differences between schools. Since the assumptions required for multi-level mediation
modeling were met, this analysis was adopted to evaluate the nested data derived from
the 2015 PISA through non-independent sampling. In addition, based on the recom-
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Table 2. Descriptive Statistics.

Mean SD
School-level
School size 1,476 1,445
School-level family socio-economic status (ESCS) -1.16 0.76
Sense of shared belonging -0.30 0.21
Late for school 1.52 0.24
Skipping classes 1.11 0.11
Truancy 1.03 0.05
Student-level
Family socioeconomic status (ESCS) -1.04 111
Mathematics competency 538.38 104.19
Reading competency 501.18 106.87
Science competency 524.38 101.84
Verbal bullying 1.30 0.56
Relational bullying 1.30 0.59
Physical bullying 1.35 0.56

mendations of Wen and Chiou (2009) school-level variables adopted a fixed slope and
grand mean-centered when the multi-level mediation model was tested.

The Relationship between School Bullying and the Core Competencies

The multi-level model equations are shown as follows. The results demonstrate that
when student- and school-level control variables were included, only relational bullying
was shown to negatively influence all three core competencies (with a coefficient for
mathematical competency of yso = - 8.53, p = 0.01; a coefficient form reading compe-
tency of yso = -6.21, p = 0.04; and a coefficient for science competency of yso = -6.93, p
= 0.01). Verbal bullying and physical bullying showed no significant effects on the
three core competencies.

Student-level (Equation 1-1)
Core Competency i; =Poj+ P1j(Gender )+ B2j(Grade jj) + B3j(Socioeconomic status j;)
=+ B4j(Verbal bullying ) + Bsj(Relational bullying i) + Bej(Physical bullying ) =+ vjj

School level (Equation 1-2)
Boj = Yoo + Yo1(School type ;) + vo2(School size j) + yo3(School location j)+
Yoa(School-level socioeconomic status ;) + Ugj; B1j = Yi0; B2j = Y20 Psj = Y305 Baj = Va0

Bsj = vs0; Psj = Yeo

The Relationship between School Administrative Measures and School
Bullying
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Table 3. Multi-Level Mediation Model.

u‘:)l(ljel Step 1 Step 2  Step 3 Step 4
Szgggl“:”‘ cc cc RB cc CC (Without Mediator) CC (With Mediator)
M R S M R S M R S M R s
Fixed Effects
T76.19"
172717 246.09%
Y00 267.25% 22048 19553 183" 22356 203.88" 165.85% gjé'gg:g 21330 4 a 33[.)6.19 2 063
: 177.46%b  251.29%b 280
Vo1 - - - - - - Ti22a 349 10943 33la
- 1841 1535 1013 002 1278 1116 512 -2 1486b Saof 1098 g4sp 33E
V02 - - - - 0.00a 000a  000a 0004
e 000 000 000 000 000 000 o000 o908 ooop O00a  000a  ggop 000@
V03 - - - - - 3954 107a  376a 0944
Y0 o 503  -005 209 002  -335 135 047 398 osip 97 3768 g,  0a
O evelEscs 0203% 6305 6247 001 4202% 4689% 4378 oooL'@  sgggep f0Sl7A 8497 gpgp.y 485072
Y05
School-level shared .033% 62.82% 4504  5351* 90.85%a 82.06%a B87.59%a 79.76 % a
belonging
y06
Late for class 0.02
‘é?(?pping classes 027 18227 -16470~ -185.00~ 21034 OME6T 20BILT Hog gy (182057 205,85
y08
Truancy 040
T ey 08¢  -13.83% 13.02% 012% 8.24*  -14.43% g2 A4armp 2952 92FR - gggep 130302
g‘;d . 3238 3426% 3616 -0.08% 34.46% 3573 gggg;‘ 3537 b g;gg;‘ ggigg 34.87% b gg:ggzg
V30 - 6.907a 597" a 680" a 5.907a
YO 6.83* 848" 594% 001  689% 850" SoE  sswmp oTRA 080T gy 2307
Verbal bullying 167 072 119
50 8267 a Sel a
Relational bullying HEE G e g30nh 938D ggep
;?g/sical bulying %% 225 330
Random Effects
M:
2 5562.65 SB: SB: SB: SB:
R 530463  SC: 476862 528325  SC: 4750.05
S;:E?ég;p R g1ao 576233 513506 475750 036 530517 514449 476017 o e ol 2 ede o
s: 5305.24 476043  5283.85 4750.86
5091.36
M:
100 5145.82* SB: SB: SB: SB:
; - . - . oo o
(INMErgroup fe . 1849.56% 1648.24 1466.85 0.004*  1370.26% 1207.71~ 100584 107 -39 3G 1315217 1636617 30 129260
) g 1469.10% 1074.77% 143553 1053.93*
4901.72¢

