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1. Executive Summary

1. Executive Summary
Families across the world recently found themselves subjected to a so-called ‘new
normal’ when schools in over 180 countries closed their doors due to the COVID-19
pandemic. In Ireland, close to 1 million children, enrolled in primary and secondary
schools (CSO, 2020) were abruptly transitioned into their new classroom – home.
From March to June 2020, parents juggled work (if work was a viable option for
them), domestic life and a new role as teacher of their children. This report outlines
the main findings of an online survey exploring parents’/guardians’1 and children’s
and young people’s experiences of ‘schooling at home’ during COVID-19. The
survey was developed by researchers in the School of Education at NUI Galway 
(Dr. Niamh Flynn, Dr. Elaine Keane, Emer Davitt, Dr. Veronica McCauley, Dr. Manuela
Heinz and Prof. Gerry MacRuairc), in collaboration with Áine Lynch, CEO National
Parents’ Council Primary.  We employed the term ‘schooling at home’- a novel term -
in this study, in an attempt both to capture the experiences of parents and their
children in navigating the school-at-home experience during the period of the
closure of school buildings, and to differentiate from ‘homeschooling’ which is
typically understood as “parent-directed learning in the home that substitutes
partially or completely for attendance at a regular school” (Dwyer & Peters, 2019, p. 3).

The central objective of the study was to explore parents’, children’s and young
people’s perspectives on, and experiences of, a range of pertinent issues, including:

1 Note: ‘Parent(s)’ is employed hereafter and is understood to include parents and guardians.

1. Levels and types of engagement with ‘schooling at home’, including any change in
engagement over the period of school building closures;

2. Factors influencing engagement with ‘schooling at home’ [including technology-related
matters and special educational needs (SEN)];

3. The types and levels of teaching and supports provided by schools and teachers for
‘schooling at home’;

4. Perceived impacts of ‘schooling at home’ on their lives;

5. The new arrangements for second-level ‘exam year’ students; and

6. Transitions back to formal schooling.



1. Executive Summary‘Schooling at Home’ in Ireland during COVID-19: Perspectives and Experiences of Primary and Second-level Students and their Parents

- 10 -

The ‘Schooling at Home’ in Ireland study is the latest study capturing the
perspectives and experiences of children and young people of school-going age in
the Republic of Ireland during the period of school buildings closures. This report
provides a summary and synthesis of the survey responses of the participating
parents and their children. 

The online survey, which was housed on a commercial survey website compliant
with GDPR requirements, was initiated on 17th June and closed on August 10th
2020.  It used an ethical free-choice response format which allowed participants to
skip questions that they were uncomfortable answering, resulting in variable
response rates across questions. Demographic questions were included in the adult
section of the survey only.  A cross-sectional research design (i.e. the survey was
administered at one point in time) was employed but participants were asked to
retrospectively reflect on their experiences of ‘schooling at home’ since the closure
of school buildings in March 2020.  Each participating parent was asked to report on
the experience of their oldest school-aged child only. Along with a range of closed-
ended questions, the survey included open-ended items that offered parents,
children and young people ample opportunity to describe in their own words their
experiences and perspectives. Parent participants were recruited via a number of
pathways including: the NPC database of parent affiliates; social media channels
targeting parents of school-aged children; the NUI Galway School of Education
news webpage and Twitter account; and personal and organisational contacts of the
research team. Both English and Irish language versions of the survey were available
to prospective participants. 

The primary and second-level school-aged participants were accessed solely
though their parents; that is, parents provided informed consent for their oldest
school-aged child to participate in the online survey, after which, the child provided
their own informed assent, and then initiated the relevant section of the survey. The
quantitative data from the survey were analysed using descriptive statistics combined
with parametric and non-parametric inferential statistics. Data from the open-ended
questions of the survey were analysed using content analysis approaches. Since a
non-probability sampling method was utilised in this research, the views and
experiences of the final sample may not be representative of those of the entire
population of Irish parents and school-aged children.

2 N refers to the total number of participants or responses to a particular question on the survey.
3 Irish Census categories were employed to ascertain participant ethnicity.
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The final parent sample (N2 = 2733) was comprised of predominantly ‘White-Irish’3

(87.4%) and female (91%) parents who reported that they did not possess a medical
card (86.9%), and whose highest level of education was a third-level qualification
(78.8%). The majority of the parent sample reported that their oldest school-aged
child attended a primary school (74.5%) of non-DEIS4 status (76.5%). 12.7% of
participating parents reported that their oldest school-age child usually received
learning support due to a recognised special educational need (SEN). The final
primary school-aged sample totalled 896 children, with the vast majority attending
mainstream primary schools (98.2%) that were largely English-medium (85.1%) and
of non-DEIS status (77.1%). Parent reports indicated that 13.6% of the primary
participants received additional learning support at school due to a recognised
SEN. The final second-level school-aged sample totalled 293 young people,
predominantly from mainstream schools (98.6%) that were English-medium (95.6%)
and of non-DEIS status (88.4%). Parent reports indicated that 11.6% of the second-
level sample received additional learning support at school due to a recognised SEN.

On average, students reportedly spent between 2.2 hours (primary students) and
3.6 hours (second-level students) per day engaged in ‘schooling at home’ activities.
When asked to compare their learning at home and at school, a small majority of
primary (52%) and a large majority of second-level students (73%) felt that they had
learnt less at home than at school. In addition, a very large majority of parents (82%
of parents of a child in primary school and 71% of parents of a child in second-level
school5) reported that their children’s interest in ‘schooling at home’ had either
“decreased a little” or “decreased a lot” over the period of the school buildings
closures. This was supported by the reports of the second-level students
themselves, with the majority (67%) indicating decreases in interest levels over time. 

In relation to their enjoyment of ‘schooling at home’, the most frequent response
among primary students was “sometimes did and sometimes did not enjoy [it]”
(66.5%). Responses of second-level students were more diverse, with 44% reporting
variable enjoyment, and 40% reporting that they “mostly did not enjoy it”. Primary
students enjoyed a wide range of curricular areas, and particularly liked engaging in
project work, practical work, and activities involving technology. They also reported
enjoyment of sports, extracurricular practical indoor and outdoor activities 

‘Schooling at Home’ in Ireland during COVID-19: Perspectives and Experiences of Primary and Second-level Students and their Parents
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5 ‘Primary parents’ and ‘second-level parents’ are used hereafter, and are understood to refer to participating parents whose oldest school-aged

child was in primary school or second-level school respectively at the time of completion of the online survey.
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(e.g., gardening and baking), and spending extra time with their family members.
Second-level students enjoyed the freedom of sleeping later in the morning,
following their own schedule, determining how long to spend on particular
subjects, and having time for extracurricular activities in a more relaxed home
environment. Many primary student participants reported that they did not miss
classwork, homework or tests, and second-level students reported that they did not
miss early morning starts for commuting to school, demanding/strict daily routines,
disruptive students in class, or bullies. The vast majority of primary and second-level
students reported that they missed social interactions with friends, and some
students also missed interactions with, and support from, their teachers. 

Many students and parents reported experiencing increased levels of stress and
anxiety. Working parents and/or parents with several children, with no childcare,
found juggling multiple learning levels and work-home-children responsibilities
exhausting, “impossible” and unsustainable. A small number of parents offered
more positive accounts of the ‘schooling at home’ period, noting that their children
benefited from the one-to-one support they provided, more family time, and the
freedom to develop personal skills (e.g., more independence) and learn new or
different things (e.g., expand their IT skills). Both primary and second-level parents
felt that their children’s routine had been most negatively affected by ‘schooling at
home’, but more negative impacts were reported for second-level students than
primary students for all explored aspects of their lives (learning, routine, confidence,
independence, behaviour, mental health, social skills).

With regard to access to technology during the ‘schooling at home’ period, it was
found that a large majority of parents were satisfied with the number of devices
available to their family, and with their internet connection, although students in
DEIS second-level schools were significantly more likely to have a ‘poor’ internet
connection than students in non-DEIS schools. The majority (approximately 73%) of
both primary and second-level parents reported that the child’s mother/female
guardian took primary responsibility for supporting ‘schooling at home’. Primary
parents reported that they drew upon online resources and/or guidance and
resources from their child’s school as sources of support for their involvement in
‘schooling in home’, whereas a substantial number of second-level parents did not
make recourse to any supports (49.6%). Over 40% of parents (47% of primary and
40% of second-level parents) whose children attended Irish medium schools reported
that their level of Irish impacted the support they could provide for their child.

‘Schooling at Home’ in Ireland during COVID-19: Perspectives and Experiences of Primary and Second-level Students and their Parents
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According to parent reports, the most common supports provided by primary and
second-level schools and teachers were emails with instructions for work, use of apps
or online platforms, and recommendations for online resources. Live online class
teaching was reportedly provided for 19% of the primary and 58% of the second-
level participants. 61% of parents of primary school-aged children and 54% of
parents of second-level school-aged children reported that they were “satisfied” or
“very satisfied” with school supports. However, 24% of primary and 27% of second-
level parents reported that they were either “dissatisfied” or “very dissatisfied” with
this support. Reports about satisfaction with feedback from schools on completed
work were very variable, but the most common description was “somewhat useful”
(23% of primary parents, and 29% of second-level parents). While some
acknowledged and praised schools and teachers for their support, the majority of
parents who chose to respond to various open-ended items6 were highly critical of
the perceived lack of school and/or teacher support, highlighting a lack of
communication, engagement or support from schools and/or teachers, and
emphasising the need for both live daily classes (rather than an email with a list of
work for the week), and meaningful feedback on completed work. Many of these
parents called for the government to monitor and ensure appropriate and
consistent teaching and student support across schools and teachers. 56% of
parents of primary children with SEN and 41% of parents of second-level students
with SEN were either “satisfied” or “very satisfied” with the received supports.
However, 25% of primary and 40% of second-level parents with a child who usually
received additional learning support at school were “dissatisfied” or “very dissatisfied”
with the support received. In terms of the supports provided by DEIS schools, 57%
of primary parents and 40% of second-level parents were “satisfied” or “very satisfied”
with these supports. However, 19% of primary parents and 36% of second-level
parents reported that they were “dissatisfied” or “very dissatisfied” in this regard. 

In relation to returning to school in September, primary and second-level students
expressed largely positive attitudes (with average ratings of 7.71 and 6.43
respectively on a 10-point scale). The three most prominent worries about the
transition back to school among primary parents were: children not being allowed
back full-time due to physical distancing requirements (reported by 58% of primary
parents); children not being able to play normally with their friends (reported by
54%); and children being behind academically (reported by 38%). The three most

‘Schooling at Home’ in Ireland during COVID-19: Perspectives and Experiences of Primary and Second-level Students and their Parents
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prominent worries among second-level parents were: young people not being
allowed back full-time due to physical distancing requirements (reported by 56% of
second-level parents); children being behind academically (reported by 41%); and
children potentially being exposed to COVID-19 (reported by 38%). The majority of
parents who responded to follow-up open-ended questions were very worried
about how they would cope if schools did not open fully (particularly those working
full-time), and emphasised their child(ren)’s need to return to school for academic,
social and mental health reasons. A minority expressed apprehension about the
reopening of schools on health grounds. In the context of preferences for a
potential blended learning model in schools from September onwards, the most
commonly endorsed options were “attending 2-3 days per week” (37% of primary
parents, 40% of second-level parents, 41% of second-level students), or
“mornings/afternoons attendance only” [26% of primary parents, 16.7% of second-
level students (but responses for “unsure” were higher at 19.2%), and 18% of
second-level students]. 

With respect to the cancellation of State Examinations and the use of a calculated
grade model in place of the Leaving Certificate examination, diverse views were
expressed by the parents and students who responded to this subset of open-
ended questions. While some of the responding parents felt that it was a mistake,
others perceived it to be the best decision in a very challenging context. Many
disapproved of the delay in reaching and publically announcing a decision,
particularly in relation to the Leaving Certificate. In terms of the calculated grades
model, some of the parent participants felt it was the fairest decision in the context,
but others were concerned about teacher bias and transparency. A similar variation
in opinion was evident among second-level student participants in relation to both
the cancellation of the examinations and the use of a calculated grade model, with
core concerns centring on whether academic progress from March to May would be
known or taken into account by teachers in their calculation of subject grades.  

Based on the findings of this study, we can make the following recommendations:

‘Schooling at Home’ in Ireland during COVID-19: Perspectives and Experiences of Primary and Second-level Students and their Parents
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1. Ideally, but subject to public health advice and with due regard to the safety
and wellbeing of teachers and students, schools would remain open full-time
so as to protect students’ academic progress, their socio-emotional
development, and mental health, as well as the wellbeing of parents.
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2. It would be helpful if the government were to further develop and issue clearer
and more detailed guidelines for schools and teachers in relation to remote
and/or blended teaching and learning, including clear guidance on
engagement with parents. This would facilitate equity of access to the
curriculum, and appropriate support for students across all schools, at both
primary and second-level, should school buildings closures at national or local
level be necessary in the future.

3. Appropriate support and training is needed for all principals and teachers with
regard to effective communication with parents and students, and most
pertinently, with respect to good practice in remote and blended teaching and
learning, and student support in that context. 

4. In a potential future ‘schooling at home’ scenario, the following are
recommended:
a. Schools and teachers should respond with flexibility to home learning

contexts (e.g., where parents need to support different ages and learning
levels) by adapting their support, and teaching and learning approaches,
accordingly;

b. There should be greater cognisance of the multiple competing demands
faced by working parents, and more attention focused on the provision of
supports to children and young people to enable them to engage in
learning more independently, learning which still needs to be directed and
led by the relevant teacher(s). Supports are also needed for parents to assist
them in supporting their child(ren)’s learning;

c. More attention should be focused on monitoring and sustaining students’
interest in ‘schooling at home’ over time, for example, through the provision
of meaningful engagement (including through regular live online classes at
both primary and second-level, in an age-appropriate fashion) and learning
tasks, and feedback on completed work;

d. Ideally, opportunities for online social interaction and collaborative learning
with peers would be facilitated by schools and teachers; and 

e. Resources need to be provided to relevant families for necessary
equipment/internet access for ‘schooling at home’;
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5. The following are recommended for future research:
a. As the participants in the survey were, in the main, from majority ethnic and

less disadvantaged groups, further research exploring the perspectives and
experiences of those from minority ethnic and lower socio-economic
groups, including those in DEIS schools, needs to be prioritised;

b. Follow-on research is needed to capture students’ lived experiences of
transitioning back to their schools or of transitioning to new educational
settings (e.g., second-level or third-level) in September 2020; 

c. Research exploring parents’ and students’ experiences of, and perspectives
on, the outcome of the calculated grades process would be valuable;

d. Further research is required regarding the ‘schooling at home’ experience of
school-aged children with SEN and their parents. Only a small number of
the individuals who participated in this study (12.7%) were parents of a child
with a recognised SEN. Furthermore, the survey only collected data
pertaining to the oldest school-aged child in each family, potentially
resulting in an incomplete representation of each of these families’ unique
situations.
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2. Introduction

2. Introduction
2.1 Introduction
Families across the world recently found themselves subjected to a so-called ‘new
normal’ when schools in over 180 countries closed their doors due to the COVID-19
pandemic. In Ireland, close to 1 million children, enrolled in primary and secondary
schools (CSO, 2020) were abruptly transitioned into their new classroom – home.
From March to June 2020, parents/guardians juggled work (if work was a viable
option for them), domestic life, and a new role as teacher of their children without
any training (with the exception of parents who are teachers), and with varying levels
of support. Children and young people encountered a dramatic change in their
daily routine, a loss of accessible peer support and social stimulation, a new virtual
learning environment, and new expectations regarding self-regulated learning and
self-motivation. Our research aimed to capture the lived experiences of parents,
children and young people as they navigated these unchartered circumstances. 

At the time of writing, the ‘Schooling at Home’ in Ireland study is the most up to
date research detailing the perspectives and experiences of school-aged children
and young people in the Republic of Ireland with respect to the period of the school
buildings closure. A further unique aspect of the study is that it involved multiple
voices, namely, parents, children and young people from primary and second-level
schools. This report provides an in-depth summary and synthesis of the rich and
nuanced responses from the participating parents and their children to questions
on a wide range of education-related experiences and issues in the unprecedented
COVID-19 context. 

2.2 Previous Irish Research on Schools’, Students’ and Parents’
Experiences in the Context of COVID-19 
Since schools closed across Ireland on March 12th 2020, a substantial number of
research projects have explored the impact of this far-reaching change on key
participants in education. This section provides a summary and synthesis of the
findings of relevant reports that have been published in Ireland in recent months8.

8 Note that the original terms used in the reviewed reports are utilised here (e.g., “homeschooling”, “distance learning”, “remote learning” etc.)
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2.2.1 Research involving teachers and school leaders 
To date, the perspectives and experiences of teachers and school leaders have
been explored in four studies. 

