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About UTU and its members 

1. The Ulster Teachers' Union (UTU) is a Northern Ireland — based union which 

represents around 5500 members. 

2. The members comprise teachers and school leaders from across nursery, primary, 

post-primary and Special sectors. There are also associate member categories for 

those who have retired and students who are undertaking Initial Teacher Education. 

3. UTU has a Central Executive Committee made up of around 20 elected lay members 

who oversee the running of the union, appoint staff, and implement the policy 

determined at UTU Annual Conference. The members of CEC are nominated and 

elected through Branch and Area Association structures. 

4. The Officials of the UTU deal with the daily business of the union and carry out a 

range of activities from answering queries and carrying out casework for members to 

communicating key information to members, carrying out training and ensuring that 

members have all and any support they need with regards to their employment 

situation. 

5. Communication with members is wide and varied. Day-to-day issues are addressed 

as they arise through telephone calls, emails and school visits. Wider information is 
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communicated through updates which are emailed directly to each member, social 
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6. One key role of the UTU is member representation and this works on two levels. The 

7. It is further the role of UTU to represent its members in negotiations with the 

employers on pay and terms and conditions. The structure for such representation is 

• : .• 
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TEACHERS' NEGOTIATING COMMITTEE (TNC) 

8. UTU is one of five recognised teachers' unions in Northern Ireland. Three of the 

unions are English-based, one is based in the Republic of Ireland and, as previously 

9. All five unions are separate entities and have their own decision-making bodies 

which operate independently in areas such as balloting members and taking 

industrial action. 

10. However, all five unions are part of a collective bargaining structure known as the 

Teachers' Negotiating Committee where negotiations take place and decisions are 

12. Management Side consists of representatives from the following employers and 

employing authorities: 

Department of Education 
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Education Authority 

Council for Catholic Maintained Schools 

Northern Ireland Council for Integrated Education 

Governing Body Association 

Comhairle na Gaelscolaiochta 

13. Trade Union Side consists of representatives from the five recognised teaching 

unions: 

UTU 

INTO 

NASUWT 

NEU 

NAHT 

Trade Union Side of TNC is known as the Northern Ireland Teachers' Council (NITC). 

14. The five recognised teaching unions work together as NITC to establish an agreed 

position on developments, policies and procedures with a four-out-of-five system 

prevailing to determine the basis for negotiation. 

15. The agreed positions are brought to the table for negotiation through the Joint 

Secretaries Forum, formally the Joint Working Party and a sub-committee of the 

Teachers' Negotiating Committee, before moving to the INC proper for ratification. 

Different and additional responsibilities, functions and structures. 

16. UTU, like many other workplaces, had to change fundamentally its way of working 

when society closed down. We very quickly set up remote ways of working and 

communication with members using an email basis with office staff passing on details 

and Officials following up. The changes were communicated to, and reinforced with, 

members and became a very effective way of working. 
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17. In the initial stages of Covid there was as yet no access to on-line platforms such as 

Zoom or Teams. Early INC communication and discussion of the ways forward for 

schools took place through conference calls which happened frequently — five times 

a week initially — and often first thing in the morning with further calls during the day if 

necessary. 

18. At the outset, the Chair of NITC was invited to participate in the call with 

representatives from the Department of Education, the employers and employing 

authorities and the relevant health agencies. As the weeks unfolded all unions were 

included on the call. 

19. There were no minutes or reports of these meetings; rather, it was left to individual 

unions to keep their members updated. Where, prior to Covid, UTU had 

disseminated key information through School Representatives, we switched to 

sending updates by email to each individual member. UTU sent updates on a very 

regular basis to all members by email to enable access for all regardless of their 

circumstances or location at the time. At times we were issuing up to four updates 

per day. 

20. Members also reciprocated by email communications and phone calls regarding 

exactly how decisions were playing out in schools and we could address and 

interrogate those issues in the conference calls. 

21. The UTU Updates are included with the report. They provide a day-to-day unfolding 

of events for teachers during that time and form a running record of developments 

within our education system. (UTU/01) [INQ0005878921 

22. Some items, such as letters from the Minister of Education, are included but those 

related to the Education Authority are no longer available online. 

23. The nature and frequency of this communication was welcomed by members for a 

variety of reasons. 

24. Firstly, it was our impression that our Minister at the time, Minister Peter Weir, tended 

to wait for the direction of travel from the UK Government before making a final 

decision as to approach. Therefore, our members felt that they received most of their 

information from the media in the first instance. 
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25. It is also the case that information communicated to schools from the employers 

tends to be issued to the school leaders to disseminate. Information flowing in that 

direction could easily be held up in the system and not reach all teachers due to the 

fact that they were not in the same locality at the same time. 

26. UTU became the source of information — and more importantly reassurance — for our 

members and a flow of communication was quickly established. 

27. As on-line facilities became established, we also engaged in a range of sectoral and 

topic-based engagements through Zoom using Officials or experts to address 

questions and concerns in particular areas. The UTU Annual Conference also had to 

take place virtually with the General Secretary's Speech being included for context. 

(UTU/02) [INQ000587893] 

Learning and Education prior to the pandemic 

(a) Delivering the Curriculum 

28. In NI we have a flexible, skills-based curriculum which in theory lends itself well to 

adapting to pupil capability and interest whilst developing skills. 

29. The impact of an inspection regime had led to a system of micromanaging and 

excessive accountability which impacted to a great extent on the ability of teachers to 

use the strengths of the curriculum to their best advantage. 

30. Much teacher time was devoted to producing unnecessary paperwork for 

accountability purposes and assessment practices which were in excess of what was 

required. This led to teacher workload and attention being drawn away from the key 

elements of teaching and learning. 

Attainment 
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31. The following data from the 'Achievement of 15-year-old pupils in Northern Ireland: 

PISA 2018 National Report', available on the DENI Website, presents the results for 

f~F~~Y~iSit~il••1I~ 

32. 'In Northern Ireland, Pisa 2018 was conducted from October 2018 to January 2019, 

with a representative sample of 2,360 15-year-old pupils in 75 schools. 

33. 'There was particular focus on reading skills in this year's OECD analysis. 

34. 'Within the UK, students from Northern Ireland slightly outperformed their 

counterparts in Wales but were a little behind those in England in reading, maths and 

science. 

35. 'Pupils in Northern Ireland were ranked just above those in Scotland for maths and 

science, but below them in reading.' 

36. The GCSE results for NI in 2019 were as follows: 

'Northern Ireland 

37. '• Overall GCSE entries in Northern Ireland have fallen slightly by 5.2% (from 170348 

to 161405). 

38. '• Overall results in Northern Ireland were up slightly at the 7/A and 4/C boundaries; 

30.5% of entries in Northern Ireland were graded 7/A or above this year, compared to 

29.4% last year, while 82.2% of entries received a grade 4/C or above compared to 

81.1% last year. 

39. '• Females continue to outperform males at both the 7/A boundary (35.7% vs. 25.0%) 

and the 4/C boundary (85.6% vs. 78.5%), although the gap has narrowed at both 

grade boundaries.' 

40. The presence of academic selection continued to have an impact on attainment as 

did the phenomenon of the underperformance of boys. 
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41. Ther is always work to be done but attainment was not a causing concern beyond the 

normal striving for improvement. 

Attendance 

42. The NI system prior to the pandemic did not have reason to be abnormally 

concerned about pupil attendance. 

43. The following are DE statistics for the academic year prior to the pandemic (19/20): 

44. 'The overall attendance rate for primary, post-primary and special schools in the 

2018/19 academic year was 94.2% of the total half days. 

45. '5.8% of total half days in primary, post-primary and special schools were missed due 

to absence. These comprised 3.8% authorised absence and 2.0% unauthorised 

absence. 

46. 'The attendance rate for primary schools in 2018/19 was 95.2% of total half days. 

3.2% of half days were missed due to authorised absence and 1.6% due to unauthorised 

absence. 

47. 'The attendance rate for post-primary schools in 2018/19 was 92.9% (94.9% 

Grammar, 91.5% Non-Grammar) of total half days. 4.5% of half days were missed due to 

authorised absence and 2.6% due to unauthorised absence. 

48. `In special schools, the attendance rate in 2018/19 was 90.0% of total half days. This 

sector continues to have the highest overall absence rates — 6.5% of all half days were 

missed due to authorised absence and 3.5% due to unauthorised absence.' 