Note: CC: Core Competency; RB: Relational Bullying; M: Math; R: Reading; S: Science; SB: Shared belonging; SC: Skipping classes.
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01; * coefficient for the influence from sense of shared belonging to the school (school-level); ° coefficient for the influence of skipping classes (school-
level)

Based on the results of Step 1, only relational bullying had a significant effect on stu-
dents’ core competencies. Thus, only relational bullying was utilized to test the associa-
tion between school administration measures and bullying. Based on Equations 2-1 and
2-2, the results demonstrate a significant and negative coefficient for sense of shared
belonging (yos = -0.33, p < 0.01) and a significant and positive coefficient for skipping
classes (yo7 = 0.27, p = 0.03). However, the coefficients for late for school and truancy
were not significant. These results imply that the higher the sense of shared belonging
(as an aggregate measure) and the more attentive the student administration was to-
wards students’ attendance (as evidenced by lower rates of skipping classes), the lower
the level of reported school bullying.

Student-level (Equation 2-1)
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Relational bullying ;= Bo;+B1j(Gender jj) -+ B,;(Grade j;) + Bs;(Socio-economic status ;)
+ 7ij

School-level (Equation 2-2)

Boj = Yoo * Yo1(School type j) + yoo(School size j) + yos(School location ;) +
Yoa(School-level socio-economic status ;) + yos(Sense of shared belonging ;) + yos(Late
for school j) + yo7(Skipping classes j) + yog(Truancy ;) + Ugjs By = vio: Bzj = Yo

Bsj = Va0

The Relationship between School Administrative Measures and Stu-
dents’ Core Competencies

Since the sense of shared belonging and attention to student attendance had a significant
effect on relational bullying in Step 2, we tested the influence of these two school-level
independent variables on students’ core competencies during Step 3. Adopting Equa-
tions 3-1 and 3-2, the analytical results are as follows. First, in terms of mathematical
competency, the coefficients for sense of shared belonging (yos = 62.82, p < 0.01) and
skipping classes (yo; = -182.27, p < 0.01) reached statistical significance. Second, for
reading competency, the explanatory effect for skipping classes (yo7 = -164.04, p < 0.01)
was significant, while the sense of shared belonging was related at a statistically insig-
nificant level. Third, regarding science competency, both sense of shared belonging (yos
= 53.51, p = 0.02) and skipping classes (yo7 = -185.00, p < 0.01) demonstrated statisti-
cally significant effects. The results of Step 3 imply that higher degrees of sense of
shared belonging are associated with higher scores in terms of students’ mathematics
and science competencies. Furthermore, more attentive school administrative measures
(by managing students’ attendance and lowering the number of skipped classes) were
associated with higher scores for all three core competencies.

Student-level (Equation 3-1)
Core Competency i; = Po;+Baj(Gender i)+ B2;(Grade jj) + Bs;(Socio-economic status ;)
+ i

School-level (Equation 3-2)
Boj = Yoo T Yo1(School type ;) + yoo(School size j) + yos(School location ;) +
Yoa(School-level socio-economic status ;) + yos(Sense of shared belonging ;) +

Yo7(Skipping classes j) + Ugj; Bij = Y105 B2j = Ya0; Bsj = Y30

The Indirect Effect of School Administrative Measures on Students’
Core Competencies through the Mediator of School Bullying

After conducting Steps 1 through 3, the independent variables meeting the criteria for
analysis by Step 4 of the multi-level mediation model were: a) sense of shared belong-
ing and b) skipping classes, with a mediator of relational bullying. In terms of depend-
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ent variables, because the sense of shared belonging and students’ reading competency
was not significantly related, we only tested the mediation effect from the sense of
shared belonging on mathematics and science competencies while examining the medi-
ation effect of skipping classes on all three core competencies.