The first survey of school leaders, commissioned by the Department of Education
and Skills (DES) and Irish Primary Principals’ Network (IPPN), was conducted by
Burke and Dempsey (2020) between the initial closure of the schools and the 26th
March 2020. Within the sample of 2864 primary school principals, a variety of
positive and negative attitudes towards distance learning were evident. Cited
disadvantages of distance learning included: students missing out on the social
aspects of school and significant events (e.g., school trips, end of year celebrations,
sports events, faith-based events, transition-related events); potential online access
difficulties for some students and staff; concerns for the safety and general
wellbeing of some disadvantaged students; pressure on staff to provide online
learning irrespective of comfort or readiness levels; anxiety about ‘catching up’ once
the schools re-opened; and concerns about leaving some children at home without
the supports they typically received (Burke & Dempsey, 2020). Indeed, it was
evident that some participants felt “angry, unprepared and out-of-depth” due to the
lack of notice for the introduction of distance learning provision (ibid., p. 14).
However, school leaders also spoke about potential benefits to staff, most notably,
opportunities for engaging with and embracing digital learning, continuing with
professional development, engaging in more planning, working in a safer
environment, and spending more quality time with family. Burke and Dempsey
(2020) report that the potential benefits for students that were highlighted by
participants clustered around increased independence, opportunities for revising
key curricular work, and opportunities for developing independent learning skills.
The majority of school leaders reported that they interacted with their students
either daily (28.5%) or at least once a week (43.1%), typically using email, one-way
texting and school social media channels (ibid.). However, 20% of the participating
principals indicated that no arrangements to interact with students about distance
learning were in place in their schools, and communication with parents about
quantity and pacing of work was observed to be less consistent in special schools or
in mainstream schools with special classes (ibid.). Some principals reported not
being able to make contact with some families, and commented on how some
parents were not engaging with the school despite concerted efforts to connect
with them (Burke and Dempsey, 2020). The most widely used means of engaging
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pupils in distance learning activities were reported to be alternative online activities
(e.g., reading, baking or writing), completion of workbooks/textbooks, online-based
activities (although broadband availability was not always considered beforehand),
project-based learning, play-based learning, and inquiry-based learning (ibid.). Irish
was identified as the subject that presented the greatest difficulties for adaption to
distance learning, in contrast to the ready adaptability of English, Social,
Environmental and Scientific Education (SESE), Physical Education (PE) and
Mathematics (ibid.). Half of the sample believed that Maths and English were the
areas of the curriculum that should be centralised (e.g., by DES or RTÉ) for distance
education. Finally, a significant theme in responses was a call for both guidelines
and clarity on the organisation of distance learning (evident in 1600 responses), and
training in Information and Communications Technology (ICT) (over 1200 mentions)
[ibid.].

A follow-up study of the same cohort was conducted two months later, with a final
sample of 939 primary school principals (Dempsey and Burke, 2020). This found
that the wellbeing of the vast majority of the participants was at moderate levels,
with the greatest changes (i.e., decreases) experienced in relation to social
wellbeing (ibid.). Daily communication with homes had increased from 28.5% to
70% of schools, with the modes of communication having remained the same from
two months previously (ibid.). The concerns of principals at the end of May were
also quite similar, with concerns for students at transition stages and students with
SEN being paramount (ibid.). It was concluded by Dempsey and Burke (2020) that a
majority of the surveyed schools had mastered the migration to distance learning
quite well, but this was largely attributed to internal expertise, commitment and
leadership rather than to external support, with the exception of support from the
IPPN which was frequently acknowledged. Prominent themes in responses from the
participating principals were a need for timely and detailed guidance from the DES
about the re-opening of schools, and additional support for students with SEN, and
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) in particular (ibid.). 

The experiences and perspectives of second-level principals were explored by
Mohan et al. (2020) in an online survey conducted between 13th  and 29th May,
followed by qualitative interviews with a representative sub-set of the participants (8
from non-DEIS and 2 from DEIS schools). Findings from 227 second-level principals
(a 33% response rate) indicated that teachers and students were required to upskill
their digital competencies over a very short period, most often through “learning-
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by-doing” (Mohan et al., 2020, p. X).  Live online videos and virtual platforms were
found to be the most common tools for distance learning, but these were utilised to
a lesser extent by schools with catchment areas characterised by lower-speed
broadband and lower than average household incomes (ibid.). Further, some
negative effects of distance learning (e.g., on group work, practical work, student
engagement, student participation) were found to be more pronounced in these
schools (ibid.). However, it was found that significant efforts were made by schools
to overcome barriers to distance learning such as through the provision of ICT
equipment to students (ibid.). Although schools endeavoured to foster a sense of
school community, distance learning was believed by school leaders to have been
either “similar to”, or “worse than” standard practice (ibid. p. X). Mohan et al. (2020)
describe how the most prominent challenges encountered by staff in second-level
schools (according to the reports of their principals) included uncertainty in relation
to the arrangements for the State exams, difficulties associated with working at
home, and inadequate internet connectivity at home. Some student cohorts were
perceived by the participating principals to have been disproportionately affected
by the school building closures; namely, students in Junior Cert and Leaving Cert
years (particularly those in DEIS schools), students with SEN, students with English
as a second language, and students from low-income backgrounds; all of whom
were believed to be at risk of academic regression (ibid.). In anticipation of the
commencement of the 2020-2021 academic year, the participating school leaders
called for centralised (i.e., from the DES) yet flexible guidelines to guide decision-
making, enhanced communication from the DES, and concrete supports (e.g., ICT
supports, professional development supports, wellbeing supports, and COVID-19
management supports) in advance of the re-opening of the schools (Mohan et al.,
2020).  

One of the first studies of teachers was steered by researchers in the School of
Education at Trinity College Dublin, in collaboration with Trinity Access, between 3rd
and 19th June 2020. This study was part of an ambitious tripartite research project
that aimed to explore the impact of the school closures from the perspectives of the
three key stakeholders of teachers, parents and students. The teacher survey
targeted both primary and post-primary teachers but the post-primary teacher
dataset involving 723 post-primary teachers was the first to be analysed and
reported on (Devitt et al., 2020a). In this report, Devitt et al. (2020a, p. 1) outline
how levels of student engagement were  perceived by teachers to be “medium-
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high”, but teachers in DEIS schools were almost three times more likely than
teachers in non-DEIS schools to report low levels of student engagement, which was
linked to barriers such as lack of student interest, lack of student support in the
home, and lack of access to devices (also relevant in non-DEIS settings, but to a
lesser extent). As in the studies of Burke and Dempsey (2020), and Mohan et al.
(2020), it was found that teachers had been using a wide range of different means to
engage with students, but phone and post were used more frequently in DEIS than
in non-DEIS schools (Devitt et al., 2020a). Teacher reports indicated that
asynchronous (i.e., not in real time) rather than synchronous interactions between
teachers and students had predominated during the period of the school buildings
closures, and that within learning inputs, multiple models of engagement and
representation for students were utilised (ibid.). Indeed, the pedagogical
approaches employed by teachers were found to be associated with student
engagement (ibid.). Higher levels of engagement were linked to: collaborative and
interactive pedagogies (although 50% of teachers reported a decrease in
collaborative practices); practices that supported scaffolding and choice in learning;
and practices that promoted learner motivation (with the latter being particularly
important for students in DEIS schools) [ibid.]. Co-ordinated approaches to online
learning within schools were associated with increased levels of collaboration within
schools, but teachers in non-DEIS schools were more likely than those in DEIS
schools to describe the transition to online teaching and learning as involving a
whole-school approach (Devitt et al., 2020a). Support from colleagues was found to
be particularly important as a source of technology-related advice, and cross-
colleague collaboration allowed for the sharing of idea and teaching approaches
(ibid.). With regard to the continuation of CPD, teachers reported that they largely
engaged with webinars concerning wellbeing, SEN and technology during the
school buildings closure period, but their priorities for future supports centred on
the meaningful integration of technology and pedagogy for online learning (ibid.).

2.2.2 Research involving parents 
Numerous studies investigated the opinions and experiences of parents, providing
important insights into experienced and/or perceived barriers to, and enablers of,
appropriate continuity of learning, academic progress, and social-emotional
development for children and young people during the period of the school
buildings closures. One of the first surveys of Irish parents was conducted by the
National Parents’ Council Post-Primary (NPCPP) on the 2nd April, which attracted
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responses from 3544 post-primary parents. With respect to communication with
schools and resources for learning, the large majority of participants (91%) reported
that their post-primary children were utilising a combination of textbooks and digital
tools for remote learning (NCPPP, 2020). Almost all of the parents (99%) reported
that their children had received communication from their schools about remote
learning, mainly through email or text messages/WhatsApps, and communication
difficulties (which transpired to be temporary and resolvable) were experienced
only by a minority of parents (21%) [ibid.]. An average number of seven teachers
were reported to have made contact with their children, largely on a daily basis, and
with the aim of assigning work (95%) or providing feedback on assigned work (81%)
[ibid.]. 38% of parents indicated that their children used technology for learning at
home, with the most popular devices being laptops followed by tablets and mobile
phones, to which students had largely unlimited access (80%). NPCPP (2020)
reports that the majority of participants (80%) had reliable broadband, but among
the remainder of households, problems centred on intermittent service, speed of
connection and signal strength. Open-ended items on the survey elicited 1700
comments, with the most prominent concerns pertaining to changes in home
environments, uncertainty in relation to examinations, a lack of support for students
with additional needs, and the impact on student wellbeing (ibid.). However, NCPPP
(2020) reports that many positive comments were also evident in the qualitative
data, with a particular theme being acknowledgement and commendation of the
effort, dedication and commitment of schools to supporting their children. 

A further survey of Irish parents was conducted by Amárach in April (2nd and 6th
April), but this time, with a focus on differential experiences across parents of
varying education levels. As reported by Doyle (2020), of the 458 participating
parents9, the majority reported that they were spending 1-2 hours per day
schooling their children, with one fifth spending less than 30 minutes per day. No
differences were found across groups in the amount of time spent per day in
homeschooling, but a significantly higher proportion of highly educated parents
(40%) compared to less-highly educated parents (30%) reported that they were less
productive in their jobs at that time (ibid.). The main modes of support from schools
were text messages or emails (80% of parents), or resources being sent directly by
teachers (50%) [ibid.]. However, in line with the findings of Devitt et al. (2020) in
relation to the pre-eminence of asynchronous teaching and learning, only a quarter

2. Introduction
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of the parent participants reported that their children were accessing virtual classes
(Doyle, 2020). One third of participants reported that their children were
communicating with their teachers through educational apps (ibid.).  Significant
differences were observed as a function of parent education, with children of
parents with lower levels of education being less likely to receive resources from
their teacher (especially textbooks), use educational apps, and use RTE’s Home
School Hub (ibid.). Finally, Doyle (2020) reports that the majority of participating
parents of all social classes were “somewhat worried” about homeschooling their
child.  

A similarly timed survey of parents was conducted by researchers in Ulster
University and Dublin City University between April and June 2020 (Roulston et al.,
2020). Data were collected from 2424 parents (1886 post-primary parents in
Northern Ireland and 538 post-primary parents in the Republic of Ireland). In terms
of the Republic of Ireland data, the study revealed that while initial communication
from schools was variable, once initiated, it was sustained, with most parents
receiving updates from their child’s school (71%) and being able to contact their
child(ren)’s teachers if required (64%) [ibid.]. Participating parents reported that
home-school communication was via emails (62%), the school website (26%) or an
online interface such as Google Classroom (28%) [ibid.]. Roulston et al. (2020)
reports that most children were spending between 1-2 or 4-6 hours on schoolwork
per day. The large majority of parents reported that they were confident in
supporting the learning of their children (88%), and most indicated that they were at
least “somewhat familiar” (75%) with their child’s curriculum (ibid.). Most of the
participating parents believed that it was beneficial to learn with their children but
they nonetheless experienced many challenges with homeschooling (72%)
including juggling work commitments, sharing of ICT resources, managing social
isolation, maintaining their child’s attention, and understanding the subject content
(ibid.). Parents of children with SEN in particular experienced many issues with
homeschooling (Roulston et al., 2020). 

Further parent data was gathered by researchers at the School of Education at
Trinity College Dublin, who expanded a previously planned survey10 to explore the
experiences and perspectives of Irish primary parents during the school closures
period between 27th May and 15th June (Devitt et al., 2020b).  Across 797
participating primary parents, over half reported the belief that the continuity of
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their child’s learning at home was adequate, but over a quarter felt that their
children’s learning at home was insufficient (ibid.). Factors predicting perceptions of
continuity of learning included parent time, home-school communication,
knowledge of children’s learning goals, and knowledge of the curriculum (ibid.).
‘Poor’ home-school communication was characterised as involving one-way
communication from the school, a lack of feedback on submitted work, a limited
social presence from teachers, and limited opportunities for interaction (ibid.).
Devitt et al. (2020b) report that when asked about key supports for helping their
children to learn at home, the most commonly identified elements were the adults
in the home, in addition to learning materials, digital resources and materials from
school. Congruent with the findings of Roulston et al. (2020), the majority (over 75%)
of the parents reported that they were confident in supporting their child’s learning
at home (ibid.). However, 14% indicated a lack of confidence, and this was
especially evident among parents of children with a disability (Devitt et al., 2020b).
Factors that were found to be critical for enhancing confidence levels among
parents were a focused knowledge of their child’s learning goals, a general
knowledge of the curriculum, and adequate time for supporting their child’s
learning (ibid.). It was reported that a variety of different learning activities (e.g.,
family reading and writing, exercise, baking, gardening), beyond strictly curricular-
related work, were being engaged in at home, especially where children were in the
early stages of primary school (ibid.). Devitt et al. (2020b) report that the majority of
homes had access to a tablet, but access to a laptop or desktop computer varied as
a function of parental education and employment, and one fifth of the participating
parents reported that they did not have a high quality internet connection at home.
In the main, there were high levels of satisfaction with communication from schools,
with 79% of parents reporting that it was “good” or “excellent” (ibid., p. 3). The main
channels of home-school communication were email, virtual learning environments,
phone (with phone contact being more common in DEIS schools) and social media
(ibid.). Devitt et al. (2020b) discuss how satisfaction with communication was highest
among parents who had received contact from multiple individuals within their
children’s schools, and where the focus of communication extended beyond
assignment of or feedback on school work. 

A later parent survey was conducted by Kelly et al. (2020) who examined both
parents’ and children’s experiences during school closures, their attitudes towards
returning to school in September, and the anticipated financial costs faced in
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returning to school. Survey data were collected over the period of 2nd to 16th July
from 1765 parents (1204 primary parents and 561 post-primary parents). The
majority of parents reported that they enjoyed spending more time with their
children but most also noted the challenges of homeschooling, particularly in terms
of managing technology (23% of parents reported that they did not have adequate
access to technology), juggling work and quality home-schooling, and dealing with
the extra costs incurred (e.g., costs of food, leisure activities, and technology) [Kelly
et al., 2020]. Around half of the participating parents reported that the amount of
work given to their children was appropriate, but a significant proportion (32% of
primary parents and 35.1% of second-level parents) felt that it was either too little or
too much (ibid.).  Similarly, around a quarter of primary parents and a third of
secondary parents felt that they had not received adequate support (in terms of
communication, consistency of approach to online learning, and quantity of
assigned work) from their child’s school (ibid.). However, parents also articulated the
belief that the DES could have done more to ensure appropriate and consistent
remote learning across schools (ibid.). Kelly et al. (2020) report that many of the
participating parents believed that being out of school had adversely affected the
social, emotional and academic development of their children, and thus, were
calling for additional psychological supports and increased understanding from
teachers to be priorities for the transition back to school. Around half of the
participating parents reported being worried about the return to school, with
anxieties clustering around: the risk of infection for children with underlying
conditions; the risk of infection to vulnerable members of the family; the
practicalities of practising hand hygiene and social distancing amongst children; a
potential lack of support for significant transitions (e.g., from primary to second-
level; into an exam year), especially for students with additional needs (ibid.). In
addition, a large majority of parents (65-73%) reported the belief that they did not
have sufficient information about the logistics of the transition to school, and the
likely shape of their child’s school day, while about 16% expressed a preference for
their child to remain at home for safety reasons (ibid.). 

2.2.3 Research involving children and/or young people
Capturing the student voice on the experience of ‘schooling at home’ at different
stages during the school buildings closures period has been an unequivocal goal of
many Irish researchers, with a range of different emphases being foregrounded. For
example, an explicit focus on wellbeing was at the heart of an online survey of
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second-level students, which was conducted by Galway City Comhairle na nÓg
between May 19th and June 8th. Findings from a final sample of 233 students aged
between 12 and 20 years from across Ireland suggested that “online learning had a
negative impact on the wellbeing of students” (Galway City Comhairle na nÓg,
2020, p. 6). Over a third (31%) of students reported that their school had provided
them with an online support service such as counselling, and students who self-
reported as feeling supported by their schools scored significantly lower on a stress
scale than those who felt unsupported (ibid.). Although the large majority of
students (94%) reported that they had the ability to contact their teacher if they had
difficulties with their school work, the general consensus was that they had received
“too much classwork” (ibid., p. 6), with 59% reporting that they received more than
usual. An open-ended question on how online learning could be made easier for
the participating students yielded suggestions such as: more one-to-one check-ins
with students; dedicated support hours with teachers; more understanding and
support for students lacking technology or reliable internet; live classes on
Microsoft Teams; soliciting feedback from students; keeping work consistent across
subjects or lessening the workload; more recognition of potentially conflicting
demands and difficulties concentrating at home; more cross-teacher
communication to allow for staggering of deadlines; providing timetables for
weekly classes; more access to wellbeing supports; and ensuring consistency of
approach across schools (Galway City Comhairle na nÓg). 