(d) Children's behaviour and engagement with learning 

49. NI, pre-Covid, was experiencing the same cultural shift as other parts of the islands in 

terms of growing concerns about management of behaviour and trends towards a growing 

disconnect in school population relationships, particularly in the area of parental complaints. 

The latter was reestablished somewhat through the period of Covid where the value of 

teachers and the profession was to some extent rediscovered and appreciated. These 

issues, however, had not taken on the prevalence that they have today and were still at 

manageable levels. 
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50. Special schools and Learning Support Classrooms based in mainstream schools had 

started to experience some erosion of resource and support prior to Covid but the issues 

were not insurmountable at that stage. Children were still in the main able to access 

educational provision appropriate to their needs and teachers and schools could still avail of 

expert input, albeit that the delays in accessing such services were starting to be felt. 

51. Before the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, I, like the vast majority of UTU members, 

had limited experience or training in delivering remote or online learning. Most of us were 

comfortable with emailing, word-processing, and creating PowerPoint presentations. While 

some teachers had individually experimented with digital tools or online platforms as part of 

their teaching, there was no consistent, system-wide approach or professional development 

in place to support remote instruction. 

platforms such as SeeSaw, ClassDojo, Google Classroom, or Satchel One — Show My 

Homework. There was no unified strategy for digital education, and teachers had not been 

routinely trained to adapt curriculum delivery for home learning. 

53. Although a document entitled TNC 2015/1 Protocol for Home - School E-Learning' had 

been prepared to protect teachers and parents when using remote learning, it had not been 

widely implemented. Pupils, too, had not been systematically prepared to access or engage 

with remote learning. Many families lacked adequate digital infrastructure—devices, reliable 

internet access, or quiet spaces—which created serious barriers to participation. 

54. In the early stages of the pandemic, this lack of preparedness was deeply felt across the 

profession. However, UTU quickly recognised the urgent need for support. Alongside 

colleagues in INTO, and with the help of members who already had some digital teaching 

experience, we organised and hosted training sessions on remote learning. These sessions 

helped build teachers' confidence and skills in using tools such as Google Classroom, 

Microsoft Teams, iPads, and the Notes app, as well as strategies for pupil engagement and 

feedback in a remote environment. 

55. While these efforts helped address some of the immediate challenges, the sudden pivot 

to online learning highlighted deeper structural gaps in digital readiness across the education 
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system. Since then, UTU has continued to advocate for investment in digital infrastructure, 

teacher training, and equitable access for pupils to ensure our schools are better prepared 

for the future. 

Part C — planning for the pandemic 

56. UTU, in line with sister trade unions at the time, kept a watching brief on world events at 

this time and the subject of the virus was raised informally. 

57. However, there was no appetite with regard to the Department of Education or the 

employers to discuss possibilities for the future and certainly nothing with regard to concrete 

planning. 

58. A copy of the agenda of the Teachers' Salaries and Conditions of Service Committee 

held on the 24" February 2020 shows in written annotation that the coronavirus issue was 

raised under AOB with members being told that 'any advice must come from the PHA' or, 

with regard to travel, the Foreign and Commonwealth Office Advice should be followed. 

59. The UTU Update of February 26'" reiterates that advice and advises that the system was 

still awaiting advice from the Education Authority. 

60. Both Updates from 12'" March indicate that the promised guidance still had not issued, 

nor had any advice or information on potential school closure. They further reiterate that the 

decision to close schools already taken in the Republic of Ireland did not apply to schools in 

Northern Ireland. 

61. Late on Friday afternoon, the 13th of March, communications issued reiterating following 

the PHA advice with the first meeting to address issues with the teaching unions scheduled 

for the afternoon of Monday 16" March. 

62. UTU, with other teaching unions in NITC, raised concerns about the glaring omissions in 

the guidance at that meeting and subsequently, on 17`" March, wrote to the First Minister, 

Arlene Foster, raising grave concerns that there were as yet no plans to close schools. 

63. On 18" March the Stormont Executive announced that all schools would close from the 

end of the school day on 20'" March. 

64. On 19'" March a meeting was held — in-person — with the Minister of Education, the 

Permanent Secretary, representatives of the Employing Authorities and education unions, 

both teaching and non-teaching. The room was small, cramped and unsafe. Minutes of the 

meeting are included. (UTU/03) [INQ000587894] 
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65. Schools closed the following day and the TNC conference call engagement commenced. 

66. The Minister then wrote to teachers on 24'" March. 

Part D - learning and education during the pandemic Information and support 

67. From my perspective as a teacher, the experience of receiving and responding to 

decisions about school closures and re-openings during the pandemic was marked by poor 

timing, inconsistent communication, and a lack of meaningful consultation. Often, I—and 

many of my colleagues—heard details on the daily news before any official communication 

reached us. 

a. Timing and Amount of Guidance and Levels of Consultation 

68. I, along with many UTU members, repeatedly felt frustrated that government decisions 

were often communicated at the last minute—sometimes late in the evening, during 

weekends, or following media leaks. This left schools with little or no time to prepare. Major 

announcements, such as school closures or phased returns, frequently came with minimal or 

unclear guidance. As a result, school leaders and staff were placed under enormous 

pressure to interpret, implement, and communicate complex decisions overnight. 

69. Guidance often changed, requiring school leaders to constantly read, interpret, and 

consolidate new information—changes that sometimes impacted physical classroom layouts, 

class sizes, or necessitated new timetables to preserve "bubble" arrangements. 

70. Despite UTU and other unions urging early engagement, there was little evidence of 

meaningful consultation with the profession before decisions were announced. Frequently, 

announcements seemed to follow decisions made in England, with little regard for the local 

context in Northern Ireland. Frontline teachers often found out about significant policy 

changes at the same time as the general public—through press conferences or media 

reports—rather than through formal departmental channels. 

71. As a union, we worked hard to communicate information to members as quickly as 

possible. UTU officials were often reading and digesting newly released guidance in real 

time, as members understandably raised questions immediately upon its publication. 

b. Nature of Advice and Support from Government 

72. The guidance we received from the Department of Education and related agencies was 

often delayed, vague, and prone to frequent changes. This undermined our ability to plan 

effectively and created widespread confusion among staff, pupils, and parents. Government 
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support was reactive rather than proactive, and there was a noticeable lack of coordinated 

73. A clear example of this was in the summer of 2021: a letter from the Education Minister 

was released on 11 August, with revised COVID guidance for the new academic year 

published just a week later on 18 August—at the same time schools were returning from the 

74. Because of the lack of clear and timely communication from government, it fell to school 

leaders and teachers to bridge the gap with pupils and families. Many of us spent hours 

ourselves had only just been informed of. 

75. There were times when, as a trade union, we felt powerless to fully support our 

members. Every school is unique, and there is no one-size-fits-all approach—but I saw 
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effectively to meet local needs. We heard stories of principals and teachers who went so far 

as to visit children's homes to ensure contact was maintained and that pupils were safe. 

76. The inconsistent and delayed communication from government placed additional strain 

on educators and resulted in inconsistent messaging between schools. In some cases, 

schools were unfairly blamed for confusion or delays that stemmed from poor central 

planning and communication by the government. 

78. Increased anxiety and insecurity: Pupils, particularly those in exam years or with 

sitting assessments, or continuing learning from home at the start of the Covid-10 

• • 
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structure and predictability. This was especially harmful for children who relied on school 
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those in examination classes there were times education was disrupted as the child had 

Covid or was a close contact and had to stay at home to isolate. There were massive 

challenges for both the pupil but also the teachers in ensuring that continuity and 

progression of learning was taking place. This was particularly impactful in the Autumn 

term of 2020. 

80. Worsened educational inequality: Not all families were equally able to adapt to 

sudden changes in schooling or access the necessary technology. I know of pupils 

who wrote essays for their exam classes using mobile phones, and families with poor 

internet or mobile networks where children had to walk some distance from home just 

to download or upload their schoolwork. 

81. The UTU did not give specific written advice to the Department of Education (DE) or 

other government bodies about how communications between ourselves and government 

should be conducted. However, I and my union took a clear and consistent position: effective 

and timely communication with the teaching workforce was essential, especially during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. 

82. Fortunately, UTU had up-to-date email contact details for around 99% of our 

membership, which allowed us to communicate quickly and directly. Prior to lockdown, we 

had already organised our IT systems to ensure we could operate remotely with little or no 

disruption to our members. That early preparedness made a big difference. 