First, regarding a sense of shared belonging, we used Equations 4-1 and 4-2,
including the dependent variables of mathematics and science competencies, to obtain
the coefficients for their influence without including the mediator of school bullying.
Then, following Equations 4-3 and 4-4, the coefficients for the sense of shared belong-
ing for mathematics and science competencies were computed while including school
bullying as a mediator. The results demonstrated that the coefficient for the influence on
mathematical competency changed from 90.85 to 87.59, and the coefficient for the in-
fluence on science competency changed from 82.06 to 79.76. Based on these findings,
the influence of relational school bullying on mathematical (y 5o = - 8.26, p < 0.01) and
science (y 5o = - 5.81, p = 0.02) competencies were significant. Given that when the var-
iable of relational school bullying was included as a mediator, the coefficient for the
influence of sense of shared belonging on the dependent variables was lower as com-
pared to the model which did not include relational school bullying, we conclude that a
mediation effect did exist. However, this mediation was only partial, since the coeffi-
cient for the sense of shared belonging (a school-level variable) was still significant.

Second, in terms of the effects of the school-level variable of skipping classes,
we adopted the same procedure described above. Equations 4-5, 4-6, 4-7, and 4-8 were
used to test the effects on mathematics, reading, and science competencies. The results
demonstrated that when the variable of relational bullying was included, the coefficients
for the influence of relational bullying on the three core competencies were all signifi-
cant (mathematical competency: - 8.30, p < 0.01; reading competency: - 5.38, p = 0.02;
science competency: - 5.86, p = 0.02), while the coefficients for the school-level varia-
ble of skipping classes changed from - 210.34 to - 206.01 for mathematics competency
and from -184.86 to -182.05 for reading competency. Likewise, the coefficient for sci-
ence competency changed from -208.91 to -205.85. Thus, after relational bullying was
included, the coefficient for the influence of the school-level variable of skipping clas-
ses on the three core competencies was lower than the model that did not include the
mediator of relational bullying. Since the coefficient of the context variable of skipping
classes reached a significant level, relational bullying was concluded to provide partial
mediation.

Student-level (Equation 4-1)
Core Competency i; = Po;+Baj(Gender i)+ B2;(Grade jj) + Bs;(Socio-economic status ;)
+ i

School-level (Equation 4-2)

Boj = Yoo T Yo1(School type ;) + yoo(School size j) + yo3(School location ;) +
Yoa(School-level socio-economic status ;) + yos(Sense of shared belonging ;) + Ug;; B1
= Y10 B2j = Y205 B3j = Y30
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Student-level (Equation 4-3)
Core Competency j; = Boj1P1j(Gender ;) 1-Bo(Grade ;) +Psj(Socio-economic status jj)
=+ PBsj(Relational bullying ) =+ vij

School-level (Equation 4-4)
Boj = Yoo T+ vo1(School type ;) + voa(School size ;) + yo3(School location ;) +
Yoa(School-level socio-economic status ;) + yos(Sense of shared belonging ;) + Ug;; By

= Y105 Baj = Y20, Bsj = Y30, Psj = Ys0

Student-level (Equation 4-5)
Core Competency i; = Bo;+Baj(Gender i)+ B2;(Grade jj) + Bs;(Socio-economic status ;)
+ i

School-level (Equation 4-6)
Boj = Yoo 1 voi(School type j) + vo2(School size j) + yo3(School location j) +
Yoa(School-level socio-economic status ;) + yos(Sense of shared belonging ;) +
Yo7(SKipping classes j) + Ugj; B1j = Y105 B2j = V20; Bsj = Y30