A similarly timed but much larger-scale study was conducted by researchers from
the School of Education at TCD in collaboration with Trinity Access in May and June
2020. The survey involved over 1000 post-primary students from schools in the
greater Dublin area that are a part of the Trinity Access programme (which aims to
increase access to higher education for students). It was found that the participating
students scored lower on a measure of wellbeing relative to students in 2019, with a
perceived increase in workload (reported by 80% of students) being a significant
source of stress (Bray et al., 2020). Students reported that they experienced a
decrease in collaboration and communication with peers, an increase in the use of
technology for learning, more reliance on self-directed learning, and variable levels
of feedback from teachers (an increase for 37% but a decrease for 26% of the
participants) [ibid.]. Students who reported negative relationships with their
teachers, who perceived a lack of feedback over their work, and who had less
parent involvement in their work were more likely to have poorer mental wellbeing
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during this period (ibid.). Indeed, level of parental involvement was found to be a
very significant factor influencing wellbeing, active engagement with education, and
student-teacher relationships (ibid.). Bray et al. (2020) reports that views about
changes to the Leaving Certificate exam were very variable, with approximately half
of students agreeing with the cancellation, but only a third agreeing with the shift to
the calculated grade model which was a perceived as a stressor for some students,
particularly those who worried about the role of student-teacher relationships in the
process. Some students proposed that the requirement for change in the state
examinations should be utilised as an opportunity to transition away from high
stakes testing to a model based on continuous assessment for Senior Cycle (ibid.).

The aforementioned study of Kelly et al. (2020) conducted in July 2020 also
surveyed children and young people from primary and second-level schools. A
diversity of feelings was evident among the 255 participants (60% of whom would
be attending second-level school in September) with respect to not being in school,
and an even split was observed in relation to liking and not liking having a parent as
their teacher for three months (Kelly et al., 2020). Approximately 25% of participants
reported that they did not have adequate access to a laptop or tablet to do their
work at home (ibid.). Approximately 65% reported that they had found learning
outside of the classroom difficult, and over 90% stated that they had missed their
school friends (ibid.). Kelly et al. (2020) report that in relation to the transition back
to school, participants spoke about being excited to be reunited with their friends,
to learn new things, to see their teacher, and to engage in outdoor activities such as
PE and sports, but not to experience homework again. However, 60% of the children
and young people (with a higher proportion being observed among second-level
students) indicated that they were worried about potentially being exposed to and
contracting COVID-19 (ibid.). Similar concerns to those of parents were reported by
the participating children/young people (ibid, cf. p. 9-12). 

The issue of returning to school was particularly brought to the fore in a study
conducted by the Irish Second Level Students’ Union (ISSU) and the NPCPP (ISSU
and NCPPP, 2020), which  involved a survey that was live between June 27th and
July 1st. This study attained the largest sample of any education-focused survey
conducted during the COVID-19 period in Ireland (N = 11,506 student and parent
post-primary participants)11. When asked to reflect on the quality of education
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during the lockdown, 55% of participants reported that it was “fair” to “good” while
15% reported that it was “fair” (ISSU and NPCPP, 2020, p. 4). A large majority of
participants (75%) reported that the COVID-19 pandemic had had a negative
impact on their or their children’s mental health, with the largest percentage of
participants (45%) quantifying this impact as “mild” (ibid., p. 4). With respect to their
top priorities for the re-opening of schools, the most commonly reported needs
were health and safety training days, support for health and hygiene from a trained
COVID-19 coordinator within the school, and an orientation to changes in
coursework for students (ibid.). The ISSU and NPCPP (2020) highlight that over 50%
of the participants had academic concerns, 29% had physical health concerns, 18%
had mental health concerns, 17% had financial concerns, and 24% had general
transition-related concerns. Academic concerns centred on: being apprehensive
about catching up on missed content; feeling that learning during the school
closure period was inferior to that in face to face contexts (due to variations in the
quality of teaching, problems with facilities, and difficulties with motivation); and
having concerns about classroom based assessments (CBAs), practical and project
work [ibid.]. Participants with physical health concerns were worried about schools’
ability to maintain physical distancing, monitor the implementation of hand hygiene,
facilitate physical activity, manage future COVID-19 outbreaks, implement protocols
for cases where symptomatic students nonetheless attend for school, and develop
and implement contingency plans for potential COVID-19 cases in the school
among students or teachers [ibid.]. Further expressed anxieties related to
potentially transmitting the virus to vulnerable family members, and potentially
missing more school, with the latter being of particular concern to students with
underlying conditions (ISSU and NPCPP, 2020). Many mental-health related themes
were evident in the responses of students and parents including stress and anxiety
related to missed work, concerns about social isolation and social anxiety,
uncertainty about the school environment and changes to the curriculum, and the
need for additional mental health resources (ibid.). Social concerns related to
worries about how schools would manage social distancing without adversely
affecting attitudes towards socialising, how social distancing would impact on the
school routine and the development or maintenance of peer relationships (e.g.,
friendships, bullying), and how students would readjust to the social aspects of
school after such a lengthy period of isolation (ibid.). 24% of parents reported
general transition-related concerns that focused on key points such as into
Transition Year, and into examination years, where students were perceived to be at
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a distinct disadvantage, thereby justifying adjustments to subject curricula to take
account of the missed time (ibid.). Finally, ISSU and NPCPP (2020) report that a
minority of participants (17%) had financial concerns about the return to school that
stemmed from a loss of parental employment since the emergence of COVID-19. 

The issues of digital use, safety and wellbeing were emphasised in a survey
conducted by the DCU National Anti-Bullying Research and Resource Centre as
part of a transnational study involving 15 countries. Over one thousand participants
(504 parents and 504 students between the ages of 10 and 18) participated in an
online survey that explored their experiences of the digital world during lockdown
(National Anti-Bullying Research and Resource Centre, 2020). 28% of students
reported that they had experienced cyberbullying during lockdown, whereas 50%
had been a bystander to cyberbullying (ibid.). It was reported that 77% of the
participating children had engaged in some online activities as part of their home
schooling (e.g., online classes or video conferencing with teachers), and the
majority of the remaining participants had not because online activities had not
been offered to them (ibid.). The frequency of participation in online activities varied
from a few times a week (35% of participants) to a few times a day (24%) to less than
once a week (8%), but engagement with digital technology did not vary as a
function of household income. (ibid.) A large majority of participating parents
reported the belief that they had sufficient digital skills to support their child’s online
learning (70%), whereas parents were less confident about having sufficient subject
knowledge to do so (58.5%), or being able to motivate their child in situations of
reduced interest or motivation (57%) [National Anti-Bullying Research and Resource
Centre, 2020]. 

2.2.4 Summary of findings from previous research in Ireland 
From the 13 reports on educational experiences during the school buildings
closures period, we have heard the voices of school leaders, second-level teachers,
parents of both primary and second-level students, and primary and second-level
students themselves. This section aims to provide a (non-exhaustive) synopsis of
some of the key findings from these extremely comprehensive reports:

• Learner engagement: Teachers perceived a medium-high level of
engagement with ‘schooling at home’ for second-level students, with higher
levels being associated with parental involvement, and the use of pedagogies
that were collaborative and interactive, that provided choice and scaffolding,
and that promoted learner motivation.

2. Introduction
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• Home-school communication: At the beginning of the ‘schooling at home’
period, home-school communication was somewhat variable, but over time
became more frequent and sustained. Home-school communication was
achieved using a variety of modes including emails, one-way texts/WhatsApps,
the school website/social media, online interfaces, phone or post. In the main,
there was high levels of parental satisfaction with home-school
communication, particularly where contact was received from multiple
individuals within the child(ren’s) school, and when the focus of
communication extended beyond assignment of or feedback on work. 

• Technology use: Teachers, students and parents felt that they were required to
upskill rapidly in the use of technologies for remote teaching, learning and
assessment. Most parents reported that their broadband was reliable, and the
most frequently used devices were laptops and tablets. However, some studies
found that up to a quarter of parents did not have adequate access to a device
to support their child(ren’s) learning at home. 

• Parent support for ‘schooling at home’: A majority of parents reported that
they were confident in being able to support their child(ren)’s learning at home
in general.  However, there were lower levels of confidence among parents in
relation to the ability to sustain or boost the motivation of their child(ren), and
the ability to support children with SEN. Barriers to supporting ‘schooling at
home’ reported by parents included: juggling work commitments, sharing ICT
resources, managing social isolation, lacking subject-specific curricular
knowledge, and dealing with the extra costs incurred (e.g., food costs, leisure
activity costs, technology costs). 

• School support for ‘schooling at home’: ‘Schooling at home’ was
operationalised through a combination of textbooks/worksheets, online-based
activities, project work, and alternative offline activities (e.g., reading, baking,
writing), especially for primary school students. Irish was identified as the
subject that presented the greatest difficulties for adaptation to distance
learning, in contrast to English, SESE, PE and Mathematics. Parental satisfaction
with support from schools was variable, with some parents reporting that the
continuity of their child(ren)’s learning was inadequate.  Around half of parents
believed that the amount of work given to children was appropriate but most
second-level students felt that it was overly-demanding, and a perceived
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increase in workload (from the levels typically experienced in school) was a
significant stressor for them. 

• Impacts of ‘schooling at home’: Many parents reported the belief that being
out of school had adversely affected the social, emotional and academic
development of their children. Factors influencing student wellbeing included
the nature of relationships with teachers, the quality and quantity of feedback
on completed work received, parental involvement in ‘schooling at home’, and
receipt of counselling supports from schools. The vast majority of students
reported that they had missed their friends during the school buildings closure
period. Educators were most concerned about students with SEN, students
with English as an Additional Language (EAL), students from low-income
backgrounds, and students at key transitional stages in their education,
particularly those in exam years. 

• Support needs: Principals called for timely and detailed guidance from the
DES about the re-opening of schools, concrete supports for staff (e.g., ICT
supports, professional development supports, wellbeing supports), and
additional supports for students with SEN. In addition to these, teachers voiced
the need for support with the integration of technology and pedagogy for
online learning. Many parents called for additional psychological supports for
their children, and for high levels of understanding and compassion from
teachers during the transition back to school. Students articulated a desire for
health and safety training days, and orientations to changes in coursework. 

• Thoughts about the transition back to school: Many parents reported that they
were worried about the return to school based on: a risk of infection for
children with underlying conditions (e.g., asthma);  a risk of infection to
vulnerable members of the family; the practicalities of differing hand hygiene
and social distancing expectations across younger and older children; a
potential lack of support for significant transitions; concerns about peer
relationships in the context of physical distancing; concerns about social
adjustment following a long period of social isolation; and compounded
difficulties with transition for students with additional needs. A large majority of
parents felt that they lacked sufficient information about how the transition to
school would operate, and what the shape of their child(ren)’s day would look
like. Children and young people were excited about being reunited with their
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friends and their teacher, engaging in outdoor activities, and learning new
things on their return to school. However, most also shared the same concerns
as parents, with additional worries centring on catching up on missed work,
being uncertain about the school environment and changes to the curriculum,
and being worried about CBAs, practical work and project work. 

• Perspectives on changes to the state exams: views on changes to the Leaving
Certificate were very variable, with some students agreeing with the
cancellation, and others perceiving it as a stressor, particularly among those
who were worried about the role of student-teacher relationships in the
process. Some students proposed that the requirement for change in the state
examinations should be utilised as an opportunity to transition away from high
stakes testing to a continuous assessment-based model for Senior Cycle. 

2.3 The ‘Schooling at Home’ in Ireland Study
The ‘Schooling at Home’ in Ireland study explored parents’, children’s and young
people’s experiences of ‘schooling at home’ in the context of COVID-19 and related
school closures since March 2020. The experiences of parents, children and young
people were regarded as central to our research in order to ascertain the lived
impact of school closures. We employed the term ‘schooling at home’ in this study
(a novel term) in an attempt to capture the experiences of parents and their children
in navigating the school-at-home experience during the closure of school buildings,
and to differentiate from ‘homeschooling’, which is typically understood as “parent-
directed learning in the home that substitutes partially or completely for attendance
at a regular school” (Dwyer & Peters , 2019, p. 3). The central objective of the study
was to explore parent, child and young people perspectives on and experiences of
a range of issues, including: 

1. Levels and types of engagement with ‘schooling’ at home, including change
over the period of school closures;

2. Factors influencing engagement with ‘schooling at home’ (including
technology-related matters and SEN);

3. The types and levels of teaching and supports provided by schools and
teachers for ‘schooling at home’; 

4. Perceived impact of ‘schooling at home’ on their lives;
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5. The new arrangements for second-level ‘exam year’ students; and

6. Transitions back to formal schooling.

Along with a range of closed-ended items, the survey included open-ended items
offering participants ample opportunity to describe, in their own words, their
experiences and perspectives. The value of the significant qualitative component of
the survey is clearly demonstrated in the rich and diverse findings presented in this
report. The use of the same questionnaire with primary and second-level cohorts
facilitates comparisons between the different student groups (and their parents) in
relation to their experiences. To the best of our knowledge, the ‘Schooling at Home’
in Ireland study is the most up-to-date study in Ireland capturing the perspectives
and experiences of a large sample of students (primary, N = 896; second-level, 
N = 293) and parents (N = 2733) in the Republic of Ireland during the period of
school buildings closures.
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3. Methodology

3. Methodology
3.1 Introduction
This section provides an outline of the data collection methods used in this
research, together with an overview of the characteristics of the final sample of
parents, children and young people. It also details the descriptive, inferential and
qualitative analysis strategies that were employed to explore the data. 

3.2 Development of the Online Survey
A survey was utilised as the primary mode of data collection because it facilitates
the detailed description and measurement of phenomena across potentially large
numbers of people within a particular context in an efficient way (Cohen et al.,
2018). An online format was adopted for the survey in the hope that it would enable
the collection of rich data from as wide and diverse a sample as possible (ibid.). It
was also recognised that an online format would allow for participant anonymity,
with anticipated benefits for the response rate and validity of data. In order to
mitigate some of the limitations of the online survey method (e.g., lack of researcher
control), clear instructions were provided to participants on how to complete the
survey (Nardi, 2018). A cross-sectional research design was employed (i.e. the
survey was administered at one point in time), but participants were asked to
retrospectively reflect on their experiences of ‘schooling at home’ since the closure
of school buildings in March 2020. At the time the survey became active,
prospective participants would have had two to three months’ experience of
‘schooling at home’. The data collection instrument took the form of an omnibus
survey comprising individualised sections for parents and children (primary or
second-level). A branching format was applied whereby targeted content was
directed to participants depending on whether they were a parent of a school-
going child or a child or young person of primary or second-level age.

No pre-existing measures were utilised in the research as it was reasoned that novel
questions were required to meaningfully capture the views and experiences of the
target population in the new context of the COVID-19 pandemic. A range of
demographic items were included in the first section of the survey (parent section
only) to facilitate description of the final sample, and to allow for investigation of
potential differences across sub-samples. These included questions on gender, age,
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ethnicity, urban/rural residence, socio-economic status (as indexed by highest level
of education, and possession (or not) of a medical card), living situation, language
spoken at home, access to technology and internet, and school type (i.e.,
mainstream versus special school or alternative education; DEIS versus non-DEIS
school; primary versus second-level). Each participating parent was asked to reflect
on the experiences of just one child in their family, namely, their oldest school-aged
child, as it was anticipated that asking parents to report on the experiences of each
of their children would result in potentially confounded data, and might be too
demanding for participants in terms of their time. No potentially identifying
information (e.g., names, Internet Protocol addresses, specific geographical
location) was collected from the parent participants. 

A mix of open- and closed-ended questions examining different aspects of parents’,
children’s and young peoples’ experiences of ‘schooling at home’ were developed,
with a predominance of closed-ended items (e.g., dichotomous questions, multiple-
choice questions, and Likert-type rating scale questions). As previously noted, the
novel term 'schooling at home' was employed in this study and was used
throughout the adult section of the survey. In the children and young persons’
sections of the survey, a more developmentally appropriate descriptor was used;
namely, ‘learning at home’. A number of open-ended questions were utilised for the
purpose of clarifying and probing participant views. Classic limiting factors for
surveys including positively versus negatively phrased items, biased questions,
leading questions, and multi-element questions (Nardi, 2018) were avoided to the
greatest extent possible. A pilot study with three parents and their oldest school-
aged child was conducted prior to the distribution of the survey, with comments on
structure, content and wording being addressed in the final iteration of the survey.
Irish and English language versions of the survey, which took approximately 20
minutes to complete, were housed on a commercial survey website compliant with
General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) requirements. 

3.3 Ethical Considerations
There were few anticipated risks associated with participation in the research for the
adults, children and young people, but nonetheless, rigorous ethical controls and
support structures were developed by the research team. Every effort was made to
consider the potential for survey questions to induce distress among participants
(particularly in relation to questions probing COVID-19 impacts), and only questions
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that were considered to be non-intrusive and to have low potential for inducing
discomfort or distress were retained in the final version of the instrument. The
research team had in-depth practical insights into (through advocacy and support
work) or lived experience of supporting the ‘schooling at home’ of children and
young people. This added to the sensitive consideration of the relevance and
acceptability of the survey content. In addition, the researchers were mindful of the
potential measurement burden to participants, and in the spirit of valuing the
participants’ time during the challenging COVID-19 period, reduced the number of
questions in so far as possible whilst also ensuring the collection of comprehensive
data. Furthermore, within this format, skip logic was employed wherever possible
(i.e., only those participants for whom the questions were relevant were directed to
follow-up probes), thereby further reducing measurement burden for participants. 