83. It was always our firm view that whenever changes were being made—whether to school 

operations, health and safety guidance, or assessment policies—the profession deserved to 

be kept informed, clearly and promptly. After meetings with the Department of Education 

and/or Management Side representatives, the General Secretary of UTU would regularly 

update our members via email. 
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official communication had been given to schools or unions. This created widespread 

confusion, damaged trust, and left teachers and principals hearing about critical changes 
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86. Where possible, we would brief our members quickly on the outcomes of any 

relevant meetings or policy changes—provided the information was not 

embargoed. 

87. We would clearly explain how such changes could affect our members' workload, 

legal responsibilities, or classroom practice. 

88. Where information was shared with us under embargo or with confidential timing, 

we respected those conditions. 

89. But above all, we prioritised honesty, clarity, and timeliness in our 

communication to ensure members were not left in the dark. 

90. We also encouraged feedback from our members. They were the ones having to 

implement guidance on the ground, and they often identified flaws, 

inconsistencies, or unintended consequences in that guidance. We made it a 

point to feed this back to Management Side or raise it during our next 

engagement with them. 

91. Our rationale was simple: teachers were being asked to adapt constantly, often 

under extreme pressure and with very little time. They deserved to be treated as 

professionals—not left to interpret rumours or guesswork based on media leaks. 

Reliable, timely communication helped ease anxiety, supported effective 

planning, and fostered a much-needed sense of solidarity within the profession. 

Outcome 

92. While we couldn't always influence the timing or content of government announcements, 

I believe UTU played a crucial role in bridging the gap between top-level decisions and the 

lived realities of teachers on the ground. Our direct communications helped many members 

not only understand what was happening, but why—and how it would affect their day-to-day 

work and the pupils in their care. 

93. We continued to advocate for more structured, respectful engagement between 

government and unions, and for communication protocols that treated the teaching 

workforce with the transparency, respect, and professionalism they so clearly deserved at 

the time. 

Part D — Attendance and school closures 

94. Through the existing channels of communication and negotiation, the UTU, throughout 

the entire duration of the pandemic, has always relayed members' concerns with regard to 
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any guidance issued by the government. This was in particular related to teachers' own 

health, safety and wellbeing, operational matters affecting schools and how to ensure that 

teaching and learning can continue while maintaining all necessary health and safety 

precautions. (UTU/04) [INQ000587895] 

95. Initially, the UTU pressed the government for timely and precise communication with 

regard to school closures and guidance to our members on how to handle these 

unprecedented scenarios. The main issues were in relation to arrangements for vulnerable 

children in receipt of free school meals, ICT facilities for the pupils, exam arrangement and 

the definition of key worker children and the UTU sought further clarification from the 

Minister. Another very important factor the UTU raised with management side was the pay 

and job security and arrangements for our members on temporary contracts and those 

employed through the NISTR system. (UTU/05) [INQ000587887] 

Re-opening in Spring/Summer 2020: 

96. In relation to the re-opening of schools in spring and summer 2020, the UTU 

made representations to the government around safety of staff and children, 

vulnerable teachers and rota systems used in schools to cater for children of key 

workers. As the extent of the pandemic became more apparent and more frontline 

workers (i.e. healthcare) were needed, schools were also asked to open over the 

Easter holidays. This was to be staffed by volunteers, but teachers could volunteer 

and the UTU ensured that they would be remunerated appropriately. As schools 

started to form clusters, the UTU ensured that communication channels were open 

between schools and the EA. As testing and PPE became more widespread, the 

UTU urged the government to provide schools and teachers with clear guidance 

around risk assessment, safe practices and testing arrangements, in line with PHA 

advice. Remote teaching and learning arrangements also started around this time, 

and for many schools, teachers and children this was unchartered territory. The UTU 

ensured that management side were fully aware or members' concerns and the need 

for clear guidance. As discussions regarding a potential re-opening of schools 

emerged, the UTU used survey results from members to feed back to management 

side, ensuring that the teachers' voice was heard. (UTU/06) [INQ000587888] 

Re-opening in September 2020: 

97. With the Minister announcing an earlier start date of 17'^ August 2020 for all 

schools, concerns about consultation processes and communication were growing. 
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The UTU urged its members to write to the Minister and provided a template letter in 

order to re-establish negotiated lines of communication. The issue of guidelines to 

schools around social distancing became more paramount as of July 2020, as did the 

risk for pregnant members of staff. The UTU represented teachers' concerns in the 

ongoing meetings with management side. Whilst the UTU, as part of NITC, continued 

to engage with management side, the document and guidance around Education 

Restart, allowing the full reopening of schools, was released without prior 

consultation. The UTU responded robustly and expressed concerns regarding the 

suggestion that previously arranged safety measures should apply to much larger 

groups of children. Furthermore, NITC met with the Education Committee to give 

evidence. Risk assessments, the use of PPE, dealing with outbreaks of Covid19 in 

classrooms and extra funding for schools were among the main issues the UTU 

raised with management side at the time of the full return of schools. (UTU/07) 

[I NQ000587889] 

98. Closing in December 2020: As schools were approaching the Christmas 

holidays, the UTU and NITC colleagues met with Department officials on 22nd 

99. The lack of involvement of the teaching/support staff workforce or their 

representatives in determining a way forward 

100. The grave concerns and fear which were stemming from the fact that 

members and unions were not being provided with the scientific and 

medical advice on which these decisions were based and therefore 

could not be reassured that the health and safety of the staff and 

children was at the core 

be enforced and the lack of time in which to put any meaningful 

process in place 

103. The complete disregard and disrespect with which the workforce were 

being treated by the Minister at this time 

104. Re-opening in January 2021: A further meeting with the Minister was held on 31St 

December, and the UTU relayed concerns around the return to school, in particular the 

issue that nursery and special schools were treated differently to their colleagues in other 
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schools. The UTU impressed upon the Minister that those groups should be prioritised as 

the vaccinations were rolled out, which resulted in an announcement shortly after that staff 

in Special Schools were to be prioritised. With a lockdown still in place to reduce contacts 

across society, the UTU raised concerns around the number of children presenting in 

school due to demands of key workers. This was particularly important in light of the 

expectation to facilitate remote learning at the same time as supervising children in school. 

When looking at remote teaching and learning, the UTU highlighted child protection 

concerns to management side if cameras were to be switched on and live streaming of 

lessons was to be established. 

105. The UTU emphasised the need for a strategy for reopening should the medical and 

scientific advice allow for this to happen. Plans to reopen were announced on 2411

February 2021, with certain year groups returning on 22nd March. UTU continued to 

meet with the DE Restart team, and Phase 1 and Phase 2 return arrangements were 

discussed. Particular concerns raised with DE by the UTU and NITC colleagues were 

with regard to Covid testing arrangements and the impact this would have on 

workload. Between Easter and the summer 2021, issues such as risk assessments, 

but mainly exam arrangements for post primary schools dominated the engagement 

meetings with DE. UTU members were concerned about the workload implications, 

and this was raised by the UTU with DE. 

represented the interests of members. Health and safety of both teachers, pupils and 

also their wider families were at the forefront of concerns, in particular the balance 

between teaching and learning and the aforementioned. The UTU's advice to DE and 

the concerns raised influenced guidance and policy which was then sent out to the 

system. Whilst the Minister did at times release guidance without prior consultation 

with unions, the UTU ensured that members' concerns were heard and taken into 

consideration where possible, through various channels. 

Attendance and school closures 

107. Pupil attendance of key workers' children was difficult to manage, as some parents 

regarded it as an expectation that teachers would look after' their children, even when 

they were not at work. Children were happy to come to school and viewed as an 
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108. Maintaining the correct social distancing was challenging in the classroom as well as 

obtaining PPE. There was great apprehension about contracting and spreading COVID, 

and teachers who had vulnerable family members or had underlying health conditions 

were particularly anxious, both about themselves and their pupils. 

109. During the COVID-19 pandemic, particularly in the summer of 2020, one member 

who has given her permission for her case study to be cited with a view to future learning, 

was required to write the entire school timetable on three separate occasions due to the 

continually changing guidance issued by the Department of Education. One version had 

to be completed at the very end of August, after staff had already returned to school to 

prepare for the new academic year. 

110. The guidance, which was issued late and frequently revised, included complex and 

conflicting instructions about pupil groupings, staggered start and end times, staggered 

lunches and breaks, restrictions on movement throughout the day, and the need to keep 

pupils in designated zones within the building. Each change necessitated a full reworking 

of the timetable to ensure compliance. 