Student-level (Equation 4-7)
Core Competency j; = Boj1P1j(Gender ;) - Bo(Grade ;) +Psj(Socio-economic status j;)
+ Bsj(Relational bullying ) =+ vij

School-level (Equation 4-8)
Boj = Yoo 1 vo1(School type ;) + yo2(School size j) + yo3(School location ;) +
Yoa(School-level socio-economic status ;) + yos(Sense of shared belonging ;) +

Yor(Skipping classes j) + Uq;; B1j = Y105 P2j = Y20; Bsj = Ya0; Bsj = Vs0
Discussion

Based on the findings of previous single-level studies, our research expanded upon this
framework in developing a multi-level mediation model using the 2015 PISA data from
mainland China. The results demonstrate that two independent variables played indirect
and positive roles in terms of influencing students’ core competencies by reducing
school bullying. These two independent variables are a sense of shared belonging
(which had a positive effect on students’ competencies) and skipping classes (which
when lowered, is associated with better outcomes in terms of students’ competencies).
These school-level variables reflect schools’ administrative efforts to develop a positive
environment for teaching and learning (reflected in the aggregate score of students’
sense of shared belonging) and the schools’ attentive administrative efforts, wherein
monitoring of students’ attendance was consistently adopted, as reflected by students’
attendance (with more attentive administrations deterring students from skipping class
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mitigating the relationship between skipping classes and experiencing bullying, as well
as reducing the negative relationship between skipping classes and students’ core com-
petencies). Since these two independent variables are deemed to be highly practical and
directly applicable to the field of educational management, the findings of this study
provide a reference for school administrators to prevent and control school bullying and
simultaneously improve students’ core competencies. In light of the impact of students
being late for school or truant, which are in violation of school rules and may indicate
the presence of school bullying, and the resulting impacts on students’ core competen-
cies, according to this study, school management should focus more closely on students’
attendance, particularly in terms of skipping classes.

Application of Multi-level Mediation Model

This study adopted a multi-level mediation model, which is rare in research regarding
both school bullying and students’ core competencies. In contrast, most studies use re-
gression analysis including multiple predictor variables in the model simultaneously.
However, a multi-level mediation model is a more appropriate method for further elabo-
rating on the specific paths of influence among factors that, in turn, can provide more
specific feedback and recommendations for educational administrators. Studies adopt-
ing regression analysis on school bullying among adolescents in Guangdong Province
(Wang et al., 2012), Ontario, Canada (Betts, 2014), and Quebec, Canada (Di Stasio,
Savage, & Burgos, 2016) have been conducted, but with mixed or unclear results.
Likewise, Zhao et al. (2017) and Huang (2017), in analyzing science competency and
school bullying among students from four provinces of China, also adopted the 2015
PISA data. However, although these studies found several significant explanatory vari-
ables at different levels, in terms of core competencies or school bullying, they were
unable to further specify paths of influence for the factors included in their models, due
to their use of multiple regression.

Thus, our multi-level mediation model aims to evaluate the factors that have
demonstrated significant explanatory power in the past, and further evaluating paths
among variables and their relative influence, which has potential theoretical contribu-
tions for the related research topics. At present, only Wang and Meng (2017) have pub-
lished research using a multi-level mediation model, finding that the school atmosphere
directly influences a number of student-level variables, which then has an indirect posi-
tive role in science competency. With the application of multilevel analysis in educa-
tional research becoming more and more popular, we expect that multilevel mediation
model applications will be developed more extensively in the future.