Nonetheless, it was recognised that during the completion of the survey,
participants could potentially become uncomfortable answering a particular
question. For example, for some participants from under-represented and/or
minority groups, reflecting upon their positioning and experiences could be
distressing. Accordingly, at the start of the survey, all participants were informed that
they could skip any question that made them uncomfortable, and that they had the
right to withdraw from the survey at any stage without consequence (in adherence
with the principle of voluntary consent). Furthermore, participants were advised to
exit from the survey if they felt distressed at any stage, and to seek support from
highlighted support agencies.

The primary and second-level school-aged participants were accessed solely
through their parents; that is, parents provided informed consent for their oldest
school-aged child to participate in the online survey, after which, the child provided
their own informed assent, and then initiated the child or young person section of
the survey. In relation to potential distress among primary-school participants,
parents were advised to monitor their children’s mood and comfort levels during
the completion of the survey, and to terminate the survey and seek further support
for them if necessary. In the informed assent process, second-level participants were
advised to monitor their own comfort levels and to exit the survey and seek further
support if needed. Finally, a mood mitigation element was introduced at the end of
the child and young person sections of the survey, in line with research which has
found that funny animal pictures are effective in boosting mood among young people
following completion of surveys that explore well-being (Townsend et al., 2016).
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3.4 Sampling Strategy and Procedure
Participants were recruited via a number of pathways including: the NPC primary
database of parent affiliates; social media channels targeting parents of school-
aged children; the NUI Galway School of Education news webpage and Twitter
account, and personal and organisational contacts of the research team.
Recruitment through NPC and researcher contact channels was achieved through
an email invitation to parents and their children, which included information letters
and assent-related materials (as attachments), and the link to the online survey.
Social media recruitment was organised through an advertisement which provided
a succinct description of the research, combined with a link to the online survey. For
all participants, the informed consent process was completed online (i.e., on the
landing page of the survey). The online survey was initiated on 17th June 2020 and
remained active until 10th August 2020 to ensure as large and diverse a sample of
parents and school-aged children as possible. 

3.5 Profile of Participants

3.5.1 Parents 
Our analysis shows that the final sample of parent participants was relatively
homogenous, being predominantly female, “White-Irish”12, English-speaking, third-
level educated, and of relatively high SES. However, the final sample comprised
parents of pupils across all classes and years within the traditional (mainstream)
primary and second-level settings in Ireland.

Once partial responses were removed, the final parent sample comprised of 2733
parents, most of whom were recruited through the NPC channel. The majority of
participants (97.3%) completed the survey before 27th July 2020. This is a
significant date because it marked the government announcement of a DES
roadmap for the re-opening of primary and second-level schools for the 2020-2021
academic year. Only 1.7% of the participating parents chose to complete the Irish
language version of the survey. 

The vast majority (91%) of the parents were female, with 56.3% reporting that they
lived in an urban area, and 43.7% describing their area of residence as “rural”. Most
participants were parents of children in mainstream primary schools (N = 1889),
followed by parents of children in mainstream second-level schools (N = 581) 

3. Methodology
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[See Figure 1]. The majority of schools were English-medium (86.9% versus 12.7%
Irish-medium), and of non-DEIS status (76.5%) (see Figure 2). 12.7% of parents
reported that their oldest school-age child usually received learning support due to
a recognised SEN. The majority of participating parents self-identified as “White
Irish” (87.4%), with the next most frequently selected ethnic group being “Any other
White” (9.6%) (see Figure 3). Most of the parents were aged between 36 and 45
years (61%) or 46 and 55 years (31.9%). Multilingual families were represented in
the final sample; whereas the majority of participants reported that they spoke
English at home (94.6%), 1.1% of the participants selected “Irish”, and 4.5% selected
“other”. Polish was the most commonly reported (17%) of the “other” home
languages. 91% of parents reported that they were living with a husband/wife/
partner, whereas only 4.5% reported that they were living alone. 78.8% of
participants reported that their highest level of education was a third-level
qualification (see Figure 4), and 86.9% reported that they did not have a medical
card.

Figure 1. Profile of school type. 
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Figure 2. Profile of school DEIS status.

Figure 3. Responses of parents to the question, “What is your ethnic background?”
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Figure 4. Responses of parents to the question, “What is your highest level of
education?”

3.5.2 Primary school students
The final primary school-aged sample totalled 896 children (54.1% male, 45.9%
female), with the vast majority attending mainstream primary schools (98.2% versus
1.8% who attend special schools), that were largely English-medium (85.1% versus
14.7% Irish-medium, and 0.2% “other-medium”). According to parent reports, 77.1%
of the participating children attended non-DEIS primary schools, whereas 8.6%
attended DEIS schools (14.3% of parents reported “don’t know” to this item). Parent
reports indicated that 13.6% of the participants received additional learning
support at school due to a recognised SEN. All primary school class levels were
represented in the final sample, with a skew towards more participants from the
middle- to upper-end of primary school (see Figure 5). 
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Figure 5. Frequencies of primary school participants across different class levels.

3.5.3 Second-level students 
The final second-level school-aged sample was considerably smaller, totalling 293
young people (50.5% male, 49.2% female, 0.3% “other”). The overwhelming
majority (98.6%) of the participants attend mainstream second-level schools (with
the remaining 1.4% being educated in alternative education settings), that are
largely English-medium (95.6%). It was reported that 88.4% of the second-level
participants attend non-DEIS schools, whereas 11.6% attend DEIS schools. Parent
reports indicated that 11.6% received additional learning support at school due to
a recognised SEN. All second-level years were represented in the final sample, with
a skew towards more participants from the lower end of second-level school (see
Figure 6).  

3.6 Data Analysis Strategies
IBM SPSS Version 25 was used to analyse the quantitative data from the online
survey. More specifically, responses to closed-ended questions measured using a
nominal scale were analysed using descriptive statistics in the form of frequency
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counts (expressed as percentages of the total number of responses for each
question13), and non-parametric tests such as chi square test of association with
post-hoc analysis based on adjusted standardised residuals (Grande, 2020).
Responses to closed-ended questions measured using a continuous scale were
analysed using means and parametric tests such as Analysis of Variance (ANOVA).
Throughout the report, figures in the form of bar charts and pie charts are utilised to
graphically summarise the descriptive data.14

Figure 6. Frequencies of second-level participants across different year levels.

For open-ended items in which responses were very short, undeveloped or
repetitive in nature, a quantitative-based content analysis approach (Schreier, 2014)
was used. A more inductive non-quantitative content analysis approach, in which
themes were developed from the data, was employed where responses were
elaborated and nuanced (ibid.).
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3.7 Study Limitations
The results presented in this report should not be considered as representative of
the entire population of primary and second-level parents and children in the
Republic of Ireland for a number of reasons. Firstly, a non-probability sampling
method was utilised, and the final sample of parent participants was very
homogenous in terms of socio-demographic factors, thereby reducing the
generalisability of the findings to the general population. In addition, since the size
of the sampling frame was not known, it is not possible to calculate a response rate,
nor to estimate whether the final participants differed systematically on any
important variables relative to those who did not participate in the survey. For
example, it is possible that parents who self-select for a voluntary, non-incentivised
survey are more likely to be more highly engaged with their children’s education
than those who do not participate. Additionally, parents with challenged access to
broadband, who have poor connectivity and/or those who do not engage with
social media are likely to be under-represented here. A further limitation of the
study was the non-inclusion of teacher or principal perspectives on the provision of
school supports. 

Notwithstanding these limitations, we feel that this study is valuable as it captures
and foregrounds the experiences and views of Irish parents and, most significantly,
those of children and young people, in relation to ‘schooling at home’ during the
unprecedented period of school building closures in 2020. 
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4. Survey Findings

4. Survey Findings
The survey provided comprehensive insights into the experiences of adapting to
and enacting ‘schooling at home’, from both parent, child and young person
perspectives. In this section, the findings of the survey are organised thematically,
with relevant quantitative and qualitative findings from parents, children and young
people presented in an integrated fashion, where possible. 

4.1 Students’ Experiences of ‘Schooling at Home’
Students’ experiences of ‘schooling at home’ were examined through multiple
questions directed to both parents and their children. This section presents findings
related to various aspects of the experience from the perspectives of parents
(primary and second-level parents; parents of children in DEIS and non-DEIS
schools), children and young people (primary and second-level). 

4.1.1 Parent reports of access to technology during ‘schooling at home’ 
It was assumed that access to technology would be an important precursor to
students' experiences of 'schooling at home'", and thus, two items were included in
the survey that focused on household broadband quality, and the availability of
devices. As shown in Figure 7, the large majority (91.7%) of the participating primary
parents reported that their home internet connection was either “satisfactory” or
“very good”. A slightly smaller majority (87.8%) of second-level parents also
reported that their internet connection was either “satisfactory” or “very good”, but
12.2% reported that they had “poor” or “no” connection. At second-level, a
significant association was found between DEIS school status and internet quality 
(χ2 = 9.98, df = 3, p = .019), with students in DEIS second-level schools being more
likely to have a “poor” internet connection than students in non-DEIS second-level
schools (see Figure 8). 
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Figure 7. Responses of primary and second-level parents to the question, “What is
the internet connection like in your home?”

Figure 8. Responses of second-level parents across DEIS and non-DEIS schools to
the question, “What is the internet connection like in your home?”
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The majority of primary (71.4%) and second-level (73%) parents reported that they
had enough devices to support the ‘schooling at home’ of their children. However,
approximately 27% of both primary and second-level parents stated that they did
not have enough devices for this purpose. In the majority of homes, the primary
device used for ‘schooling at home’ was a laptop or a tablet (see Figure 9). However,
mobile phones were used by 11.2% of primary participants and 15.4% of second-
level participants. The availability of devices or the type of device used did not
significantly vary across DEIS and non-DEIS schools at either primary or second-
level level (as revealed by non-significant chi square results). 

Figure 9. Responses of primary and second-level parents to the question, “If your
child used a device for ‘schooling at home’, what was the main one used?” 

4.1.2 Parent and student reports on student effort and interest levels
Based on parents’ reports, the mean number of hours spent per day by primary
school-aged children in ‘schooling at home’ was 2.2 hours (SD = 1.10), compared to
3.6 hours (SD = 1.9) by second-level aged young people. This was a statistically
significant difference, t(2439) = -22.79, p < .001. 
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When asked to reflect on whether their child’s interest in ‘schooling at home’ had
changed over the period of the school buildings closures, the majority of both
primary (82%) and second-level parents (71%) reported that it had either
“decreased a little” or “decreased a lot” (see Figure 10). A chi square analysis
revealed that there was a significant association between school type (primary
versus second-level) and change in interest in ‘schooling at home’ over time,
χ2 = 37.82, df = 5, p < .001. This reflected the fact that: the interest levels of primary
school children were more likely to have “decreased a lot”, they were less likely to
have remained the same (“no change”), and they were less likely to have “increased
a lot” than those of second-level students. No significant differences were found in
perceptions of continuity of child interest across primary DEIS and non-DEIS schools
(there were not enough cases in the various cells to analyse an association between
DEIS status and parent reported continuity of interest levels for second-level
students). 

Figure 10. Responses of primary and second-level parents to the question, “Did
your child’s interest in ‘schooling at home’ change over the period of the school
buildings closures”?
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Children and young people were also asked to report on the stability of their
interest in ‘schooling at home’, with different developmentally appropriate phrasing
for the items used for both groups. As shown in Figure 11, when asked about their
feelings about ‘schooling at home’ towards at the end of the relevant period, the
most frequently selected response by primary participants was “I liked it at the start
but I liked it less at the end” (42.8%). This aligned with reported observations of
decreases in interest over time by the majority of primary parents. No significant
differences were found in the reports of stability of interest over time among
primary students across DEIS and non-DEIS schools. Second-level participants were
more directly questioned about the continuity of their interest in ‘schooling at home’
over the period, and the majority (67.1%) reported that their interest had either
decreased “a little” or “a lot”, cohering with the adjudication of the majority of
second-level parents. There were not enough cases in the various cells to analyse
associations between DEIS status and perceived continuity of interest levels for
second-level students.

Figure 11. Responses of primary participants to the question, “How did you feel
about learning at home at the end?”
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Figure 12. Responses of second-level participants to the question, “Did your
interest in ‘schooling at home’ change over time?”

4.1.3 Student reports on who supported them with schoolwork at home
Both primary and second-level participants were asked about who helped them the
most with ‘schooling at home’. The most commonly selected response among
primary participants was one of their parents (91.4%) (see Table 1). In contrast,
amongst second-level participants, the most frequently endorsed responses to this
question were parents (53.9%) and “nobody - I worked on my own” (50.5%). An
analysis of the “other” data for primary participants (N = 56) indicated that most
participants (25) cited their mother as the person who provided them with the most
support. After this, a large proportion of the participants stated that they worked
alone or independently, but for some, it was clear that this happened only after their
parents set them up for working. Seven primary participants stated that their teacher
was the person who helped them the most, using the Seesaw app or other
methods. Grandparents were the next most commonly cited supporters, some of
whom were reported as providing help online or through WhatsApp. Other sources
of support that were referenced by a small minority of participants included siblings,
aunts, au pairs, cousins, great aunts, and technological sources of support such as
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Google, Minecraft and the RTÉ Homeschool Hub.  With regard to the second-level
students, only 25 selected the “other” option for this question. The majority (17) of
these indicated that they worked on their own but would look for help from their
mother (6), their friends (6) or from their teacher (5). A typical comment was: “Didn’t
need much help mostly worked by myself but my mam helped if I was stuck”. In two
cases, students received help from grind tutors or from a teacher who was paid to
tutor the student. One commented: “My Guardians paid a lady who was very patient
with me and explained loads more than school would have time for”. Two students
indicated that they received help from the internet or YouTube. One noted: “The
internet because my parents were working and my brothers didn't understand my
work as they are younger than me”.

Table 1. Responses of primary and second-level participants to the question, “Who
helped you the most with schoolwork at home? Tick as many as you want”. 

4.1.4 Student reports regarding their enjoyment of ‘schooling at home’
Both primary and second-level participants were asked about whether they had
enjoyed ‘schooling at home’. The majority (66.5%) of primary participants
responded to this question with “sometimes yes and sometimes no”. No difference
was evident in enjoyment across primary participants attending DEIS and non-DEIS
schools. There was less agreement among second-level participants as to their
levels of enjoyment of ‘schooling at home’. As shown in Figure 13, 44.3% reported
that they “sometimes did and sometimes did not enjoy it”, but 40.1% reported that
they “mostly didn’t enjoy it”. 
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Person

%  of Primary
Participant Sample
who selected this
option (N = 896)

% of Second-Level
Participant Sample
who selected this
option (N = 293)

Brother 2.10% 4.10%

Sister 1.80% 3.40%

Parent/ Another adult who looks after me 91.40% 53.90%

Nobody - I worked on my own 13.80% 50.50%

Other 6% 8.20%
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Figure 13. Responses of second-level participants to the question, “Did you enjoy
‘schooling at home’?”

Open-ended questions were utilised to probe the most and least preferred aspects
of ‘schooling at home’. For primary participants who reflected on what they had
liked best (N = 875), certain curricular areas were emphasised most notably, English
(including reading and creative writing), Maths, Art, SESE, Science (particularly
science experiments), History and Geography, with many specifically pointing to the
project, research, practical and technology-related (especially Apps such as Seesaw,
IXL, Duolingo and Reading Eggs) aspects of these subjects. Additionally, sports and
practical outdoor and indoor activities were highlighted: 

… we had more time to do project because I love projects and somethings we
don’t have lots of time in school to do project because we are always in a rush
because school is so busy.

I liked doing research online for the Eiffel Tower project. I liked doing videos on
Seesaw to tell about my news. I also liked doing zoom meetings to talk to my
class friends and teacher.

Reading, Baking, Planting, Finding caterpillars, feeding them and watching them
pupate.
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A large number of the primary participants described spending time with members
of their family as their preferred activity during the ‘schooling at home’ period:

I liked spending more time with my mummy and daddy. I didn’t like not seeing
my friends.

Spending more time with my mum and sometimes dad could help as well which I
really liked …

I enjoyed spending more time with my family.

I got to spend more time with my family and that’s what I liked the most 😊.

I liked all of the free time at home and with family that I had after I finished my
work.

It was nice to be at home with mom and dad and there was no rushing which was
brilliant.

For those primary participants who responded to the item regarding their least
preferred activities during ‘schooling at home’ (N = 862), for the most part, specific
academic subjects were identified, with Irish and Maths most frequently noted.
Participants specifically pointed to needing their teacher’s help with these subjects: 

… Irish, because it’s harder at home than when the teacher explains it. Teacher
makes more games out of learning rather than just workbooks. Maths, teacher
explains it better.

… it was too hard to try do homework every day when I didn’t even know how to
do it as the teacher hadn’t explained the stuff and how to do it.

My mom is not a teacher – she is my mother. She should not teach us – the school
should set up an online classroom. But they didn't.

For the second-level participants who reflected on the best parts of ‘schooling at
home’ (N = 281), a large proportion focused on the flexibility of the day at home,
emphasising that they liked following their own work-eat-break schedules, and
deciding how long to spend at different aspects of the curriculum.

You could do the work any time you want before the deadline. Having the
freedom to do what needs to be done, but based on your own subjective time
constraints, as opposed to the largely fixed time constraints of usual schools.