111. As a result, the member did not have a summer break in 2020, and the same 

situation repeated itself in summer 2021. The workload and associated stress were 

considerable. Although the Board of Governors later acknowledged the exceptional 

circumstances and awarded her a £2,000 honorarium, the pressure and difficulty of the 

task at the time were immense. Nevertheless, had she not undertaken this work, the 

school would not have been able to open and operate safely. It is her view that the 

Department's guidance was issued far too late and lacked the clarity and practicality 

required for effective implementation. 

112. In December 2020, the same teacher discovered that she was pregnant. Due to the 

Department of Education's COVID-19 guidance at the time, which classified pregnant 

women as clinically vulnerable, she was required to disclose this to her employer far 

earlier than she would have under normal circumstances, and significantly earlier than 

she would have chosen to do so. 

113. In line with the school's procedures, a protective plastic screen was immediately 

installed around the teacher's desk. As she had not previously been considered 

vulnerable, this sudden and visible change signalled to both staff and pupils that she was 

pregnant—despite her efforts to maintain privacy. The member had not explicitly 

disclosed her pregnancy to anyone apart from the principal, and even then she had only 

stated that she was now considered vulnerable. However, it was assumed, correctly, by 

colleagues and pupils alike, that she was pregnant. 

114. This situation placed her under considerable emotional strain, particularly given how 

early the pregnancy was. Had the member suffered a miscarriage, the entire school 
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community would likely have known about a deeply personal experience that she would 

by the lack of clear, sensitive protocols for managing such situations discreetly. 

115. The pandemic saw an intensification of pre-existing mental health issues for children 

attending alternative education settings. Their already complex needs which included anxiety, 

trauma, depression, behavioural issues or neurodivergent profiles, were exacerbated due to 

increased isolation and loss of school structure. Some students experienced suicidal ideation 

and regression in progress, such as self-harm or school refusal. There was little to no 

engagement from Year 12 students, as their external GCSE examinations had been cancelled 

and they placed no value on engagement with their teachers. 

116. Children with Statements of Special Educational Needs received weekly phone calls 

from a specific teacher, who would have had regular contact with the families and would have 

built up a good, trust-based relationship prior to the pandemic. This was to alleviate any 

concerns that students may have had about either paper based or online learning resources 

and to try to maintain a link with education, as many students had lost their safe space' and 

their emotional regulation tools. However, these positive relationships which had been built up 

were difficult to replicate online, as many students did not feel comfortable turning their 

cameras on. 

117. There were some concerns over a very small number of children who were on the child 

protection register at the time. My colleagues and I made occasional telephone calls to all 

families during this time to check in with them, with particular notice taken of those specific 

118. Some schools had no major concerns with regards to children and families' access to 

food, as this was rarely an issue that they encountered. However, many were aware that 

pupils in receipt of free school meals were able to avail of food parcels at this time. There 

was, however, onus placed on the schools to manage this, whilst trying to manage online 

learning and supervision of key worker children. 
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119. The landscape of education underwent a profound transformation due to the COVID-19 

pandemic. 

120. Remote learning was a complex and evolving pedagogical approach. It was largely 

121. During the pandemic, the experience of remote learning for UTU members was 

multifaceted and reflected a variety of approaches and challenges. Teachers primarily 

employed asynchronous learning methods, utilizing platforms like Google Classroom and 

Seesaw to share assignments and instructional materials. This allowed students the 

flexibility to engage with content at their own pace. Although live lessons were generally 

avoided due to safeguarding concerns, some schools implemented scheduled check-ins via 

approved platforms, providing opportunities for real-time interaction. 

122. Teachers made significant efforts in pastoral care, reaching out to vulnerable students 

through phone calls and messaging to ensure their emotional wellbeing. For those lacking 

homes or available for collection, ensuring that education continued for all students. 

123. Barriers such as digital inequality were significant, particularly in rural areas where 

internet access is often slow, patchy, or non-existent. Many low-income families struggled 

with little to no access to technology, severely impacting their ability to participate in online 

learning. Schools occasionally stepped in to provide devices to those in need, but this was 

not always sufficient to bridge the gap. Families frequently had to share a single device 

among multiple children, further complicating their educational experiences. 

124. Feedback from teachers indicated varied effectiveness in remote teaching. Older 

students generally adapted better, displaying strong self-regulation skills. In contrast, 

younger pupils and those needing more support struggled due to the lack of structured 

classroom environments and face-to-face interaction, which are crucial for their learning. 

Teachers also faced limitations in assessing student work, focusing more on engagement 

than rigorous evaluation, while safeguarding considerations further restricted the use of 

video technology. (UTU/08) [INQ000587890] 

125. Engagement levels differed significantly among student demographics. Younger 

children often needed considerable parental involvement, which wasn't always feasible as 

parents juggled work and other responsibilities. Economically disadvantaged students faced 

multiple barriers, including insufficient devices and challenging living conditions that hindered 

their educational participation. 

I NQ000588126_0019 



126. Students with special educational needs (SEN) and disabilities similarly encountered 

significant challenges, suffering greatly during remote learning. Many of these students rely 

on structured support systems and direct interaction with teachers and peers to thrive. The 

lack of tailored resources, such as specialized instructional materials and adaptive 

technologies, made it difficult for them to engage effectively with the curriculum. 

Furthermore, the absence of social interaction and face-to-face guidance led to increased 

feelings of isolation and frustration, exacerbating their existing difficulties. Many disengaged 

from remote learning altogether, leading to a widening gap in their educational progress 

compared to their peers. It became clear that individualized support and strategies were 

essential to help these students navigate the challenges posed by remote learning. 

127. Government support in Northern Ireland included guidance from the Department of 

Education, which provided resources to assist schools, although the effectiveness of these 

efforts varied. Overall, the experience of remote learning for UTU members was shaped by a 

combination of innovative teaching practices and significant challenges posed by technology 

access and varying levels of student engagement. 

128. In practice, remote learning encompassed a broad spectrum of activities, moving 

beyond mere content delivery. Synchronous sessions often took the form of live video 

lessons via platforms such as Microsoft Teams or Google Meet, allowing for direct 

interaction and immediate feedback. Asynchronous learning involved pre-recorded video 

lessons, assigned tasks through virtual learning environments (VLEs) like Google Classroom 

or OneNote, and independent study with clear deadlines. Furthermore, it extended to 

providing pastoral care remotely, offering individualised feedback on submitted work, and 

maintaining regular communication with both students and parents. This comprehensive 

approach aimed to replicate, as much as possible, the multifaceted nature of in-school 

education. 

129. Significant challenges were encountered regarding children's access to technology and 

the internet, particularly in areas with socioeconomic disparities. Many towns have varying 

levels of affluence, and so, a notable proportion of students faced limitations. This included a 

lack of access to suitable devices (e.g., shared family laptops, reliance on smartphones), 

unreliable or non-existent internet connections, and insufficient data allowances. These 

issues created a digital divide, exacerbating existing inequalities and making consistent 

engagement with remote learning incredibly difficult for some. This resonates with many 

members and the broader research on educational equity during the pandemic, highlighting 

how pre-existing societal inequalities were amplified by the reliance on technology. 

IN0000588126_0020 



130. The effectiveness of remote teaching was highly variable and contingent on multiple 

factors. While some aspects, such as direct instruction and resource dissemination, could be 

delivered with relative efficiency, the nuances of classroom interaction, immediate formative 

assessment, and catering to diverse learning styles proved challenging. While platforms 

offered some interactive features, they could not fully replicate the dynamic and responsive 

environment of a physical classroom. The consensus was that while remote teaching was a 

necessary adaptation, it was generally less effective than in-person instruction, particularly 

for sustained periods. 

131. Engagement in remote learning differed significantly across various student groups. 

132. Key Stage 3, Years 8-10, found sustained engagement with remote learning quite 

challenging due to their youth, attention spans and indeed learning maturation and 

developmental stage. They required significant parental support, which was not always 

available, and struggled with independent work and extended screen time. 

133. Children living in poverty often faced significant barriers related to technology access, 

suitable learning environments, and parental capacity to support learning. This led to lower 

engagement rates and an increased risk of disengagement. 