Attentive Measures for Preventing School Bullying

The results of this study demonstrate, in terms of school administration, that it is bene-
ficial for schools to enact measures that combine attentive approaches to the enforce-
ment of school rules (in particular, students’ attendance) as well as measures that can
develop a sense of shared belonging. Building students’ sense of shared belonging and
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paying greater attention to students’ attendance can reduce the occurrence of relational
bullying among students, resulting in an indirect positive impact on their performance,
in terms of core competencies. These two types of administrative approaches can jointly
contribute to the development of a safe and positive learning environment for students.
In this learning atmosphere, bullying can be reduced and, as a result, students may ex-
perience greater feelings of acceptance, resulting in greater willingness to seek help
from others, even if they are bullying by their peers and avoidance of subsequent bully-
ing. At the same time, when school administrators and teachers are focused on monitor-
ing students’ attendance, they can identify students who may be suffering from school
bullying (which may be the underlying cause of student lateness, skipping classes, or
truancy), which is conducive to immediate interventions. The results of this study echo
the recommendations of PISA’s school bullying report (OECD, 2017a) which calls on
schools to create environments where students feel closer connections with teachers and
clearly recognize that the school is an orderly place wherein school rules are followed.
This recommendation is highlighted by the findings of this study that suggest school
administration efforts can make students feel at ease and can prevent bullying events.

Limitations

The paths constructed by our multi-level mediation model can provide empirical evi-
dence that school bullying serves as a mediator between the school administrative
measures and students’ core competencies. However, it is still unclear whether or not
there are other mechanisms influencing the relationships among the variables evaluated
in this study. Since some factors are beyond the scope of this study and are not ad-
dressed in this manuscript, we suggest this lack of data as a limitation and potential for
future analysis. For example, if a school adopts a more attentive model of student at-
tendance management, this approach might first influence the overall sense of shared
belongingness which, in turn, can decrease bullying and its influence on students’ core
competencies. As such, future studies can evaluate multiple paths of mediation. Next,
since this study was based on a multi-level mediation model, we were required to fol-
low corresponding steps for data analysis. During this process, although we found other
interesting findings not directly related to the primary focus of this study there were not
described in more detail in this manuscript. For example, the results of the first step of
our multi-level mediation model demonstrated no significant correlations between ver-
bal and physical bullying and students’ core competencies; therefore, these two types of
school bullying were not included in follow-up analyses, and their impact in terms of
school management measures was not tested further. Finally, the data used in this study
was limited to data reported in the 2015 PISA survey, which limits the explanatory
power of some research results. For example, it is impossible to conclude why a sense
of shared belonging at the school-level did not affect students’ reading competency but
had a positive effect on mathematics and science competencies. Since this issue cannot
be explained by existing 2015 PISA data, further data collection and analysis are rec-
ommended.
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Impact of Kindergarten Environment on Teachers’
Learning Engagement

By Wang, J.X., Wei, Y.T. & Zong, M.

ONFRONTED with the COVID-19 outbreak, online education has be-

come the main way of teaching at all kinds of schools since the Ministry
of Education of P.R. China proposed the “School is Out, But Class is On”
policy. Recently, an empirical article published in China Educational Tech-
nology took 59,156 primary and secondary school teachers in Hubei Prov-
ince(the worst-hit area of the epidemic), as research objects, analyzing their
online teaching behaviors, teaching modes and acceptability through ques-
tionnaire survey and interview.

The research findings are as follows:

In terms of teaching behavior and teaching mode: the smartphone
has become the most commonly used teaching terminal for teachers.
However, from the perspective of its functions, the function support-
ing the teaching process is slightly single, and the screen is too small,
which will affect the effect of teachers’ online teaching.

In terms of the use of teaching resources, teachers’ own resources
made the most, accounting for 51.79%; in addition, public education
resources play an important role in this online teaching.

Considering the online teaching contents: teachers can carry out
flexible teaching according to local conditions. On the basis of the
spring schedule, 78.84% of the teachers began to teach basic cultural
courses and carried out epidemic prevention education, life and safe-
ty education and other themed education. They also guided students
to operate home-based labor, physical exercise, and other activities,
which combining education with talent cultivation.