…getting to choose how and when you learn, I especially enjoyed being able to
find my own ways of learning in a more quiet environment, e.g. bringing my
books outside, drawing pictures to memorise different aspects of history,
geography, science,  and technology, and being able to take breaks if I got a bit
frustrated.

A significant number identified being able to get up later in the morning as being
the best part of ‘schooling at home’. Other advantages to being at home were

4. Survey Findings
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having time to spend on extra-curricular activities, not having tests, spending time
with family, no commutes, and the home environment being more relaxed than that
of the school. 

When asked about the worst parts of the learning at home period (N = 290), the
majority of second-level participants referred to the lack of social interaction,
particularly missing their friends15. “The worst parts were not getting to see my
friends”. A significant number mentioned the lack of communication with, and
support from, teachers as being the worst part. Many indicated that it was hard to
ask questions and understand topics due to a lack of online classes and limited
feedback from teachers. 

Teachers tended to simply give us assignments and provide little other
engagement. 

Often multiple large projects were assigned for similar timeframes, which gave
me the impression that teachers didn’t coordinate with each other, they just
picked work and left us to our own devices.

Not having face-to-face discussions with my teachers and peers regarding the
work.

Many reported that the worst part of schooling at home was the lack of motivation
they felt towards schoolwork, with some referring to boredom or having difficulties
focusing due to a lack of routine, or distractions from siblings. A large number
reported that the workload was too great, and some of those maintained that it
exceeded the workload they would usually encounter at school. 

4.1.5 Student reports on aspects of school that they missed and did not miss
Both primary and second-level participants were asked to describe what they had
missed and had not missed about school. In relation to missed elements, the vast
majority of the primary (N = 895) and second-level participants (N = 228) referred to
missing social interaction, most notably with their friends.  

I really miss my friends.

I really missed seeing my friends. I did not learn much at home because the
teacher never gave us any lessons.

Lonely no help from friends and no secretly chatting with each other.

It was very hard. I miss my school teachers and friends I am very sad about it and
I just want to go back.

4. Survey Findings

15 See also section 4.1.4
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It was nice to have a break from waking up at 7:00am every Monday to Friday
and to relax a bit more but as the lockdown progressed I got more down in the
dumps. I started to miss my friends more and I missed to going to chess club to
relax and lose a bit of steam on the last two days before the weekend.

I really missed my friends and I was worried I wouldn’t have friends when I got
back to school.

Missing interactions with and support from their teachers was also a prominent
theme for both groups of students:

I missed the help from my teacher.

I missed the way the teacher helped us with our work.

I would have liked more online interaction with my friends and teacher. I only got
an email with a list of work to do.

I miss my teacher and I missed my school tour and sports day and the skipathon
and the ice cream van and the book sale.

My mom had a trainee teacher help us towards the end. He was very nice and we
learned from him.  My teachers did not help me. There was no online classes. I
never heard anything from my teacher. I was upset that we had no graduation. I
feel my school didn't care.

My teacher was very good and very organised.  But it is still not at all as good or
the same as being in the classroom.  I want to go back full-time in September.  I
want to get on with it.

Some student participants specifically mentioned missing the help of their SNAs. A
small number of both groups also mentioned missing aspects of the school routine,
such as breaktimes and sports, ‘fun’ aspects of the curriculum (e.g. ‘Golden time’ and
‘Aistear’ at primary), and important events such as school tours, shows and sports day.
A small number of primary participants reported that they missed nothing about
school. Amongst the second-level participants, there were some references to missing
the motivating aspects of learning in school, and “not being ahead” with schoolwork.

In relation to what they did not miss about school, both primary (N = 824) and
second-level (N = 269) participants most emphasised not missing “long school
days” and, particularly, the early mornings and rushed commutes: “Early morning
starts, rushing to bus”. Being able to get up later in the morning was most frequently
and heavily emphasised by the second-level participants. They emphasised not
missing: “waking up at 7 in the morning”; “getting up early to get to school”; “the
exhaustion of the long school day with homework piles on”; and “the gruelingly [sic]
mundane daily schedule of school life”.

4. Survey Findings
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Many from both groups also referenced not missing students who they felt were
annoying, bullies, or disruptive in class:  “Kids being mean to me” ; “Eejits in my class
disrupting class”; : “the bitchiness of some students”; or some of their teachers, “My
teacher getting cross”. Some of both groups highlighted not missing classwork,
homework and exams, and uniforms. A large number of primary and a small
number of second-level reported not missing anything about school. A small
number of both groups reported that they missed “everything”  about school. 

4.1.6 Students’ perceptions of learning progress during ‘schooling at home’ 
In relation to perceptions of learning, 52% of primary participants reported that they
had learned less at home than at school, with 15.2% reported they had learned
more at home, and 32.8% reporting that they did not know. Responses did not differ
significantly across primary DEIS and non-DEIS schools. More consensus was seen
amongst second-level participants, the large majority of whom (73%) reported that
they had learned either a “little less” or a “lot less” at home than at school (see
Figure 14). 

Figure 14. Responses of second-level participants to the question, “What was your
learning at home like compared to your learning at school?”
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4.1.7 Parents’ perceptions of impact of ‘schooling at home’ on their child’s life  
All parents were asked to reflect on the perceived impact (if any) that being away
from the school building and being ‘schooled at home’ had on various academic
and social-emotional aspects of their child’s life. For this multi-element question,
quantitative response options included, firstly, a “no impact” or “some impact”
closed item question followed by a Likert-type scale item (for participants who
chose “some impact”) with anchors of 1 (“very negative impact”) and 7 (“very
positive impact”). Furthermore, a follow-up open-ended item encouraged
participants to name and elaborate on other perceived impacts of ‘schooling at
home’ on their children’s lives. 

As shown in Tables 2 and 3,  the majority of primary and second-level parents
reported that ‘schooling at home’ had some impact on the various listed aspects of
their child’s life, but the size of the majority differed depending on the specific
outcome (i.e. the smallest majority was observed for behaviour, and the largest
majority was observed for daily routine for both primary and second-level parents).
According to both primary and second-level parents, the aspect of their child’s life
that was most adversely affected by ‘schooling at home’ (as indicated by mean
ratings closest to 1 “very negative impact”) was their routine. All other ratings were
also below (with the exception of the ratings of primary children’s independence)
the scale midpoint, demonstrating that parents’ perceptions of the impact of school
closures on their children’s lives were, on average, negative. Multivariate ANOVA
analyses showed that reported impacts were significantly different at primary and
second-level level. Specifically, ratings of impact were significantly different (more
negative) at second-level level than at primary level for all listed aspects of children’s
lives, with the exception of behaviour (see Table 4 for pairwise comparisons). Impact
ratings were also examined across DEIS and non-DEIS schools at both primary and
second-level level using t-tests (with Bonferroni correction for multiple
comparisons). However, the only statistically significant difference was observed for
behaviour at second-level, t(360) = 3.20, p < .001. This reflected the fact that ratings
of second-level DEIS parents regarding impacts on behaviour were significantly
more positive (M = 4.43, SD = 0.23) than those of second-level non-DEIS parents 
(M = 3.49, SD = .08).

4. Survey Findings



‘Schooling at Home’ in Ireland during COVID-19: Perspectives and Experiences of Primary and Second-level Students and their Parents

- 60 -

Table 2. Responses of primary parents to the question, “Please rate the impact (if
any) that being away from the school building and being schooled at home had on
the following aspects of your child’s life”. 

Table 3. Responses of second-level parents to the question, “What impact (if any)
did being away from the school building and being schooled at home have on the
following aspects of your child’s life?”
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Aspects of student’s life

Frequencies
Mean rating of impact

(+SD)“No
impact”

Some
impact

Child’s learning (N = 1881) 5.20% 94.80% 3.11 (1.46)

Child’s routine (N = 1878) 4.60% 95.40% 2.95 (1.47)

Child’s confidence (N = 1877) 20.90% 79.10% 3.63 (1.57)

Child’s independence 
(N = 1878)

18.40% 81.60% 4.00 (1.68)

Child’s behaviour (N = 1876) 22.80% 77.20% 3.58 (1.55)

Child’s mental health 
(N = 1875)

18% 82% 3.48 (1.51)

Child’s social skills (N = 1879) 19.30% 80.70% 3.21 (1.47)

Aspects of student’s life

Frequencies
Mean rating of impact

(+SD)“No
impact”

Some
impact

Child’s learning (N = 572) 5.60% 94.40% 2.86 (1.52)

Child’s routine (N = 574) 4.00% 96% 2.70 (1.51)

Child’s confidence (N = 574) 23% 77% 3.29 (1.63)

Child’s independence 
(N = 574)

22.10% 77.90% 3.78 (1.69)

Child’s behaviour (N = 572) 26.70% 73.30% 3.59 (1.49)

Child’s mental health (N = 572) 17.70% 82.30% 3.14 (1.60)

Child’s social skills (N = 574) 24.60% 75.40% 3.02 (1.46)
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Table 4. Post-hoc pairwise comparisons of differences between impact ratings for
primary and second-level parents.

Note: Bonferroni adjustment for multiple comparisons applied.

Analysis of the open-ended “other impacts” data (N = 322 responses) revealed a
range of themes that were both positive and negative in nature. In terms of the
negative impacts, the most heavily and frequently emphasised points by parents
were (in order of importance and frequency):  

1. Increased levels of student anxiety and stress (for both primary and second-
level students), including physical and sleep-related manifestations. Anxiety
was reported as relating to the pandemic and compounded by an overload of
work being sent from schools along with a lack of appropriate support, and/or
relating to the cancellation of state examinations. Some parents felt compelled
to seek support for their children from mental health services. 

2. Perception of a lack of support from schools and/or teachers in terms of
recommending appropriate learning materials, providing helpful feedback, and
use of ‘live’ teaching. Parents complained about their children working only
from worksheets/textbooks and not getting any, or meaningful, feedback on
completed work from teachers. Parents were also concerned about the limited
interaction with peers and teachers, particularly citing limited or complete
absence of online synchronous teaching. Decreasing student motivation was
cited by many parents and was linked by them to a lack of interaction with and
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Aspects of 
student’s life

Mean difference
(mainstream primary –

mainstream second-level)

Standard Error (SE) of
difference

p value

Learning 0.32 0.09 0.001

Routine 0.32 0.09 0.001

Independence 0.34 0.11 0.002

Confidence 0.36 0.1 <.001

Behaviour -0.04 0.01 0.72

Mental Health 0.36 0.1 <.001

Social Skills 0.22 0.01 0.021
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support from school. Parents described their children as “frustrated, bored and
disinterested” in relation to schoolwork.

3. Concern about deleterious effect on their children of a lack of social interaction.
The loss of time with friends, and the loneliness that was triggered by this
isolation, were of major concern to parents.   

4. Parents’ difficulties coping as home tutors. Respondents, most especially those
also working from home, elaborated on feeling exhausted by the necessary
efforts to support students of varying ages and learning needs, especially
those with SEN. It was evident that judgements about failing to adequately
support their child’s academic work significantly increased levels of parental
guilt and stress. 

5. Concern about impact of absence of routine. Respondents felt this had
resulted in problematic patterns of sleeping in and staying up late. 

6. Missing milestone events. A small minority of parents referred to the
disappointment experienced by their children/teenagers on the
postponement or cancellation of events such as First Holy Communion,
Confirmation and graduations.  

Amongst the positive impacts reported upon by parents in this open-ended item,
some mentioned the opportunity their children had had to learn new personal skills
(e.g. greater independence) and IT skills, and some noted that their child or
teenager was just happier at home than at school. Some parents were pleased with
support from school, and they expressed appreciation for the work of their child’s
teacher/s during a challenging time. A small number of participants also referred to
the health benefits of being at home, noting the lower incidence of everyday
childhood illness in their children.

4.1.8 Second-level students’ perceptions of impact of ‘schooling at home’ 
on their lives  
Second-level students only were asked to report on the perceived impacts of
‘schooling at home’ on a smaller subset of outcomes including learning, routine,
confidence, independence and mental health. As shown in Table 5, the majority
reported that ‘schooling at home’ had some impact on the various listed aspects of
their life (the smallest majority was observed for confidence, and the largest majority
was observed for daily routine). According to second-level participants, the aspect

4. Survey Findings
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of their life that was most adversely affected by ‘schooling at home’ (as indicated by
a mean rating closest to 1 “very negative effect”) was their learning. The only aspect
of their life that was impacted somewhat positively, as indicated by a mean rating
marginally above the scale midpoint (M = 4.25, SD = 1.81), was their independence
(see Table 5). Impact ratings were also examined across DEIS and non-DEIS schools
using t-tests (with Bonferroni correction for multiple comparisons) but no significant
differences were found.

Table 5. Responses of second-level participants to the question, “What effect (if
any) did being away from the school building and being schooled at home have
on your life?”

4.2 Parents’ Involvement in ‘Schooling at Home’
A number of items on the adult section of the questionnaire asked parents to reflect
on the nature and extent of their involvement in their child’s ‘schooling at home’
during the period of the school buildings closures. In addition, a single item on the
child questionnaire indirectly captured child perspectives on the involvement of
their parents in ‘schooling at home’. 

• The majority (approximately 73%) of both primary and second-level parents
reported that child’s mother/female guardian took primary responsibility for
supporting ‘schooling at home’, with 19% of both groups reporting “both
parents” (see Figure 15). No significant association was found between DEIS
school status and responsibility for supporting ‘schooling at home’. 
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Aspects of student’s life

Frequencies
Mean rating of impact

(+SD)“No
impact”

Some
impact

Learning (N = 292) 9.6% 90.4% 3.04 (1.63)

Routine (N = 292) 4.5% 95.5% 3.14 (1.81)

Confidence (N = 292) 34.6% 65.4% 3.62 (1.81)

Independence (N = 292) 29.1% 70.9% 4.25 (1.81)

Mental health (N = 291) 24.7% 75.3% 3.35 (1.83)
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• Among primary parents, the most commonly utilised sources of support were
online resources (e.g., webinars, websites, apps) (46.1%), and their child’s
school (37.9%). In contrast, a large number of second-level parents did not
utilise any supports (49.6%). Amongst those who did, the most frequently
utilised source of support was online resources (28.4%). 

• Among the 282 parents whose oldest school-aged child attended an Irish-
medium primary school, 56% reported that they had limited Irish. When asked
whether this affected the support they could provide during ‘schooling at
home’, 50.4% reported “yes” and 46.5% reported “no”. Among the 58 second-
level parents whose oldest school-aged child attended an Irish-medium
school, 50% reported that they were fluent or confident in terms of their Irish,
and 50% claimed it was limited or non-existent. 40% of these second-level
parents felt that their level of Irish affected the support they could provide to
their child during ‘schooling at home’.

Figure 15. Responses of primary and second-level parents to the question, “In your
home, who took most responsibility for supporting ‘schooling at home?”
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16 It is important to note that these data cannot be cross-referenced using triangulation as teachers and school leaders were not surveyed in this study.
17 For example, Seesaw, Showbie, Compass, Google Classroom, Microsoft 365.
18 For example, using Google Meets, Zoom, Microsoft Teams etc.
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4.3 Parents’ Perceptions of School Support for ‘Schooling at Home’

4.3.1 Parents’ reports of the nature and continuity of support from schools
All parents were asked to report on the types of general supports that they had
received from their child’s school during the ‘schooling at home’ period, and their
responses highlighted a variety of different approaches to provision of support for
learning16. As shown in Table 6, it was reported that the most common supports
received by primary parents were emails with instructions for work from
textbooks/workbooks/worksheets (75.3%), apps or online platforms (69.4%), and
recommendations for online resources (55.3%). The reports of second-level parents
indicated that the most commonly received supports were apps or online platforms
(74.2%), emails (67.5%), and live online class teaching (58.5%). Approximately 1% of
primary and second-level parents reported that they did not receive any support
from their child’s school for ‘schooling at home’. 4.2% of primary parents and 1.7%
of second-level parents reported that they had received “other” supports from their
child’s school (see below). 

Table 6. Responses of primary and second-level parents to the question, “How did
the school support your child’s ‘schooling at home’? Tick all that apply”.

4. Survey Findings

Response Options

% Primary
Parent

Sub-Sample
(N = 1889)

% Second-level
Parent

Sub-Sample
(N = 581)

Emails with instructions for work from books/
workbooks/ worksheets 75.30% 67.50%

Use of apps or online platforms17 for setting and
providing feedback on work 69.40% 74.20%

Live online class teaching18 19.10% 58.50%

Individual check-ins from teachers/school staff (e.g.,
by phone, online, in person via social distance) 22.90% 26.70%

Recommendations for learning resources 
(websites etc.) 55.30% 23.80%

Work packs from the school 17.70% 4.80%

No support 0.90% 1.20%

Don’t know 0.10% 0.30%

Other 4.20% 1.70%
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When asked about whether the amount of contact and support from their child’s
school had changed over the ‘schooling at home’ period, the majority of both
primary parents (71.5%) and second-level parents (63.3%) reported that there had
either been no change or it had increased a little. Chi square analysis was used to
examine potential differences in parental perceptions of support provided by
schools across DEIS and non-DEIS schools but no significant differences emerged. 