134. Students with Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) presented unique 

challenges. Many thrived on routine, structured environments, and direct, personalised 

support, which were difficult to replicate remotely. Communication difficulties, sensory 

sensitivities, and the need for tailored resources meant that remote learning often struggled 

to meet their diverse needs effectively. While some with specific learning difficulties might 

have benefited from individualised attention in certain contexts, the overall experience for 

many with SEND was one of increased difficulty in accessing and engaging with the 

curriculum. 

135. Government support from Northern Ireland was provided, though its adequacy was a 

frequent point of discussion among staff and UTU members. This included the provision of 

some digital devices, though often not sufficient to meet demand. Guidance was also issued 

to schools regarding remote learning strategies and safeguarding. The Department of 

Education (DE) provided access to some online learning resources and platforms. However, 

the scale and speed of the crisis often outpaced the support available, leading to schools 

and individual teachers often innovating and developing their own solutions to immediate 

problems. 

136. There were notable key differences between the March 2020 and January 2021 school 

closures. 
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137. March 2020: This period was characterised by a rapid, unforeseen transition. Teachers, 

students, and parents were largely unprepared, leading to an initial scramble for resources, 

suitable platforms, and effective pedagogical approaches. It was a period of reactive 

adaptation, with significant variance in quality and consistency of provision across schools. 

There was a steep learning curve for everyone involved. 

•• • . l -• ed . • • •-"- •- • - •- -a • ••o 

141. Many schools took the opportunity to restructure their curricula, emphasizing essential 

learning outcomes while postponing less critical content. This strategic shift aimed to 

streamline learning processes and focus resources where they were required most. Several 

targeted interventions were also initiated, including small-group tuition funded through the 

Engage Programme, which allowed for personalized attention. Schools deployed classroom 

assistants to provide additional support for those most affected and collaborated with 

external agencies and online platforms to deliver supplementary resources and learning 

opportunities. 

142. However, UTU members highlighted several barriers that hindered effective recovery 

efforts. Staffing shortages led to high pupil-teacher ratios, making it challenging to provide 

adequate support to each student. Additionally, limited access to specialist services 

compounded the difficulties, particularly for pupils with Special Educational Needs and 
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Disabilities (SEND), where the lack of dedicated support hindered progress. Increased 

pastoral demands became apparent as well; many students returned with heightened 

anxiety, experiences of bereavement, or safeguarding concerns that required urgent 

attention, further straining already limited school resources. 

144. The impact of learning loss varied significantly across different pupil demographics, with 

unique challenges faced by specific groups. Younger children, for instance, missed critical 

early learning experiences, especially in foundational skills like phonics, early writing, and 

number sense. Teachers found themselves needing to re-teach basic routines and social 

behaviours, recognizing that many children lacked the stamina for full school days and 

structured learning. 

145. Pupils with SEND also experienced disproportionate disruption due to the suspension 

of in-person therapies, withdrawal of learning support assistants, and the halt of specialized 

teaching. Many Individual Education Plans (IEPs) became outdated or unimplementable 

during closures. Upon return, schools faced delays in re-establishing crucial multi-agency 

support frameworks, leaving many pupils waiting for critical reassessment or intervention for 

months. 

146. Pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds were more likely to have experienced digital 

exclusion, food insecurity, and housing instability, significantly impacting their ability to 

engage effectively with remote learning. These students returned to school with diminished 

academic confidence and reduced parental engagement, necessitating targeted academic 

and emotional support to facilitate their re-engagement with learning. 

perspective of UTU members, was unequivocally significant. 

148. Children demonstrably developed significant gaps in their learning following periods of 

closure and remote learning. These gaps were not uniform; they varied by subject, age 

group, and individual student circumstances. Core subjects like literacy and numeracy often 

showed the most pronounced gaps, particularly in foundational skills. 

149. Upon the reopening of schools, assessing and addressing these learning gaps became 

a paramount priority. 

150. Assessment: Schools employed a variety of strategies. Initial diagnostic assessments, 

both formal and informal, were crucial in identifying areas of weakness. Teachers utilised 
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formative assessment techniques within lessons, observed student participation, and 

151.Addressing Gaps: Addressing these gaps required a multifaceted approach. This 

! •-a 

extension activities for those who had maintained progress. 
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157. The experience of learning gaps and the ability to address them differed considerably 

across various groups of children. 

158. Younger students initially faced significant challenges with remote learning. 

Foundational skills, especially in literacy and numeracy, required significant attention. 

159. Children with Different Special Educational Needs and Disabilities often experienced 

the most significant and persistent learning gaps. The highly individualised nature of their 

needs meant that remote learning often failed to provide the necessary adaptations and 

support. Students with moderate learning difficulties or specific learning difficulties also 

struggled without direct, in-person support and the structured learning environment of the 

classroom. Addressing these gaps required even more intensive and tailored interventions, 

often requiring additional resources and specialist support. The existing disparities in 

educational outcomes for children with SEND were exacerbated by the pandemic. 
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160. During the COVID-19 school closures, members of the UTU voiced significant concerns 

regarding the heightened risks to children's online safety. As education transitioned swiftly to 

digital platforms, students found themselves spending extensive amounts of time online, 

often without adequate supervision from adults. Teachers reported that this increased 

screen time made students particularly vulnerable to a variety of online dangers, including 

cyberbullying, exposure to inappropriate content, online grooming, and various forms of 

exploitation. The lack of structured oversight—especially in households where parents were 

working long hours or managing multiple children—only exacerbated these risks. 

161. Moreover, the tools being utilized for remote learning raised additional red flags for 

educators. In numerous instances, schools implemented platforms that lacked essential 

safeguarding features, and many students accessed learning materials through personal 

devices that had no filtering or monitoring in place. In light of these issues, UTU strongly 

advised against conducting live video conferencing with pupils. This recommendation was 

grounded in concerns for the safety and privacy of both students and educators. Instead, 

members were encouraged to leverage pre-recorded lessons and maintain professional 

boundaries by refraining from sharing personal contact details. When communication with 

families was deemed necessary, it was recommended that all interactions take place 

through secure, school-managed platforms or applications. 

162. Despite these substantial challenges, teachers and schools undertook proactive 

measures to enhance online safety practices. Many schools/colleges circulated updated 

acceptable use policies, developed remote learning policies and provided comprehensive 

guidance to parents on how to supervise their children's internet interactions effectively. 

163. In addition, online safety messages were integral to the curriculum, woven into eg 

PDMU lessons and digital citizenship modules. Schools also directed families to reputable 

resources, including Childline, the NSPCC, and materials associated with Safer Internet 

Day, aiming to empower both students and parents with the knowledge to navigate the 

digital landscape safely. However, UTU members pointed out that much of this initiative was 

led at the school level, often without centralized training or coordinated support from 

educational authorities during the early phases of the pandemic. 

164. In terms of governmental support, the Northern Ireland Executive launched a 

comprehensive Online Safety Strategy and Action Plan (2022-2027), coordinated by the 

Safeguarding Board for Northern Ireland (SBNI). This strategy was designed to establish a 

sustainable infrastructure for online safety, focusing on educating children and those 
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responsible for their welfare while also developing quality standards for educational 

provisions. Notable initiatives included the Online Safety Hub, which provided a wealth of 

curated resources for educators, parents, and children, alongside Safer Schools NI, a digital 

platform that delivered age-appropriate safety content and timely alerts about emerging 

online threats. While these resources were generally well-received, UTU members indicated 

that the implementation of these strategies at the school level was inconsistent. Many 

schools were left to their own devices, heavily relying on local safeguarding leads to interpret 

and disseminate the guidance provided. 

165. Staff harboured significant concerns regarding children's online safety during periods of 

school closure. The increased reliance on online platforms for education meant greater 

exposure to potential risks. 

166. Teachers took proactive steps to mitigate risks to their pupils: 

167.Teacher Training: Schools provided, or facilitated access to, professional development 

for teachers on online safeguarding and the responsible use of digital platforms. This 

included training on identifying and reporting suspicious activity, understanding privacy 

settings, and promoting digital citizenship. 

168.Information for Parents: Regular communication was maintained with parents, 

providing guidance on supervising online activity, setting parental controls, and discussing 

online safety with their children. 

169.Information for Children: Age-appropriate lessons and discussions on online safety 

were integrated into the remote curriculum. This covered topics such as cyberbullying, 

sharing personal information, recognizing phishing attempts, and the importance of critical 

thinking online. Emphasis was placed on "think before you click" and the need to report 

anything that made them feel uncomfortable. 

170. The Northern Ireland government, primarily through the Department of Education, 

provided guidance and resources related to online safety. 