As to the teaching mode and activities: live online classroom and
centralized tutoring and Q&A are the teaching modes generally
adopted by teachers; in addition, more than half of the teachers as-
signed and corrected homework (80.46%), answered questions
online and provided tutoring (76.32%) and sent digital learning re-
sources (65.11%), which ensured the learning of students’ cultural
foundation courses. What’s more, 62.66 percent of teachers com-
municate with students’ parents to encourage them to supervise the
students’ learning.
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e In terms of teachers’ acceptability: teachers have a strong willing-
ness to use online teaching. The perceived usefulness and willing-
ness of rural teachers were significantly higher than those of urban
teachers, and the acceptability of junior middle school teachers was
the lowest.

There are some problems in online teaching: the network environment
and hardware equipment still need to be improved; teachers lack the ability
to design online teaching; teachers’ information literacy is uneven, and they
cannot accurately analyze the learning situation.

Therefore, the author considered that the hardware facilities and software
resources should be improved to provide a good environment for online
teaching; the teaching concept should be changed from “teaching for teach-
ing” to “teaching by learning”; the way of teacher training and teaching re-
search should be innovated to improve teachers’ ability of online teaching
design; data-driven, individualized instruction should be realized based on
learning analysis technology.

Source: China Educational Technology, 2020; 400:15-21.
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The Determinants and Impacts of Extra Tutoring in
and out of School in Hong Kong

By Li, J.L. & Pan, D.D.

ECENTLY, a study published in Education and Economy that is based
on the PISA2015 data of Hong Kong used Bernoulli Model, Hierar-
chical Linear Model(HLM), and Propensity Score Matching (PSM) to esti-
mate the determinants and impacts of students’ extra tutoring in and out

school.

The results indicate that:

Tutoring out of school in Hong Kong may transfer from the
original intention of “serving the poor students” to “serving the
poor performance”.

Tutoring in school has a significantly negative effect on students’
achievement in Science, Math, and Reading. Except the nega-
tive impact on students’ Math achievement, it has no impact on
their Reading and Science achievement.

Tutoring in school is mostly provided by teachers of their own
or professional after-school tutoring organizations, but it rather
helps students’ academic performance than having a negative
impact; Students who attend tutoring out of school in Math and
Reading provided by school teachers score significantly lower
than those who do not.

The author suggests that the implementation of after-school service poli-
cy in mainland China should make reasonable choices for students, teachers,
and service modes.

Source: Education & Economy, 2020; 36(2):49-59.
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Two-Child Period: Psychosocial Adaptation of the
First-born Child in Primary School

By Deng, L.Y., Wang, X.T., Xiong, Y.Y., Li, Y.T. & Li, B.L.

Arecent article published in Chinese Journal of Clinical Psychology ex-
plored the influencing mechanism of the father’s company and the
mother’s emotion on the psychosocial adaptation of first-born children in
primary schools under the background of China’s universal two-child policy.
Father’s company includes company time and quality, while mother’s emo-
tion contains negative and positive mood; and the psychosocial adaptation
involves five aspects, including emotional symptoms, morality, hyperactivity,
peer communication, and prosocial behavior. A total of 824 primary school
children’s parents in Beijing were surveyed through the Paternal Companion
Questionnaire. The results are as follows:

e Compared to the only-children, first-born children in two-child
families show less prosocial behavior but more moral problems.

e There are significant pairwise correlations between the time and
quality of the father’s company, the positive and negative emo-
tion of the mother’s, and the dimension children’s psychosocial
adaptation.

e Whether it is the first-born or the only-child, the time spent with
the father will affect the quality of companionship, which will
further affect the mother’s emotion, and finally influence chil-
dren’s psychosocial adaptation.

Source: Chinese Journal of Clinical Psychology, 2020; 28(2):254-260.
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How Long Should We Sleep? The Ideal Matching Pat-
tern between Sleep Time and Academic Achievement
of High School Student

By Liu, J., Zhao, L.M., Du, X.F. & Xu, G.X.