Examples given by parents via the open-ended aspect of this item broadly aligned
the supports noted in Table 6 above, with parents referencing emails; phone calls;
live Zoom classes; use of digital platforms; use of the school website; pre-recorded
lessons (distributed either through email or via a YouTube page); and worksheets
and/or school books sent through the post. Whole-school involvement in
supporting ‘schooling at home’ was noted by a number of parents who pointed to
virtual assemblies, messages from the Principal, support from the Guidance
Counsellor, and support from special education teachers (SETs). For example, one
parent described a comprehensive range of innovative and responsive supports
that had been organised by their child’s school: 

Weekly Aladdin notices from principal too, uploaded videos, digital newsletters
featuring samples/photos of children’s work, themed week, teacher’s email
address supplied, parental surveys to gauge how much work to send out.

4.3.2 Parents’ satisfaction with general supports.
As shown in Figure 16, 61.5% of primary and 54.2% of second-level parents
reported that they were “satisfied” or “very satisfied” with the general supports they
had received from their child’s school. However, 23.8% of primary parents and 27%
of second-level parents reported that they were either “dissatisfied” or “very
dissatisfied” with this support. 

4. Survey Findings
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Figure 16. Responses of primary and second-level parents to the question, 
“How satisfied were you with these [general] supports?”

In addition, parents were asked to reflect on their satisfaction levels with feedback
on completed work that they had (or had not) received from their child’s school. As
shown in Figure 17, for both primary and second-level parents, the most frequently
selected response to this question was, “somewhat useful”. 16.5% of primary
parents, in contrast to 7.7% of second-level parents, reported that their child had
not received any feedback. 

4. Survey Findings
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Figure 17. Responses of primary and second-level parents to the question, “How
satisfied were you with this support [feedback on completed work from school]?”

In a related open-ended item, parents also voiced their sense of satisfaction or
dissatisfaction with school supports. A small number were extremely happy with the
support provided:

I honestly don’t think there could have been any more support. There was nearly
too much support it was hard to fit it all in. I’m not a teacher so that’s just my own
fault struggling. But I have to say while they really encouraged you to do the
work with the girls they also completely understood families had lots of others
things going on and couldn’t always get to everything. The online 6th Class
graduation was beautiful, so well organised.

However, as shown in more detail elsewhere, the majority of responses were critical
in nature, with parents describing the support from schools as being limited,
inadequate, or delayed: 

This only started nearly a month and a half after schools closed.

Very limited support from the teachers, both primary and secondary. A lot of
pressure on the parent to school, teachers were only emailing homework, no
online teaching at all.

Many parents reported the belief that support for ‘schooling at home’ had varied
significantly from school to school, and from teacher to teacher. 

4. Survey Findings

3.7%
0.7%

16.5%
7.7%

2.7%
11%

20.5%
14.7%

21.9%
23.7%

22.9%
29.1%

11.8%
13.1%

I chose for my child not to 
receive any feedback

My child did not receive 
any feedback

Unsure

Very useful

Useful

Somewhat useful

Not useful at all

Note: Based on 1868 (primary) and 573 (second-level) responses.

Primary

Second-Level
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4.3.3 Parents’ reports regarding SEN supports received for their child with SEN
The sub-sample of parents whose children usually received additional learning
support at school due to a recognised SEN (288 primary parents; 72 second-level
parents) were asked about the types of additional support (if any) received during
the period of ‘schooling at home’. The types of supports that were listed as prompts
represented those that are particular to school systems of SEN support, but parents
were also given the opportunity to name ‘other’ additional supports that were
received. 

As shown in Table 7, according to primary parents (N = 288), the most commonly
received supports were recommendations for online resources (56.6%), contact
from an SET (49.7%), and specialist books/worksheets/materials (42.4%). However,
approximately 16% of this sub-sample reported that they did not receive any
additional support. Similarly, reports of relevant second-level parent (N = 72)
indicated that the most commonly received supports were contact from an SET
(31.9%), recommendations for online resources (29.2%), and specialist
books/worksheets/materials (22.2%). However, relative to the primary parent sub-
sample, a larger proportion of the second-level parent sub-sample reported that
they had not received any additional support during the ‘schooling at home’ period
(41.7%). 

In terms of the ‘other support’ option, based on the 42 responses, it was evident that
the receipt of supports, and the nature of these supports varied greatly. A number
of supports were positively acknowledged including contact from the child’s SNA,
and differentiated work based on an assessment of the child’s needs provided by
the child’s class teacher, SET and SNA: 

A combination of work from her base class and her resource teacher that was
tailored to suit her needs and where her classmates were at in the curriculum to
ensure she stayed at their level through her abilities.

4. Survey Findings
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Table 7. Responses of primary and second-level parents whose child usually
received additional learning support at school due to a recognised SEN to the
question, “Did you or your child receive any of the following during the period of
‘schooling at home’? Tick all that apply”.

It was reported that extra support was delivered through a variety of means
including synchronous Zoom classes, asynchronous apps, email support, phone
calls or a combination of these: “Weekly phone calls and personal support for my
child". In addition, it was reported that support was not just limited to support for
learning: “Contacted by phone, text and email. Support pack & food parcel from
school delivered to me”. However, a strong negative tone was also evident
throughout the parent comments. Five parents described how they had to contact
the school directly to ask for support, and in some of these cases, the request was
not addressed. Some parents referred to teachers making contact to enquire about
the student but then failing to follow-up with concrete support: 

Contact was made but only to ask how they are getting on.  I explained that they
are struggling but what could be done!  Regular materials received as every
other students got the same.

Five parents stated that support was limited to one contact (e.g., one email) through
the whole period of the school building closures. Furthermore, a number of parents
commented on how their child had to deal with the same workload and level of

4. Survey Findings

Response Options

Percentage of
Primary Parent

Sub-Sample
(N = 288)

Percentage of
Second-level

Parent
Sub-Sample

(N = 72)

Contact from an SET 49.7% 31.9%

Contact from an SNA 14.6% 15.3%

Specialist books/worksheets/materials (via email or 
in person)

42.4% 22.2%

Recommendations for online resources (websites, 
webinars etc.)

56.6% 29.2%

No additional support was received 15.6% 41.7%

Other support 9.4% 11.1%
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support as their classmates without SEN. For example, two parents described how
their child had received bulk instructions from the class teacher without any
differentiation: “Just instruction from class teacher mostly via bulky electronic
instruction 1/ week”. 

As shown in Figure 18, among primary parents with a child who usually receives
additional learning support at school, responses about levels of satisfaction with the
additional support received (or not received) during the ‘schooling at home period’
were clustered at the positive end of the scale, with 55.8% reporting that they were
either “satisfied” or “very satisfied”. However, 24.7% were either “dissatisfied” or
“very dissatisfied” with this support. Satisfaction levels were even more variable
among second-level parents of children who usually received additional learning
support at school, with the largest numbers of parents selecting “satisfied” (25%)
and “very dissatisfied” (22.1%), as shown in Figure 18. Satisfaction levels with
specialised supports did not vary significantly across DEIS and non-DEIS schools for
either primary or second-level parents. 

Figure 18. Responses of primary and second-level parents of a Child with SEN to
the question, “How satisfied were you were this support?”
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4.3.4 Parents’ perceptions of DEIS supports received from schools19

The sub-sample of parents of children and young people who attended DEIS
schools (137 primary parents; 61 second-level parents) were asked about the types
of additional support (if any) received during the ‘schooling at home’ period. The
types of supports that were listed represented those that are unique to the DEIS
system, but parents were also given the opportunity to name ‘other’ additional
supports that had been received. 

As shown in Table 8, according to primary parent reports, the most commonly
received supports were study packs (38%), support from the Free Schools Meals
Scheme (27%), and “other” supports (20.4%). However, 34% of primary parents with
children in DEIS schools reported that no additional supports had been received.
Among second-level parents of children in DEIS schools (N = 61), reports indicated
that the most frequently received additional supports were support from the Free
School Meals Scheme (16.4%), ‘other’ supports (16.4%), and study packs (9.8%).
However, the most frequently selected response to this question was that no
additional support was received (55.7% of participants). 

Analysis of the 42 responses attached to the ‘other supports’ option revealed that
the most prominent of the educational supports received by families in DEIS schools
were contacts from the class teacher or Principal and support to access online
platforms. In some cases, it was reported that children and young people were
offered subscriptions to paid websites to support learning. Two parents referred to
support from the school guidance counsellor, and one referred to contact from the
Home School Community Liaison Officer. Eight people reported that they had been
offered support through the Free School Meals Scheme, but many elected not to
avail of the service: “We were offered free lunches, but didn’t take them.” A comment
from one parent was noteworthy in its strength of feeling regarding the excellent
support that they had received from the team in their child’s DEIS school:

… just how wonderful the teachers and staff were in my child’s school. They went
absolutely above and beyond, the level of care they showed for our children and
their learning and well-being was incredible. I have no idea how they did it when
so many are mums my own age with children at home. I struggled with two
children, how they managed a class and their own children and personal lives I
just don’t understand! They organised our school lunches and work for our kids,
class Zoom get togethers, virtual assemblies and work online. They were so

4. Survey Findings

19 Due to the small size of the final sample of parents of children and young people who attend DEIS schools, the following results should be
interpreted with caution.



‘Schooling at Home’ in Ireland during COVID-19: Perspectives and Experiences of Primary and Second-level Students and their Parents

- 73 -

accommodating of our poor internet and even had my daughter’s support
teacher do individual calls with her. Incredible stuff! I know on the website the
staff have been in cleaning the school which seems so unfair after all this.

Table 8. Responses of primary and second-level parents whose child attends a
DEIS school to the question, “Did you or your child receive any of the following
during the period of ‘schooling at home’? Tick all that apply.”

In terms of parents’ satisfaction with DEIS school supports, 56.9% of primary parents
reported that they were either “satisfied” or “very satisfied” with the additional
support received during the ‘schooling at home’ period. However, 19% reported
that they were “dissatisfied” or “very dissatisfied” with this support. Satisfaction levels
were more variable among second-level parents of children who attend a DEIS
school, with 40% of parents selecting “very satisfied” or “satisfied”, 24% “neither
satisfied nor dissatisfied”, and 36% either “dissatisfied” or “very dissatisfied” (see
Figure 19). 

4. Survey Findings

Response Option

Percentage of
Primary Parent

Sub-Sample
(N = 137)

Percentage of
Second-level

Parent
Sub-Sample

(N = 61)

Home-School Community Liaison support 8.1% 9.8%

Support from the Early School Completion Team 1.5% 1.6%

Support through the Free Meals Scheme 27% 16.4%

Given a device (tablet, laptop etc.) 4.4% 4.9%

Given help to buy a device (tablet, laptop etc.) 0.7% 0%

Support from an EAL (English as an additional 
language) teacher

0% 1.64%

Study packs 38% 9.83%

No additional support was received 34.3% 55.7%

Other 20.4% 16.4%
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Figure 19. Responses of primary and second-level parents of a child in a DEIS
school to the question, “How satisfied were you with this support?”

4.4 Parents’ Other Thoughts about ‘Schooling at Home’
One open-ended question at the end of the questionnaire invited parents to share
any further thoughts about ‘schooling at home’. 785 primary parents and 91 second-
level parents provided responses. Very similar issues were prioritised by both parent
groups in this section.

4.4.1 The impossibility of the situation for working parents
The pressures experienced by many parents were made abundantly clear, with
parents emphasising that continuing ‘schooling at home’ was “not feasible”,
“impossible”, “unrealistic”, “stressful”, “draining”, and “far too much”. While some
parents felt “unqualified” for the role, even of those who considered themselves
well-educated (or, indeed, were teachers themselves), many emphasised it was
impossible, particularly those working full-time (from home or externally) and/or
those with multiple children at different learning levels, who were receiving different
tasks and varying supports from teachers. ‘Schooling at home’ was considered
“impossible in families with two parents working” by several participants. 

4. Survey Findings
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Some stated that they did the bare minimum, that motivation decreased over time
and/or that they “gave up” altogether. 

I actually gave up on schooling at home as my 2 other children are 1 year and 3
years. My partner is a medical professional and was not at home for support. I
was working from home full time and I had zero child care. It became humanly
impossible to meet all the responsibilities so I let the schooling go.

4.4.2 Additional pressure on parents of children with SEN 
A very small number of participants commented on the added pressure on parents
of children with special needs including relating to challenges associated with the
change in routine and also the pressure on siblings of children with special needs
who “have no respite from siblings’ meltdowns”. One parent of a child with ASD
described not only struggles related to the lack of routine but also her new insights
into her child’s learning experiences: 

With a child with ASD we struggled massively with change in routine and the
school work itself. My son refused to engage with google classroom. Would not
do any work for me. I also learned what a negative attitude he has about himself
as a learner. This was a great disappointment to me and I feel that the system is
too competitive. He hates the various workbooks esp mental Maths which puts
him off Maths even though he’s good at it. This is a poor reflection on how we
teach Maths. 

4.4.3 Dissatisfaction with response of schools and teachers
There was widespread disappointment voiced by parents with the response of
schools and/or teachers in the answers to the “other thoughts” item. Many
expressed high levels of anger in relation to the lack of support received; many
commented on sparse and/or very irregular communication from schools and
teachers (once a week or less), and with such contact often taking the form of an
email with a list of work to complete. Parents were critical of the lack of live online
classes and feedback on completed work, and this was particularly pronounced
amongst primary parents: 

Emailing homework really doesn't constitute teaching. Even 30 mins a week with
live online interaction with the teacher & a few classmates would be
psychologically more beneficial than nothing.

It was awful & the state betrayed the kids. Teachers are indifferent & not willing
to engage. It is horrendous & schools must reopen fully.

4. Survey Findings
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Some made direct comparisons with essential workers and other professionals
and/or suggesting that teachers who don’t want to teach should be on the COVID-
19 payment: 

My occupation. Nurse Manager. I was never home. I worked 12 hours a day for
weeks and came home to try and write policies. My children were totally
neglected. My husband is a frontline worker also. The oldest was minding the
youngest. The Dept of Education presumed a parent was there all day. I feel
totally let down. Frontline workers risked everything for a clap. I’m very angry
with my son’s Primary School. The Dept of Education threw our kids under the
bus. There was no support or direct communication for younger kids. It was like
they closed the school and they were not working. Yet half the country set up
offices at home and worked flat out but the primary school teachers put up a bit
of homework and that was it. It was a total disgrace and when questioned I was
told there was no policy on it. Did they not have time in all those weeks to put
together a policy? […] No other group of professionals in Ireland would be
allowed months of paid time and do nothing.

I am incredibly disappointed with the lack of communication and care shown by
my child’s school.  They had an excuse for everything and everything was a
problem.  I wonder how this country would have faired [sic] during the pandemic
if essential workers had their attitude.  They are paid to do a job the same as I
am.  I had to adjust overnight to working from home and homeschooling my
children.  I couldn’t use the excuse that I didn’t know how or I needed to do
training.  I just had to get on with it as did every other profession.  The
government should have put teachers on Covid-19 payments if they refused to
engage.  I’m really infuriated with their lack of engagement, care, or support.

Parents also reported significant variability in the response between teachers and/or
schools.

I have 4 kids and some of their teachers were really good but some did nothing.
So consistency will be important across the various subjects/teachers i.e. one
plan for the whole school and across departments/subject areas.

A strong desire for more consistency and direction from the DES was apparent in
many responses, with some participants indicating that consistent standards and
support from the DES are necessary to ensure educational equity for all children:

A more nation-wide approach should be taken to make all teachers in school to
be accountable and somewhat uniform approach to homeschooling / blended
learning.

[…] a certain standard should be set out for teachers, for example one zoom call
per week minimum.

I think there should be equality of opportunity for all children. I have heard
anecdotally of some schools running full zoom class sessions, while my children

4. Survey Findings
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had none. […] If this unequal distribution of education continues it will cause
problems, especially for those less fortunate.

There was huge disparity between how some teachers engaged compared to
others even within the one school.

Some schools adopted great initiative in the circumstances whereas others,
including mine, were very unsupportive and management didn't manage which
makes me worry about how well they will manage (or not manage) September if
they are given a free reign to make their own decisions about the next phase
when they go back. I hope the Department will give clear guidelines that must be
followed by all schools with increased checks for our children's & teachers’
health and safety during this worrying time.

A small number of parents from both groups praised their child’s/young person’s
teacher and/or school, noting they had provided excellent support: 

Excellent guidance, resources and clear communication of expectations from the
school were key to our positive experience in this home schooling.

Teachers in my child’s school were fantastic and the media have distorted the
public view of them.

4.4.4 Inequity of access due to technology issues
Some parents mentioned inequity of access to ‘schooling at home’ linked to
students being unable to communicate with schools due to poor connectivity, lack
of suitable devices or poor IT skills:

Poor broadband and lack of suitable devices was a huge issue. I teach in a DEIS
school and more than half of my class could not access online learning. This
country has long neglected our system and we paid the price this year. It’s poorly
funded with too large of class sizes.

4.4.5 Pointing to some positive aspects of ‘schooling at home’
A small number of parents highlighted positive aspects of the ‘schooling at home’
period. Some parents noted that their children benefited from the individual
support they had provided and felt that their children had progressed well or better
than in school. Some thought that ‘schooling at home’ offered a “wonderful
opportunity to bond and see children grow and develop academically”, to “see
where our kids were thriving”, as well as an “opportunity for them to try new things
that the school wasn't providing”. One parent referred to the benefits to their
daughter for whom being at home meant “a relief from bullying”.  RTÉ Home School
Hub was mentioned by a small number of parents as a positive support provided.
Some participants mentioned that their young people benefited due to less
pressure, a relaxed environment and greater flexibility in routine:

4. Survey Findings
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Overall it was a positive experience. My child enjoyed the opportunity to learn at
her own pace while also engaging with her teachers. She worked very well in the
evenings so didn’t start work any day until 10. That suited her really well. She
would take breaks during the day and finish around 8/9. She enjoyed being able
to self regulate and worked extremely hard.