171. However, the rapid shift to widespread online learning meant that while guidance was 

provided, the practical implementation and ongoing vigilance largely fell to individual schools 

and teachers, often requiring them to be at the forefront of responding to emergent online 

safety issues. 
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172. Overall, UTU members emphasized the need for the establishment of clearer protocols, 

consistent training opportunities, and a more robust infrastructure to ensure that every child 

can engage with digital learning in a safe and supportive environment. Continued 

collaboration and extensive resources are necessary to adapt to the evolving challenges 

posed by our increasingly digital world, ensuring that all students have equitable access to 

effective learning experiences, whether in-person or online. 

Long-Term Considerations 

173. UTU members expressed deep concerns regarding the long-term ramifications of the 

pandemic on educational equity, particularly highlighting that the pandemic has exacerbated 

existing achievement gaps, especially for vulnerable learners. This widening of attainment 

gaps could have lifelong consequences on their educational and career trajectories. 

174. The need for sustained investment in educational recovery is paramount; this will 

require ongoing commitment rather than relying solely on short-term catch-up funding. It is 

essential to ensure resources are effectively channelled to support both academic recovery 

and emotional well-being. 

175. Furthermore, addressing the issues of teacher burnout and workload is crucial to 

ensure that educators can meet the complex needs of all pupils in the post-pandemic 

landscape. Supporting teachers holistically will enhance their ability to foster an effective 

learning environment that prioritizes student development and recovery. 

UTU members' experience of implementing government guidance about non-

pharmaceutical interventions ('NPIs') in schools 

176. There were many challenges faced by UTU members in implementing non-

pharmaceutical interventions (NPIs). The challenges varied for each type of NPI from school 

to school and by sector: 

177. Face Masks / Visors: When pupils returned in August 2020, wearing face coverings 

was optional, with advice to wear them in shared spaces where distancing wasn't possible. 

On 31 August 2020, guidance was updated: post-primary students and staff should wear 

face coverings in corridors and communal areas, although they were not mandatory 

everywhere. Starting around January 2021, post-primary pupils were required to wear masks 

in classrooms, corridors, and toilets as part of Omicron/variant measures. Primary pupils 
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were never required to wear masks in class but were encouraged on transport and indoors 

where distancing wasn't feasible. There was a delay in the roll out of adequate provision of 

masks initially. They were also very restrictive in some teaching settings - notably making 

the delivery of phonics impossible whilst wearing a mask and interacting with children with 

hearing difficulties. Face masks had a significant impact on children during this time. 

Children had difficulty hearing and reading non-verbal cues, phonics knowledge was 

restricted as the children were unable to see the mouth movements of the teacher, and 

some children experienced anxiety and fear leaving them reluctant to come to school. 

178. Bubbles (by class/year group): Where children were put into 'bubbles' seemed to be 

relatively pointless as many pupils had siblings in different class bubbles, and the knock-on 

effect was unmanageable. A lot of time was spent on creating bubbles and it felt as though 

there was little point as it was known that children socialised outside of their bubble after 

school and at weekends. The structural estates of many smaller schools made toileting and 

walking down corridors difficult to avoid cross contamination between bubbles. In secondary 

schools, teachers moved from one protective bubble to the next, which put staff at 

significantly higher risk and arguably created the situation of cross contamination. Where 

bubbles were observed the impact on children was the lack of social interaction with their 

peers and siblings at school. Some guidance was offered to schools from the Department of 

Education (DE), but the onus was on the schools to organise how the protective bubbles 

were orchestrated and managed. 

179. Social distancing: Within early years settings social distancing was farcical as children 

of a younger age didn't understand or follow the rules. In most schools there was simply not 

enough space to implement safe social distancing. This led to many children suffering 

anxiety because of social distancing and not being able to interact with their peers and 

teachers. Social distancing also led to the removal of some aspect of teaching like practical 

science lessons or PE activities, which detrimentally impacted on the children's learning. 

Guidance in the form of updates were offered by the government in Northern Ireland at the 

time. 

180. Ventilation: Classroom ventilation became a critical issue during the COVID-19 

pandemic because proper air circulation and filtration significantly reduce the risk of airborne 

virus transmission. Many schools, especially older ones, had inadequate HVAC systems or 

relied solely on windows for ventilation. The vast majority of classrooms had no mechanical 

ventilation at all. In colder climates, opening windows was not feasible for extended periods, 

reducing ventilation during the times it was needed most. Children often had to wear their 
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jackets to keep warm and this impacted on their learning as it was difficult for them to 

unsure how to best address ventilation needs. 

180. Staggered lunches and classes: Staggered scheduling was one of the key strategies 

used by schools to reduce COVID-19 transmission by limiting the number of students in 

shared spaces at any one time. The challenges to this were that it required more staff 

coordination and sometimes additional supervision. Bus schedules had to be adjusted, 

which was not always feasible. Parents with multiple children on different schedules faced 

difficulties managing work and childcare. This impacted on the children's learning as there 

was reduced teaching time in some cases, especially with hybrid or alternating-day 

schedules. 

181. Asymptomatic testing: Starting March—April 2021, routine twice-weekly lateral flow tests 

(LFDs) were offered to all staff (pre-school, primary, post-primary) & pupils in years 12-14, 

later extended to years 8-11 by June 2021. The testing was voluntary, requiring parental 

consent, and designed to catch asymptomatic cases early. The voluntary nature of this led to 

inconsistencies and a lower-than-expected take-up. However, it is hard to be exact as 

Northern Ireland did not publish detailed uptake statistics (percentages of eligible children 

participating) like some UK-wide reports did. From February 2021, a weekly asymptomatic 

testing programme using saliva-based LAMP (loop-mediated isothermal amplification) tests 

was implemented for pupils and staff in special schools, since swab tests could be 

challenging for some students — but this still presented a challenge for a lot of high needs 

pupils. Many students, especially those in Special Schools found this stressful it took away 

from the teaching time. Government support came in updates and the delivery of the tests to 

schools. 

182. Restrictions on singing/volume of speaking: As schools reopened in late August 2020, 

many implemented a ban on singing during lessons, alongside broader restrictions (no 

indoor PE, no parents past gates). The mitigation was seen as appropriate by most 

teachers, but it was difficult to assess the impact of the restrictions. Many children found this 

very restrictive in expressing themselves and younger children found this particularly hard to 

abide by. In early 2021, however, with the rise of the highly transmissible Kent variant, the 

education minister banned all indoor singing after the Easter break (March 2021)—for both 

individuals and choirs. Policy was guided by the Medical Officer and Public Health Agency 

(PHA), particularly regarding aerosols from singing. 
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183. Restrictions on Physical Education (PE): When schools reopened on Monday 2 

November, PE could only be provided outdoors in a maximum group of 15. Many schools 

reduced or suspended PE, as outdoor sessions became impractical. With it often being 

weather-dependent, it led to many cancellations or changes. Teachers raised concerns 

about missed curriculum time and loss of physical literacy opportunities. Many students 

missed out on key physical and social development opportunities. PE teachers reported 

seeing reduced fitness levels, challenges in maintaining motivation, and increased screen 

time and sedentary behaviour among students. The then Education Minister, Peter Weir 

issued guidance and updates on Physical Education in schools. 

Position the UTU took on behalf of members on issues to do with the use of NPIs in 

schools and classrooms during the pandemic. 

184. The UTU were in constant discussion with the government and ministers during the 

pandemic. This took place in the form of regular meetings, approximately 3 to 4 a week. At 

these meetings, the UTU, alongside its sister unions, raised the concerns of teachers and 

the challenges & impracticalities of implementing NPIs. Most of the advice which was 

provided to the government was qualitative and testimonial. Correspondence between the 

UTU and the government about the use of NPIs can be found in the appendices. The UTU 

called upon the government to close schools following the lead of The Republic of Ireland 

(Thursday, 12 March 2020). 

Exams and grades 

185. The UTU's members' experience of the cancellation of exams and utilisation of 

teacher/centre-assessed grades, in each of 2020 and 2021. 

186. The initial OFQUAL advice to schools and learners on 9 March 2020 stated: "Our 

advice at this time is to continue to prepare for exams and other assessments as normal" 

and noted that "It is still many weeks until exams start and we will issue updated advice if 

necessary, giving schools and colleges as much notice as possible." 