DEQUATE sleep time, good psychosomatic development environment,

and high-quality academic achievement are necessary conditions for
educational success. Based on this, a study published in Journal of East Chi-
na Normal University (Edu Sci), relying on the data of the Quality and
Health Check-up Program of China Basic Education Quality Monitoring Co-
ordination Center, explored the ideal matching model between students’ high
academic achievement and sleep time on the basis of students psychosomatic
development and a good educational environment, and providing multi-level
early-warning to schools that sacrifice students’ sleep time in exchange for
good scores. The results show that:

In general, high school students have the best academic perfor-
mance when they sleep more than nine hours. And those stu-
dents enjoy a higher interest in learning, less stress, better learn-
ing quality, higher activity participation, more harmonious in-
terpersonal relationships, and more happiness.

For schools with low socioeconomic status, students who get the
best grades when they sleep between eight to nine hours have
higher interest, less stress, better learning quality, more activity
participation, harmonious interpersonal relationships, and more
happiness. This shows that in the school environment with an
overall lower socio-economic background, students need to pay
a certain amount of time and effort to achieve good grades, and
the best performance can only be achieved on the basis of at
least eight hours of sleep, which guarantees a healthy education-
al environment.

For schools with high socio-economic status groups, students
who get the best grades when they sleep for more than eight
hours have higher interest, lower stress, better learning quality,
more activity participation, more harmonious interpersonal rela-
tionships and more happiness.

The study suggests that high achievement should not come at the ex-
pense of less sleep, regardless of the socio-economic status of the school.

Vol.5, No.2, 2020 707



Keeping students’ sleep time at or above eight hours is an ideal matching
mode for schools to ensure students’ physical and mental health development
and to create a good educational environment. It’s suggested that the admin-
istrators, schools, teachers, and parents should hold positive values and un-
derstand the relationship between students’ sleep time and academic perfor-
mance. For schools that blindly pursue high grades at the expense of students’
sleep time, a multi-level early-warning mechanism should be established and
their rectification should be supervised.

Source: Journal of East China Normal University (Edu Sci), 2020; 3:71-79.
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Where Are the Fathers?

By Xu, Q., & Wang J.S.

STUDY using the tracking data of China Education Panel Survey

(CEPS) in 2014-2015 to described the current situation of fathers’ in-
volvement in childrearing in China, and further to discuss the level of fathers’
input, influencing factors, and the effects on the development of teenagers.
The conclusions are as follows:

e In contemporary China, it is common for a father to participate in
childrearing, but the level of participation is still obviously lower
than that of the mother. This result may be related not only to the
Chinese traditional division of gender roles but also to the family
tradition of grandparents and the living pattern of separation
caused by population mobility.

e The level of fathers’ input in childrearing is not only influenced
by children’s gender, age, one-child status, household registration,
and residence, but also affected by their family’s socioeconomic
status, the situation of grandparents’ participation in childrearing,
and the pattern of the family residence. Specifically, the level of
fathers’ rearing improves significantly when the child is male and
single-child. Migrant children and children living in cities receive
more care from their fathers; but when it comes to emotional
communication, fathers’ input could be relatively low. The higher
the parents’ educational level and professional status, the more
the fathers’ input in childrearing; in addition, the better the finan-
cial situation of the family, the less likely for the father to partici-
pate in the transactional parenting activities, while the degree of
emotional communication with the children and the degree of in-
timacy with the children will be significantly improved. In addi-
tion, fathers are less likely to participate in transactional chil-
drearing activities when there are elderly people living in the fam-
ily. Meanwhile, the separated living condition caused by fathers
going out to work or doing business will greatly reduce the level
of parental investment.

e Fathers’ input in childrearing has a remarkable influence on the
development of teenagers in all aspects, and this influence is of
equal importance compared with that of mothers. Comparing with
participation in transactional parenting activities, the emotional
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communication between fathers and children is more important
for the development of adolescents, and the parental input has a
significant impact on both sons and daughters, among which, in
terms of academic performance, behavioral performance and the
number of friends, the fathers’ input has a stronger impact on
sons.

Source: Journal of Social Development, 2019; 6 (1):68-85+243-244.
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Effects of Augmented Reality Technology on Lexical
Cognitive Intervention in Children with Autism

By Chen, L., Zhao, J., Wang, G., & Zhang, K.