4.5 Reflections on Schooling into the Future
Parents and students were asked to think about the transition back to school in
September, and to reflect on their preferences for alternative arrangements for the
2020-2021 academic year should schools be required to work in a different way due
to public health imperatives. 

4.5.1 Parents’ blended learning preferences for the 2020-2021 academic year  
Among primary parents, the most frequently selected options were “attending 2-3
day only per week” (37.3%), followed by “attending mornings or afternoons only”
(26%) (see Figure 20). Similarly, the most frequently selected option by second-level
parents was “attending 2-3 days per week” (40.3%). However, the next most
common response was “unsure” (19.2%). 

Figure 20. Responses of primary and second-level parents to the question, “If
schools are working differently in September (blended learning approach), which
of the following options would you prefer for your child?”
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Note: Based on 1753 (primary) and 556 (second-level) responses.
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4.5.2 Students’ thoughts about returning to school and blended learning
preferences for the 2020-2021 academic year  
Both primary and second-level participants were asked to report on how they felt
about the transition back to school in September. Mean values for both primary and
second-level participants indicated generally positive feelings towards returning to
school. On a scale of 1 (“really not looking forward to it”) to 10 (“really looking
forward to it”), primary participants (N = 867) reported a slightly higher mean rating
of 7.71 (SD = 2.57) compared to a mean rating of 6.43 (SD = 2.62) by second-level
participants (N = 243). This was not found to be a statistically significant difference.

Second-level students were also asked to report their preferences for blended
learning options. The most popular choices among second-level participants were
“attending 2-3 days per week” (41%) followed by “attending mornings or afternoons
only” (17.6%). 

Figure 21. Responses of second-level participants to the question, “If schools are
working differently in September, which one would you prefer?”

Some comments from primary student participants in relation to considerations
about returning to school included: 

Don't make us do it [‘schooling at home’] again!

I am scared to go back to school because I haven’t been there for so long but I
want to go back.
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I think I would have preferred to just have free time and no school work and no
work for mum and dad. If school couldn't go back in September it would be very
hard and I would be stressed out. I really miss my friends and I can't wait to see
them.

I really want to go back to school and be there every day.

I just want to go back to school.

Second-level participants also identified their preference for returning to school: 

I want to go back to school full time. If at home teachers need to do proper
lessons and video lessons.

It doesn't suit me.  I prefer to be at school submerged in the learning
environment.

Never again please most stressful experience of my life.

4.5.3 Parents’ thoughts and worries about the transition back to school.

Parents were asked to identify any potential worries they had related to the
transition back to school. As shown in Table 9 the three most prominent worries
among primary parents were: children not being allowed back full-time due to
physical distancing requirements (58% of parents selected this option); children not
being able to play normally with their friends (53.6%); and children being behind
academically (37.9%). Among second-level parents the three most prominent
worries were: children not being allowed back full-time due to physical distancing
requirements (56.1%); and children being behind academically (41.5%); and
children possibly being exposed to COVID-19 (38%). Approximately, 12% of
primary and second-level parents reported that they did not have any worries. 

4.5.4 Parents’ views of predicted levels of coping 

Parents alone were asked to predict the coping levels of both themselves and their
children in a blended learning scenario. Responses were found to be very variable
among primary parents in relation to their own coping (see Figure 22) with the most
frequently selected options being “[cope] poorly” (25.9%) and “[cope] well” (23.7%).
A similar pattern was observed amongst second-level parents, with 24.3% reporting
that they would cope “poorly”, 22.8% reporting that they would cope “neither poorly
nor well”, and 21.5% reporting that they would cope “well” (see Figure 22). When
asked to predict the coping levels of their child in a blended learning scenario, the
most frequently endorsed responses by primary parents were “[cope] well” (26.8%),
followed by “[cope] poorly” (23.4%) [see Figure 23].  A similar trend was seen in the
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second-level parent data (see Figure 23), with 27.2% predicting that their child
would cope “poorly”, and 21.2% reporting that they would cope “well”. No
significant differences in the predicted coping of parents or children were found
across DEIS and non-DEIS schools. 

Table 9. Responses of primary and second-level parents to the question, “Are you
worked about your child returning to school in September? Tick all that apply”.

4. Survey Findings

Response Option

Percentage of
primary parent

sample who
selected this

option
(N = 1889)

Percentage of
second-level

parent sample
who selected

this option
(N = 581)

No, I do not have any worries 11.6% 12.6%

Yes, I am worried about my child possibly being
exposed to COVID-19

36.2% 38%

Yes, I am worried that my child will not be allowed
back full-time due to physical distancing requirements

58.3% 56.1%

Yes, I am worried about my child not being able to
play/hang out normally with his/her friends20 53.6% 25.3%

Yes, I am worried because my child doesn’t want to
return to school as he/she was content at home

7.7% 5.5%

Yes, I am worried because I feel that my child
benefitted more from being at home

3.3% 2.9%

Yes, I am worried about my child being behind
academically

37.9% 41.5%

Other 13.8% 15.7%

20 This item was worded differently across different sections of the survey; the term “play” was used in the primary parent section, whereas the term
“hang out” was used in the second-level section. 
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Figure 22. Responses of primary and post-primary parents to the question, “How
do you think you will cope with schools possibly working differently from
September onwards?”

Figure 23. Responses of primary and post-primary parents to the question, “How
do you think your child will cope with schools possibly working differently from
September onwards?”
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4.5.5 Parents’ ‘other thoughts’ about schooling into the future 
Three open-ended items in the parents’ questionnaire allowed participants to voice
their thoughts in relation to ‘other worries’ (N = 266) and ‘other thoughts’ about the
transition back to school (N = 1193), and ‘other thoughts’ about coping if schools
were to operate ‘differently’ than normal (N = 365). There was a high degree of
similarity in the issues identified and prioritised by parents across these three items,
and following the initial analyses, it was evident that they could be combined. The
parent participants were most concerned to convey their very strong desire for
schools to reopen on a full-time basis, for the following reasons which were heavily
and frequently emphasised in the data21. 

1. The impossibility of parents working full-time from home (or externally) and
simultaneously caring for and ‘schooling’ their children in the absence of any
childcare. Working parents expressed high levels of stress, exhaustion and burnout,
noting the negative impact on their mental, emotional and physical health,
commonly observing that while they and their families had survived the ordeal to
date, they could not continue. Working full-time meant an absence of adequate
time to support their child(ren)’s schooling at home. This was particularly acute for
those with multiple children, all with different needs and learning levels, and for
single parents, coping alone. Parents also worried about having neglected their
children due to having to work with no childcare. As part of this wider concern,
parents emphasised “We are not teachers”, commenting that they had neither the
content knowledge nor the skills to teach their child(ren), particularly at post-
primary level. 

Working parents expressed high anxiety about coping with the logistics of schools
opening part-time, especially potentially managing multiple drop-offs and
collections at different times while working. Many pointed to the continued absence
of childcare options including afterschool care into the new academic year. They
stressed that they would be forced to take unpaid leave or would have to give up
their job entirely, which greatly worried them on financial and mental health levels.
Many noted that while their employers had been tolerant and/or flexible to an extent
to date, this would not continue indefinitely. The small minority of parents who were
working part-time and/or were in ‘stay at home’ roles highlighted their much greater
ability and flexibility to cope with part-time school arrangements in September. 

4. Survey Findings

21 While there is some overlap in the themes reported in this and earlier sections, they have been included here where relevant, due to the frequency
and strength of the opinions voiced by parents in their responses to multiple open-ended items throughout the questionnaire.
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I have a full time job and my children attending on different days and different
times will mean potentially dropping and collecting several times a day which
will not be feasible while working full time.

As I have been working as normal throughout the pandemic it has been
extremely difficult to continue working with the added pressure of home
schooling and added a lot of additional stress as I also had no childcare available
while I was working.

As I work full time as a nurse working shift work ... this home schooling will be
extremely difficult going forward ....  With my eldest starting secondary & 2
children in primary...having time to work full time plus possibly extra if this
second wave occurs ... & also time to do everything else a mother has to do AND
homeschool will be a challenge!  Also as grandparents were minding the
children Pre Covid...this is now also a big problem.  We managed with lack of
sleep etc for the last few months, however one can only do all this for a short
time 😢.

2. Their children needing to get back to school; for structure and routine, for their
academic development, and for social interaction. Parents worried about what they
believed was a negative effect on their children’s academic progression; this was
particularly acute for those with a son or daughter entering Senior Cycle or the
Leaving Certificate year. Many were concerned about the negative effect on their
child’s mental health, and how ongoing blended or remote learning might further
exacerbate these difficulties. For primary parents with a child finishing primary
school, a major worry was the transition to second-level; they emphasised the
difficulty this transition posed in ‘normal’ times, and expressed significant concern
for their child about the process in the COVID-19 context. Parents with a child with
an SEN worried about the continuing negative impact on their child, with some
noting that regression had occurred: “My child has Asperger syndrome so not being
at school has a very negative impact in every way”. Parents also highlighted the
importance of schools for their children’s social interaction with peers, although they
were concerned about the impact of social distancing restrictions on children’s
mental health in this regard when schools reopened, and noted the impossibility of
this approach for very young children. Some parents also noted concern about the
impact of physical distancing on learning activities and important school events in
the new academic year. 

Commencing secondary school so the impact would be severe if normal
transition did not occur as expected. The transition is normally a difficult process
for children and further change would impact very negatively.

4. Survey Findings
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… Being away from friends is completely unnatural for this age group and will
impact on well-being.

Difficult to keep motivation at home, extremely worried that children will fall
behind academically & socially

She adapts easily, however I do feel she is missing out on the social development
so how she reacts depends on the manner in which they return to school and
what restrictions are in place at that point.

Dreading that the last three months is seen as a success - it wasn’t - goodwill now
gone - frustrated and genuinely fearful that my kids learning will suffer.

They are the future generation of this nation. They can't be locked up like this. I
believe this will have huge impact on their mental health if not back to normal.

3. Dissatisfaction at school and/or teacher responses. A further reason parents
emphasised the need for a full-time return to school was due to what they reported
as inadequate support from schools, teachers, and the DES more broadly. This was
most pronounced in relation to primary schools. Parents were very unhappy with
what they reported to be the main approach taken by schools - an email with a list of
work to be completed by the child(ren) and managed by parents, with no teacher
input on feedback on completed work. Parents felt this greatly negatively impacted
on their child(ren)’s motivation. They were clear what they wanted if schools were to
remain closed or could not fully re-open: live online classes each school day, at least
1-2 hours per day, as well as some meaningful feedback on completed work.
Parents complained about the lack of information and/or clarity from the DES and
emphasised the need for formal and explicit DES requirements for all teachers so
that approaches across schools would be standardised. 

Our children's school … did not honor one intention of the department of
education or INTO guidelines but except took the path of least effort.   No
communication from our children's teachers. No request to send back suggested
work for correction.   No attempt to deliver synchronous/asynchronous online
delivery of curriculum. No training received by staff in a timely fashion, on the
application of appropriate online delivery platforms. If this continues, I will be
very worried about my children's education. No appropriate communication
between teachers and pupils, no regular correction of homework and feedback
received over 14 week period … Effectively the school closed its doors in mid
March and failed in its duty to remain in regular contact delivering the
curriculum... Parents were left to struggle alone, with the most scant input (in
some cases no input) by teachers, to educate their children..... Many other
primary schools in the region went to great lengths to support their pupils.
[child’s school] abdicated in it duty to continue teaching its pupils. This must not
continue from September 2020. A clear plan on curriculum delivery must
communicated to all parents as soon as possible. All attempts to voice concerns

4. Survey Findings
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formally regarding this unacceptable situation have been met with indifference
by the principal and BOM.  THIS IS WHY WE WILL NOT BE ABLE TO DEAL WITH
HOME SCHOOLING IN SEPTEMBER.

A very small minority expressed positive or very positive views about their
child(ren)’s school/teacher’s approach:

I have no worries about their learning academically as the school did a brilliant
job with instructing parents in homeschooling.

Our school & Junior Infants teacher were brilliant since schools closed physically.
Using the Seesaw app and sending on photos and videos etc to their teacher and
getting feedback on every single item was great. Their teacher uploaded videos
every day and was easily contactable. She went above and beyond. I think if all
primary schools worked the way our one has that other parents would feel much
better about doing learning from home.

4. Concern about health implications. A relatively small number of parents
expressed concern about the health implications for their children and/or family
members, especially in the context of pre-existing conditions, as a result of their
child(ren) being potentially exposed to COVID-19 at school, and/or schools and/or
staff not adhering to HSE guidelines. Some parents were concerned that necessary
hygiene and distancing requirements would be impossible to implement with large
school/class numbers and small rooms. A very small number noted their preference
for, or intention of, keeping their child(ren) at home for schooling purposes. Some
also worried about the impact of the normal childhood ‘continuous colds’ in
autumn/winter and how this would be managed in the COVID-19 context.

As I have underlying health concerns as does my daughter I am concerned when
schools go back in September that we will get very ill and we have no extended
family support in Ireland.

5. Seeing the positive: “We will cope.” A small minority of parents expressed a
positive perspective overall, saying they would adapt/adjust/cope/manage as
necessary. A small number of parents reported that their child(ren) had adapted to
the situation quite or very well, demonstrating significant resilience and adaptability,
and would likely adapt with few problems to any new or ongoing blended learning
approaches. A small minority felt that their child(ren) had done better learning at
home than at school, and learnt new/additional things and were happier. “She is
very well adjusted and will cope with any change very well”. 

4. Survey Findings
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4.6 Parents’ and Students’ Views about the Cancellation of State
Examinations 
Both second-level parents and students were invited to comment on the
cancellation of the state examinations in 2020, and the replacement of the Leaving
Certificate with a calculated grade model. 

4.6.1 Parents’ and students’ views about the cancellation of Junior Cycle
examinations 
89 second-level parents of young people in 3rd year chose to provide their (open-
ended) opinions on the cancellation of the Junior Cycle examinations.  The vast
majority of parent participants were positive about the decision to cancel the
examinations and to provide students with school-determined grades as an
alternative, viewing it as the best decision in extremely challenging circumstances.
Several parents stated that the decision to move to school-based assessment was
supportive of student mental health and wellbeing: “My son was relieved because
he was so worried for months of the lockdown he would not have mentally been able
to sit the exam”. A number of participants maintained that it would be beneficial to
continue with this form of assessment at Junior Cycle level into the future: 

School based assessment should be brought in to the schools … one of exams
system is dated to say the least and does not give a true picture of a child’s
intelligence.

However, a significant number of parents were unhappy with the decision itself,
worrying that their child would be poorly prepared for the Leaving Certificate as a
result. 

Students have worked 3 years for their junior cycle exams. They need to have the
experience of sitting for a state exam to be prepared for their leaving cert. This
was taken from them & left them very disappointed.

Others were critical about the way in which the decision had been made, seeing it at
unnecessarily protracted, and adding to students’ stress and anxiety: “I just wish
they'd hurried up and made a decision earlier”. Other concerns expressed included
a lack of standardisation of process between schools.

Second-level participants in third year were asked to rate their feelings about the
cancellation of the Junior Cycle exams using a scale ranging from 1 (“very
unhappy”) to 7 (“very happy”). The mean rating of the participants (N = 46) was 4.70
(SD = 1.49), which is just marginally above a middle rating. No significant difference
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was found in ratings between second-level participants in DEIS and non-DEIS
schools. 

There was significant diversity of opinion among the 31 second-level students in 3rd
year who elaborated on their thoughts in an open-ended item. Some were very
happy that the Junior Cycle examinations had been cancelled after a “stressful few
months”: 

I was happy that the exams were cancelled as it was so stressful before they
were as we were uncertain as to what was happening and it would have been
too difficult to do the exams after missing so much school time.

As time went on I became less confident in being able to sit the exam and do
well.

Others were unhappy with the decision, particularly those who perceived differing
practices between schools, with some having to sit school-based examinations and
others not: 

I still had to do a test online and most of my friends from other schools didn’t.

I felt it was unfair to sit exams and be marked the same as every other year when
we had a lot less support. I know friends who lived in very difficult home
situations and they couldn't study.  My motivation dwindled as the weeks went
by and it was harder to stay focused.  Even though the teachers tried it is not the
same as being in class.

A number of students were disappointed by the decision as they felt they had
missed out on the experience of sitting the examinations, and felt that their work
“went to waste” after having “worked hard” and that it was “an anti-climax when I got
my results from my teachers”.

4.6.2 Parents’ and students’ views about the cancellation of the Leaving Certificate
and calculated grades
There were 135 responses to the question probing the views of parents of young
people in 5th and 6th year of second-level school apropos the cancellation of the
Leaving Certificate. Approximately a third viewed the cancellation as the best
decision in the circumstances, particularly in terms of protecting the mental health
of their child. Approximately a third felt, however, that the decision was a “mistake”,
a “mess”, “crazy” or a “disgrace”, believing that the examinations should have taken
place with appropriate distancing measures in place. A significant number also
referred to the protracted nature of the decision and how it had happened “too
late”, causing much stress and anxiety for Leaving Certificate students. 