187. In those final days before schools closed, I, like many teachers, was focused on 

collecting coursework and trying to ensure pupils completed end-of-module content—

cramming in as much as possible over a short period. We were genuinely worried about 

courses being left unfinished, with exams looming in May and June. As schools prepared to 
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transition to online learning, it was clear that reading textbooks or relying solely on distance 

learning wouldn't offer the same depth or quality as face-to-face teaching. Many of us feared 

that students might miss key parts of their courses and still be examined on them. In some 

cases, coursework was incomplete or entirely missing. I know of schools that rushed to 

complete practical science exams in those final days to ensure examined units were 

finished. 

188. On 19 March 2020, the Minister for Education announced the cancellation of the GCSE 

and GCE (A level) summer 2020 examination series. The message stated that: "Our priority 

will be to ensure that students receive fair and equitable results that reflect their hard work 

and enable judgements to be made about progression to study or employment or other 

avenues." For many students and staff, this initially brought relief—the pressure of exams 

was lifted. But an immediate concern followed: how would those judgments be made? 

189. UTU, through the NITC, was involved in discussions with Justin Edwards (CCEA) and 

Faustina Graham (Chief Inspector, ETI) in late March and early April, as contingency plans 

were developed. One early idea was to hold exams in Autumn 2020 for Year 11 and 13 

students—but that would disrupt Year 12 courses. Meanwhile, Wales had decided exams 

would not take place until May/June 2021. By 30 March, early proposals were forming 

around a statistical model that would use existing pupil data—previous module results, 

coursework, and teacher judgment. We raised concerns early about how to protect teachers 

if parents or pupils challenged grades and sought changes. 

190. On 2 April 2020, CCEA issued further guidance asking for coursework for Year 11 

pupils to cease. By 16 April, the Education Minister announced alternative awarding 

arrangements. (UTU/09) [INQ000583003] 

191. However, clarity on vocational subjects wasn't provided that day. 

192. For A2 students, a calculated grade would be based on a combination of teacher 

professional judgment (including grading and rank ordering) and statistical modelling. For 

GCSE pupils completing all components in 2020, calculated grades were similarly based on 

teacher judgment and the average centre performance over the previous three summer 

series. 

193. Results in England, Wales, and Northern Ireland were issued on the original dates: A 

level results on 13 August and GCSE results on 20 August. 

194. As a practising teacher and UTU member, I can honestly say that navigating the 

cancellation of exams and the responsibility of assigning centre-assessed or teacher-
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assessed grades was one of the most challenging experiences of my professional life. This 

view was widely shared across the profession in Northern Ireland. 

195. When A-level results were published on 13 August, it quickly became apparent that 

something had gone wrong. Many pupils received grades far lower than what their teachers 

had predicted—and lower than what their coursework or previous results had suggested. 

The algorithm was simply not fit for purpose. Teachers, principals, parents, and pupils had 

countless questions about how the grades had been calculated. By 4:00 p.m. on Friday 14 

August, 629 appeals had already been submitted, many of them supported directly by class 

teachers. 

196. On Monday 17 August, the Education Minister announced that A-level and AS-level 

students would receive the highest grade awarded to them, either by teachers or the exam 

board. GCSE pupils would also be awarded their teacher-predicted grades—Teacher 

Assessed Grades (TAGs)—later that same week. 

197. On 6 January 2021, the Minister of Education, Peter Weir MLA, cancelled all CCEA 

GCSE, AS and A2 exams scheduled for January, February, May, and June 2021. He later 

announced on 2 February that summer 2021 grades would again be based on teacher 

professional judgments. 

198. By 17 May 2021, the Minister announced a return to public examinations for the 2021-

22 academic year, with significant reductions in assessment requirements. 

a. Quality of Information and Support from Schools and Government 

199. In both 2020 and 2021, many of us experienced ongoing frustration and uncertainty 

due to inconsistent, delayed, and sometimes unclear communication from government 

bodies—particularly at critical decision points. 

200. In 2020, the abrupt cancellation of exams left schools scrambling for clarity. Initial 

guidance from government lacked sufficient detail, and teachers were left unsure of how to 

proceed. 

201 .In 2021, although some lessons had been learned, guidance from CCEA and the 

Department of Education still often arrived late, changed frequently, or lacked practical 

examples. Schools did their best to interpret and implement the guidance, but the lack of 

timely and coordinated communication caused widespread stress and inconsistency. 

202. UTU repeatedly raised concerns at Departmental meetings about these communication 

gaps and the lack of early engagement with the teaching profession. 
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b. Assistance Provided to Teachers to Make Assessments 

203. Support for teachers was mixed. 

204. While training and guidance materials were eventually issued by CCEA, many felt they 

came too late or lacked the clarity needed for practical implementation. 

205. Standardisation guidance was often complex and added to our workloads instead of 

reducing them. We spent countless hours compiling evidence, moderating within 

departments, and documenting our judgments to ensure fairness. 

206. While leadership within schools was generally supportive, the responsibility placed on 

individual teachers—without clear legal protections or precedent—created significant 

anxiety. 

207. UTU referred members to the CCEA guidance and advocated for realistic expectations 

and safeguards. During the 2021 series, we formed a working group of post-primary 

teachers across subject areas and levels, including A level, GCSE, BTEC, and vocational 

subjects. We also involved senior teachers and exam officers. Their input guided our 

discussions with the Department and CCEA. On several occasions, CCEA met remotely with 

these members, and we believe this benefited both our members and the exam board by 

improving communication and responsiveness. 

210.Fairness: Teachers always aim to be fair, but there were risks—unconscious bias, 

pressure from pupils or parents, and unequal home circumstances all complicated the 

process. 

211.Feasibility: It wasn't sustainable. We became de facto examiners, analysts, and 

compliance officers while still teaching remotely or in blended formats. There were at times 

pressure on teachers to make the correct choices for the pupils, but it was always the UTU 

point of view that teachers should be protected in the grading approach and in general these 
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213. Mental health and motivation suffered, especially among those who felt overwhelmed 

by uncertainty. On the other hand, a small number of pupils thrived with the flexibility of 

working at home in their own time—some produced exceptional work without the pressure of 

exams. 
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216. In summary, UTU members approached this crisis with dedication and 

professionalism, but the experience highlighted serious weaknesses in contingency 

planning, communication, and system-wide support. The emotional and professional burden 

on teachers—and the long-term educational impact on pupils—must not be underestimated. 

217. Perhaps the biggest impact on children in the aftermath of the pandemic was having to 

adapt to the routines of education again. Some found it difficult to attend school at all, there 

were heightened levels of anxiety, some of which arose from a fear of illness, and some from 

reintegrating into the full classroom/school situation. Some children had been completing 

work remotely over a shorter time frame than school would normally require and had been in 

the position to pace work and take breaks to suit their individual needs rather than under 

classroom structures. Others had been attending school but in much smaller class settings 

and with the focus being on delivering the essentials and placing priority on emotional 

wellbeing. 

I NQ000588126_0034 



218. The first ever Attendance Summit relating to education in Northern Ireland was held in 

October 2023 with the following statement made by the Permanent Secretary: 

219. Department of Education Permanent Secretary Dr Mark Browne said: "Attendance at 

school remains critically important to a child's learning. Time lost from school has a 

direct impact on our children and young people, not just academically, but also 

socially and emotionally. 

220. "The Covid-19 pandemic has changed the views and perceptions of society in 

many different ways and the message around the importance of school attendance 

has been diluted. So all of us in education need to work together to help reverse the 

downward trend in school attendance." 

221. Attendance at primary schools is gradually restabilising but attendance at post-primary 

was lower in 2023/24 than it had been in 2022/23. Special school attendance remains the 

lowest. 

222. Children and young people had also, by necessity, been assessed through teacher 

professional judgement during the pandemic and the move back to more formal levels of 

testing was difficult for many. Consequently, there was a fall in GCSE results in the forst 

instance but, to the credit of teachers and the young people themselves, performance 

stabilised fairly quickly over the intervening years. 

223. Members have, however, reported growing levels of challenging behaviour which have 

an obvious impact on learning both for the individual child and for classmates. Whether 

these are covid-related or not could be difficult to determine. 

Development 

224. There are particular concerns expressed by members with regard to early development. 

Children in nursery settings and the early years of primary school struggle with the basic 

skills which they used to have, for example, putting on a coat. Growing numbers of children 

at this level are not yet toilet trained and intimate care policies and procedures have to be 

incorporated into daily school life. This puts pressure on staffing due to child protection 

considerations, 
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225. There are also significant issues expressed around the growing incidence of language 

and communication developmental issues and the increasing pressure on resource within 

the education system results in these children not getting the expert help they require in a 

timely fashion. 