UTISM is a neurodevelopmental disorder which originated in early

childhood. The core symptoms are social communication and social
interaction disorders, repetitive stereotyped behaviors, interests, and activity
patterns. A study published in China Educational Technology explored the
effect of augmented reality (AR) on improving the lexical cognitive of autis-
tic children. In this study, 28 children aging 3-10 years old who were diag-
nosed with autism are recruited and screened. They were randomly divided
into the experimental group and the control group, and then they received
certain experimental intervention after the pretests.

In the intervention process, the word learning of the experimental group
students can be carried out on the software of augmented reality technology
on Android Tablet, and interaction with the virtual entity can be realized by
clicking to trigger the animation and sound of the virtual entity, swiveling the
screen to rotate the virtual entity, moving the position and other operations.
The students in the control group were presented 2D pictures directly. They
can touch the pictures on the screen, trigger the sound, and match the card
with the screen image.

The results of the post-test and pre-test show that the intervention of the
two groups has achieved significant effects. In terms of vocabulary identifi-
cation and naming, students in the experimental group performed better and
they showed a higher interest in teaching tools.

Source: China Educational Technology, 2020; 400:15-21.
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Effects Study on the Impact of Teachers’ Information
Technology Leadership on Teaching Efficacy

By Yu, T.Z. & Zhang, X.F.

HAT is the impact of teachers’ information technology leadership on

the effectiveness of information-based teaching? Based on the analy-
sis of relevant literature, a recent study published in Teacher Education Re-
search designed a scale with teaching leadership, professional leadership,
management implementation, and communication and collaboration as the
key factors of teacher information technology leadership. The researchers
distributed questionnaires to schools in Kaifeng, Luoyang, Xinyang,
Nanyang, Zhumadian, and other cities in Henan Province. A total of 1,166
guestionnaires were collected, and 996 were obtained after eliminating inva-
lid ones. On the basis of reliability and validity analysis, the data were fur-
ther analyzed, and the function path model of teachers’ information technol-
ogy leadership on information teaching efficiency was generated. The fol-
lowing results are obtained:

e From the overall effect analysis, the influence degree of infor-
mation-based communication and cooperation, information-based
professional leadership, and information-based teaching leader-
ship on the information-based teaching effectiveness are succes-
sively reduced, among which the information-based management
execution has little influence on the information-based teaching
effectiveness.

e From the perspective of direct effect analysis, the greatest influ-
ence on the effectiveness of information-based teaching is the in-
formation-based teaching leadership, followed by the infor-
mation-based professional leadership and the information-based
communication and collaboration.

e From the perspective of indirect effects and mediating variables,
information-based teaching leadership and information-based pro-
fessional leadership are the key factors. Information-based com-
munication and collaboration can indirectly improve the promo-
tion of information-based teaching functions through information-
based professional leadership and information-based teaching
leadership.
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From the perspective of the influence degree of each index of the
measurement model, the four factors that have the greatest impact
on the effectiveness of information-based teaching are the belief
in online supervision and guidance of students’ learning, the per-
ception in planning extracurricular learning activities, the confi-
dence in effectively integrated digital resources, and the confi-
dence in scientific design of information-based classroom activi-
ties. The biggest influence on information-based teaching leader-
ship is to develop the teaching content by using information tech-
nology. What has the greatest influence on information-based
professional leadership is the enthusiasm of paying attention to
the frontier of information technology, using information tech-
nology to update the subject knowledge, and driving colleagues to
learn and apply information technology. It is important to com-
municate with parents to understand their aspirations, to com-
municate with students to grasp the learning situation, and to dis-
cuss disciplinary issues in collaboration with peers.

Based on the data analysis results and from the perspective of teachers’
information technology leadership, this paper proposed relevant suggestions
for improving the effectiveness of informational teaching:

Create a positive atmosphere and play the leading role.

Strive to the technology enhancement and pursue the scientific
blend.

Pay attention to the radiation effect and fix the cooperation mode.
Focus on teaching leadership and dig deep into digital resources.
Concentrate on extracurricular guidance and combine the online
and offline.

Source: Teacher Education Research, 2020; 3(2):48-56.
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