4. Survey Findings



‘Schooling at Home’ in Ireland during COVID-19: Perspectives and Experiences of Primary and Second-level Students and their Parents

- 89 -

A decision should have been made much earlier, very unfair that students were
left with such uncertainty. It is a global pandemic, exams are only exams at the
end of the day.

A number of participants felt that the process had been very poorly managed,
allowing excessive media influence, and a number referred to the lack of leadership
displayed by the DES and the Minister for Education:

As we were brought through the initial weeks, the DES were atrocious. Unhelpful
announcements. Statements issuing referenced clarity for the students, and
“mental health”, but did nothing to address mental health. They made it worse by
suggesting end of July / early August exams, meaning students faced work
through the summer, returning to stuffy classrooms in July for a mere two weeks,
most likely not to their subject teachers at all, due to social distancing: the whole
handling was farcical and totally lacking in leadership from the DES. Teachers
were not the issue, they were trying to help, but DES handling of the whole
scenario was appalling. The LC could have been handled with use of primary
schools and community centers, with a little organisation if it were planned early.
But not after the awful drip-feed nonsense that the DES chose. (Granted, we
were/are in a pandemic, and who knows what is correct. But with talk now of
opening schools fully when the virus hasn’t gone away, only a few weeks later,
one has to wonder what logic is being applied).

137 parents responded to the open-ended question asking them to articulate their
perspectives on the use of a calculated grade model. Approximately half expressed
positive views about the model, feeling it was the fairest or “the best option given
the circumstances” and that “teachers had a lot of assessments to back up their
decisions”. Some even suggested such a model should continue into the future. The
other half expressed some disquiet or strong opposition to calculated grades,
primarily citing what they felt would be problematic teacher bias or a lack of
transparency. Parents were also concerned that student work towards the end of the
academic year may not be known or taken into account by relevant teachers, or
appropriate SEN-related accommodations would not be allowed for.

Teachers might be biased and students may have studied hard for it without their
teachers’ knowledge.

It was a totally disaster. All the extra grinds, extra hours my child put in for the
last couple of months to bring his grades up will not be reflected in predicted
grades. My son would have had a reader which would have made such a
difference and this didn’t happen in the class work. So before it even started my
son was at a DISADVANTAGE because of his dyslexia.

Of the 135 second-level parents of children in 5th year and 6th year who responded
to the open-ended item regarding a possible continuation of the calculated grade
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model into the future, a small minority rejected the proposition out of hand, viewing
it as unfair and biased: 

No as I don’t think teachers should be making the decisions on what grade their
students should achieve. Very biased approach.

A large proportion, however, maintained that it might be beneficial to prospective
Leaving Certificate students if the approach were retained, particularly for the 2020-
2021 academic year, and would have benefits for student engagement throughout
senior cycle. 

Yes particularly for the incoming 6th years who have lost on months of education
as 5th is when you learn everything.

Support for a continuation of the new model, however, parents felt, would depend
on advance information for students and parents, appropriate training for teachers,
and ideally, the use of teacher grades combined with those from continuous
assessment. 

Yes but a mix is better. With a definite path as to what is happening well in
advance.  Transparency and fairness as the highest goal, for the result to be worth
anything to the student.

Second-level participants in 6th year were asked to rate their feelings about the
cancellation of the Leaving Certificate using a scale ranging from 1 (“very unhappy”)
to 7 (“very happy”). The mean rating of the participants (N = 30) was 3.87 
(SD = 2.15), which is marginally in the “unhappy” range of the scale. No significant
difference was found in ratings between second-level participants in DEIS and non-
DEIS schools. 

25 final year students offered their thoughts about the cancellation of the Leaving
Certificate in an open-ended item. A number were “happy” and their stress levels
reduced when the examinations were replaced with calculated grades, feeling that
it was the best option in the circumstances. Some participants felt that they were
more suited to the calculated grade model or that calculated grades were fairer in
the context of the preceding difficult months:

Delighted as I'm more suited to calculated grades than exams.

It would have been very unfair to have expected the LC students to do online
learning and then sit the exam as if nothing had happened. Online learning and
in school learning are two different things. Predicted grades with the chance to
sit the exam was the fairest option for everyone.
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In contrast, some students were “gutted” and “upset” at the “unfair” system of
calculated grades, expressing concern that they might have “done better on the
day” and that recent progress might not be taken into account by their teachers: 

I have dyslexia and this isn’t taking into account in any school exam nor would I
have READER in classroom setting. I had extra grinds on 4 subjects every week to
help me. So the last couple of months I have improved so much but NO ONE will
ever see this. I feel I have failed even before it has started.

4. Survey Findings
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This report captures the main findings from a study of the perspectives and
experiences of parents (N = 2733) and students (primary, N = 896; second-level, 
N = 293) with respect to ‘schooling at home’ from March-May/June 2020. It is
important to remember that the sample in this study is not representative, and the
findings ought to be interpreted in that context. We would particularly note the very
small numbers of parents and students from minority and/or disadvantaged
backgrounds, and/or from DEIS schools, who participated in the research. In this
section, we provide a summary of the key findings, and offer some conclusions and
recommendations for policy, practice and future research.

5.1 Summary of Findings 

• Technology: Most parents (71% of primary and 73% of post-primary) reported
that they had sufficient devices to support ‘schooling at home’, with laptops
and tablets being the most frequently used devices. 91% of primary and 88%
of second-level parents stated that they had a very good or satisfactory
internet connection. Students in DEIS second-level schools were more likely to
have a poor internet connection than students in non-DEIS second-level
schools.

• Duration of daily engagement with ‘schooling at home’: Parents reported that,
on average, primary school-aged children spent 2.2 hours (SD = 1.10) and
second-level students spent 3.6 hours (SD = 1.9) per day engaged in
‘schooling at home’ activities.  

• Learning progress during ‘schooling at home’ period: The majority of second-
level students (73%) felt that they had learned less at home than at school. This
view was also shared by primary students, but to a lesser extent (52%). 

• Change in engagement over time: The majority of both primary parents (82%)
and second-level parents (71%) reported that their children’s interest in
‘schooling at home’ had either “decreased a little” or “decreased a lot”. This
was supported by the reports of second-level students themselves, with the
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majority (67%) reporting decreases in interest levels. 43% of primary
participants reported that they “liked it [‘schooling at home’] at the start but
liked it less at the end”. 

• Main support for students during ‘schooling at home’ period: Mothers/female
guardians were the primary home support for most student participants during
the ‘schooling at home’ period, as reported by 73% of both primary and
second-level parents in this study. These accounts were supported by the vast
majority of primary students (91%) who identified parents as their main source
of support. A small majority (54%) of second-level students also identified
parents as their main source of support, but over half of the sample (51%)
reported that they worked alone. Primary parents reported that they drew
upon online resources and guidance/resources from their child’s school as
sources of support for their involvement in ‘schooling in home’, whereas a
large number of second-level parents reported that they did not use any
supports (49.6%). Over 40% of parents (47% of primary parents and 40% of
second-level parents) whose children attended Irish medium schools reported
that their level of Irish impacted the support they could provide for their child.

• Enjoyment of ‘schooling at home’: 

o The most frequent response among primary students to the question about
enjoyment of ‘schooling at home’ was “sometimes did and sometimes did
not enjoy” it (66.5%). Responses of second-level students were more
diverse, with 44% reporting variable enjoyment, and 40% reporting that they
“mostly did not enjoy it”. 

o Primary students enjoyed a wide range of curricular areas, and particularly
enjoyed engaging in project work, practical work, and activities involving
technology. They also reported enjoyment of sports, extracurricular practical
indoor and outdoor activities, and spending extra time with their family
members. Their least preferred curricular areas were Maths and Irish. Many
reported that they did not miss classwork, homework or tests. The vast
majority reported that they missed their friends, and missing interactions
with and support from teachers was also a prominent theme in their
responses. 

o Second-level students enjoyed the freedom of sleeping later in the
morning, following their own schedule, determining how long to spend on
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particular subjects, and having time for extra-curricular activities in a more
relaxed home environment. The vast majority reported that the worst part of
‘schooling at home’ was the loss of social interaction with their friends.
Other aspects they disliked included a lack of communication with and
support from teachers in the form of live online classes and/or feedback,
problems with motivation, concentration and focus, and a heavy workload.
They also reported that they did not miss early morning starts for
commuting to school, demanding/strict daily routines, disruptive students in
class, or bullies. 

• Impact of ‘schooling at home’ on students’ and parents’ lives: Many students
and parents reported experiencing increased levels of stress and anxiety.
Working parents and/or parents with several children, with no childcare, found
juggling multiple learning levels and work-home-children responsibilities
exhausting, “impossible” and unsustainable. A small number of parents
provided more positive accounts noting that their children benefited from
individual support, more family time and freedom to learn new or different
things. Parents felt that their children’s routine had been most negatively
affected, with significantly more negative impact on second-level than primary
students on all explored aspects of their lives.

• Parents’ perspectives regarding school/teacher support: The most common
supports provided by primary schools/teachers were emails with instructions
for work from textbooks/workbooks/ worksheets (75%), apps or online
platforms (69%), and recommendations for online resources (55%). The most
common supports provided by second-level schools/teachers were apps or
online platforms (74%), and emails (67%). Live online class teaching was
provided for 19% of primary and 58% of second-level participants. 61% of
primary and 54% of second-level parents reported that they were “satisfied” or
“very satisfied” with school supports. However, 24% of primary and 27% of
second-level parents reported that they were either “dissatisfied” or “very
dissatisfied”. Reports about satisfaction with feedback from schools on
completed work were very variable, but the most common description was
“somewhat useful” (23% of primary parents, and 29% of second-level parents).
Among the sub-set of parents who chose to respond to various related open-
ended items, a small number of parents praised schools and teachers for their
support. However, the majority of responses were highly critical of the lack of
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school/teacher support, highlighting a lack of communication, engagement or
support from teachers, and emphasising the need for live daily classes (rather
than an email with a list of work for the week) and meaningful feedback on
completed work. Many parents called for the DES to require appropriate and
consistent teaching and student support across schools and teachers.

• Parents’ perspectives on supports for students with SEN: Parents of children
with SEN (288 primary parents, and 72 second-level parents) most commonly
received recommendations for online resources (57% of primary parents, 29%
of second-level parents), contact from an SET (50% of primary parents, 31% of
second-level parents), and specialist books /worksheets /materials (42% of
primary parents and 22% of second-level parents). However, approximately
16% of primary parents and 42% of second-level parents with a child with SEN
reported that they did not receive any additional support. 56% of parents of
primary children with SEN and 41% of parents of second-level students with
SEN were either “satisfied” or “very satisfied” with the received supports.
However, 25% of primary and 40% of second-level parents with a child who
usually receives additional learning support at school were “dissatisfied” or
“very dissatisfied” with the support received during the ‘schooling at home’
period.

• Parents’ perspectives on supports for students from DEIS schools: Parents of
children in DEIS primary schools (N = 137) reported that the most common
supports provided for their children were study packs (38%), support from the
Free School Meals Scheme (27%), and “other supports” (20%). For parents of
children in DEIS second-level schools (N = 137), the most commonly received
supports were study packs (9.8%), support from the Free School Meals Scheme
(16%) and “other supports” (16%). The “other supports” that were identified
largely comprised of contacts from class teachers and principals, and support
with accessing online learning platforms. However, 34% of primary parents and
56% of second-level parents reported that no additional support had been
received. 57% of primary and 40% of second-level parents were “satisfied” or
“very satisfied” with the support provided. However, 19% of primary and 36%
of post-primary parents reported that they were either “dissatisfied” or “very
dissatisfied”.
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• Reflections on transitioning back to school: 

o Primary and second-level students were quite positive (7.71 and 6.43
respectively on a 10-point scale) about returning to school. The three most
prominent worries among primary parents were: children not being allowed
back full-time due to physical distancing requirements (58%), children not
being able to play normally with their friends (54%), and children being
behind academically (38%). The three most prominent worries among
second-level parents were: children not being allowed back full-time due to
physical distancing requirements (56%); children being behind
academically (41%); and children possibly being exposed to COVID-19
(38%). The majority of parents were very worried about how they would
cope if schools did not open fully, particularly those working full-time,
emphasising also their child(ren)’s need to return to school for academic,
social and mental health reasons. A minority expressed apprehension about
the reopening of schools on health grounds.

o When participants were asked about their preferences for a potential
blended learning approach, the most commonly endorsed options were
“attending 2-3 days per week” (37% of primary parents, 40% of second-level
parents, 41% of second-level students), or “mornings/afternoons attendance
only” (26% of primary parents, 18% of second-level students). Parent
responses to a question about predicted levels of coping for themselves
and their children in a blended learning scenario were very variable, with
the most frequently selected options being either “cope well” (their own
coping: 24% of primary parents, 22% of second-level parents; their child’s
coping: 27% of primary parents, 21% of second-level parents), and “cope
poorly” (their own coping: 26% of primary parents, 24% of second-level
parents; their child’s coping: 23% of primary parents, 27% of second-level
parents)

• Views about cancellation of state examinations and use of calculated grades:
There was a mixture of views amongst both parents and students about the
state examinations being cancelled and the use of a calculated grade model in
place of the Leaving Certificate examination. While some parents felt it was a
“mistake”, others felt it was the best decision in a very challenging context.
Many decried the delay in making the decision, particularly in relation to the
Leaving Certificate. In terms of the calculated grades model, some felt it was
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the fairest decision in the context, but others were concerned about teacher
bias and transparency. Similarly, for second level students, there were very
mixed views about both the cancellation of the examinations and the use of a
calculated grade model, with concerns that progress from March-May would
not be known or taken into account by teachers.

5.2 Conclusions and Recommendations  
The period of March – May/June 2020 resulted in an unprecedented and ‘overnight’
switch to ‘schooling at home’, without any warning for schools, teachers, parents and
students, and without any preparatory period, or training, for schools and teachers.
Most parents, especially those working full-time, reported significant difficulties
coping with work, supporting their children in ‘schooling at home’, and family life,
with no childcare. Parents worried about their children falling behind academically,
missing out on social interaction, and about their mental and emotional health.
Many students experienced stress and anxiety adjusting to the new situation and
greatly missed their friends and the social interaction inherent in school life. The
issues surrounding the cancellation of state examinations caused significant anxiety
for relevant students. In this context, it is clear that many schools and teachers went
above and beyond to support their students. However, our findings also reveal
significant variations in the approaches adopted by schools and teachers, and
strong dissatisfaction amongst many parents with respect to perceived inadequate
school and/or teacher engagement and support for their child(ren)’s learning. 

Based on the findings of this study, we can make the following recommendations: 

1. Ideally, but subject to public health advice and with due regard to the safety
and wellbeing of teachers and students, schools would remain open full-time
so as to protect students’ academic progress, their socio-emotional
development, and mental health, as well as the wellbeing of parents.

2. It would be helpful if the government were to further develop and issue clearer
and more detailed guidelines for schools and teachers in relation to remote
and/or blended teaching and learning, including clear guidance on
engagement with parents. This would facilitate equity of access to the
curriculum, and appropriate support for students across all schools, at both
primary and second-level, should school buildings closures at national or local
level be necessary in the future.
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3. Appropriate support and training is needed for all principals and teachers with
regard to effective communication with parents and students, and most
pertinently, with respect to good practice in remote and blended teaching and
learning, and student support in that context.

4. In a potential future ‘schooling at home’ scenario, the following are
recommended:

a. Schools and teachers should respond with flexibility to home learning
contexts (e.g., where parents need to support different ages and learning
levels) by adapting their support, and teaching and learning approaches,
accordingly;

b. There should be greater cognisance of the multiple competing demands
faced by working parents, and more attention focused on the provision of
supports to children and young people to enable them to engage in
learning more independently, learning which still needs to be directed and
led by the relevant teacher(s). Supports are also needed for parents to assist
them in supporting their child(ren)’s learning;

c. More attention should be focused on monitoring and sustaining students’
interest in ‘schooling at home’ over time, for example, through the provision
of meaningful engagement (including through regular live online classes at
both primary and second-level, in an age-appropriate fashion) and learning
tasks, and feedback on completed work;

d. Ideally, opportunities for online social interaction and collaborative learning
with peers would be facilitated by schools and teachers; and 

e. Resources need to be provided to relevant families for necessary
equipment/internet access for ‘schooling at home’;

5. The following are recommended for future research: 

a. As the participants in the survey were, in the main, from majority ethnic and
less disadvantaged groups, further research22 exploring the perspectives
and experiences of those from minority ethnic and lower socio-economic
groups, including those in DEIS schools, needs to be prioritised;

22 Building on the research of Doyle (2020).
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b. Follow-on research is needed to capture students’ lived experiences of
transitioning back to their schools or of transitioning to new educational
settings (e.g., second-level or third-level) in September 2020; 

c. Research exploring parents’ and students’ experiences of, and perspectives
on, the outcome of the calculated grades process would be valuable;

d. Further research is required regarding the ‘schooling at home’ experience of
school-aged children with SEN and their parents. Only a small number of
the individuals who participated in this study (12.7%) were parents of a child
with a recognised SEN. Furthermore, the survey only collected data
pertaining to the oldest school-aged child in each family, potentially
resulting in an incomplete representation of each of these families’ unique
situations.
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