Health and well-being 

members suffering with long covid. We are also experiencing rapidly growing levels of 

illnesses such as cancer amongst members and have concerns that there is some 

relationship to recent events. 

and the ability to handle the challenges of day-to-day school life. 

228. Post-primary teachers, in particular, cite higher levels of stress in pupils than was seen 

before Covid. Members report greatly heightened levels of anxiety amongst this age-group 

than were seen before; primary teachers experienced some of those tendencies amongst 

younger children in the immediate aftermath of Covid but feel they have now settled back 

fully into normal routines and reactions. 

229. Post-primary school leaders, as noted above, have witnessed higher levels of anxiety amongst 

their pupils and a range of interventions take place within schools through pastoral care initiatives, 

accessing counselling services where funding and availability allow and creating the environment 

where issues can be addressed and discussed as part of learning. 

230. Primary school leaders see attendance as one of the outstanding factors in that sector. One 

school leader noted that children remain home from school with lesser illnesses and longer recovery 

periods than before. The school in question runs workshops for parents to raise awareness of the 

importance of school attendance. 
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231. It could be argued, and is fair to say, that the Healthy Happy Minds pilot introduced by 

Minister Michelle Mcllveen in November 2021 made strides to offset the impact on primary 

school children. 

232. The pilot supported therapeutic and counselling services in primary schools and 

included all primary schools, special schools with a primary cohort and primary EOTAS 

provision. £5 million was devoted to the service which ran until the end of March 2022. 

233. Schools received funding and were able to use that in the manner they felt was 

required. A range of therapies were employed with groups and individuals and help and 

support was placed where it was deemed to be needed. 

234. The teachers and school leaders saw huge benefits in the scheme and argued strongly 

for its continuation. 

235. Post primary schools did not have their regular services augmented and were 

employing their existing provision in very different circumstances. 

236. The other key national initiative was the Engage Programme. It was launched in 

September 2020 in an effort to offset the impact of the pandemic and was so successful that 

it continued to be funded in 2021/22 and 2022/23 with over £57m allocated to settings in that 

time period. 

237. The Engage programme aimed to limit any long-term adverse impact of COVID-19 by 

supporting pupils' learning and engagement on their return to school/setting through 

provision of high quality one to one, small group or team teaching support in every 

school/setting in Northern Ireland. The Programme provided the flexibility and autonomy 

settings needed to meet the diverse needs of their pupils and allow them to address the 

effects of Covid-19.One of the key strengths of the programme is that was shaped by those 

delivering it on the ground, which allowed for the delivery of a range of interventions and 

approaches which resulted in increased confidence and motivation of thousands of pupils. 

238. The Programme was an invaluable asset for schools and children and was another 

initiative that the profession could see every reason to retain. 

239. Both of these initiatives were well-received, clearly successful and showed that placing 

the appropriate resource in the appropriate place can reap huge benefits. 

Use of technology in classrooms in the years since the pandemic 
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240. Prior to the Covid19 pandemic I, like most of my colleagues, felt relatively comfortable 

with the most commonly used technology in and out of classrooms like Powerpoint, 

Interactive Whiteboards, Seesaw Apps, Excel, Word and Sims. Whilst initially very 

overwhelming for me, the use of google classroom, teams and zoom became part of our 

routine during the pandemic and this trend has certainly continued ever since. In my 

experience, homework is now often set online and pupils are expected to be able to access 

technology for their work on a regular basis. In fact, some teachers have set up their own 

companies to provide training on the use of technology in classrooms (Blend Ed NI, 

LearningMe, Digi Know This) and the support networks created by teachers for teachers on 

social media sites have been very vibrant and helpful for my own learning. 

241. The new challenge for teachers and pupils alike is no doubt Artificial Intelligence and its 

influence on teaching and learning. The Education Minister himself has referenced a need to 

explore Al tools for the purposes of education and reducing workload, and it has been the 

topic of discussion in many research papers. For me as a teacher, the balance of risks and 

benefits has to be duly considered and assessed, and adequate guidance and training 

should be provided to all teacher and pupils alike, especially with reference to exams and 

controlled assessments. 

Current use of remote learning 

242. In my role as a teacher, remote learning is used on a daily basis through homework. 

Google Classroom provides a useful platform to set tasks for my pupils and to engage with 

them in an efficient and meaningful way. Remote learning has also proven to be a useful tool 

to ensure learning can still take place for those pupils affected by long term illness and in the 

case of unexpected school closures due to extreme weather. 

Part F — union activity during the pandemic 

243. The key objectives and concerns of the representations made by UTU during the 

pandemic centred on the health and safety of both children and teachers and school 

leaders. It was, of course, important and central to our professional thinking that we 

delivered as high a level of education as possible during that time but the decisions taken 

were always based on preserving life and health, especially in the early days. 

244. Each new issue which arose, whilst the delivery of education was key, had to be 

considered in the context of its possible impact on health. The knowledge about the virus 

kept evolving and consideration had to given to the interplay between the new information, 

delivering for the children, and health. 
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245. For example, before it was fully understood how the virus was transmitted, the focus 

was on touch and strategies had to be developed to ensure that resources were handled 

safely. This was perhaps most strongly felt in early years where the delivery of the 

curriculum was play-based; UTU held a Zoom engagement at that time for nursery teachers 

with an expert from the employing authorities to ascertain what could be considered safe. 

246. When respiratory transmission came into play, we then had the issue of facemasks and 

whether they could be employed with children for protection. 

247. The information emerging around transmission led to a conflict between the interests of 

members and children. We were advised that children were less likely to be ill from the virus 

but there was no account given to the fact that our members were not children. The fact that 

adults with vulnerabilities were not protected simply by virtue of spending their days with 

children was a message which we failed to deliver to a listening audience amongst the 

employers and, whilst there were many school leaders who responded to situations in the 

best interests of their staff, there were many individual cases which had to be argued 

robustly to ensure that members were protected as much as the circumstances would allow. 

248. UTU went so far as to represent our extreme concerns regarding our members' 

vulnerabilities in arenas such as the Assembly Education Committee to raise the profile of 

various emerging issues and bring them to the attention of the employers when other means 

had failed. (UTU/10) [INQ000587891] 

249. The teaching profession, like other frontline workers, rose to the challenge and UTU 

balanced the conflict by ensuring that the most vulnerable members were protected whilst 

providing support in any way we could to those who continued to enter potentially dangerous 

workplaces. 

250. UTU also sought to provide as much information, communication and engagement as 

possible to ensure that, whether at home or in school, members continued to feel part of a 

group where reassurance and support could be accessed. Even members who attended 

school were extremely isolated from normal human connection and UTU worked hard to try 

to fill the gap. Covid 19 was a rave concern, but so too was the risk of adverse impact on 

mental and emotional health brought on by the fear, the extreme uncertainty and the 

disconnection from others. 

Part G — lessons learned 
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251. We have an education system in Northern Ireland which is discrete from other parts of 

the UK. The decisions taken with regard to the pandemic should then have been based on, 

and reactive to, our circumstances. 

252. It is true that our knowledge of the virus was the same as in other places and we were 

subject to the same evolving understanding, but an extra layer of uncertainty was added to 

the situation by virtue of the fact that decision-makers appeared to wait for other jurisdictions 

to move on an issue before taking a step. 

253. UTU believes that it is important to allow those who are directly involved in a crisis such 

as this to feel that they are at the heart of the decision making. Responding to the voice of 

teachers, listening to the profession and their representatives and making — and being seen 

to make — decisions about the way forward on that basis would go a long way to addressing 

the extreme anxiety which existed at that time for those in the frontline. Teachers having 

greater confidence in, and reassurance from, those making the decisions would have set a 

much firmer platform from which to deal with the unfolding uncertainty. 

254. It should be a priority for the future to listen to those dealing directly with children. Their 

concern is not just for themselves but for delivering for children in difficult circumstances and 

they must have input into deciding how things are done. They are the professionals, they are 

the experts and they can play a key role in steering the way. 

255. We could learn from that now in Northern Ireland. We are dealing with a different school 

population and more effective solutions could be found by listening to what the professionals 

say the children need and targeting what is limited resource accordingly. 

256. The Engage Programme and Healthy Happy Minds reaped huge benefits from not a 

huge resource, this was recognised by all, but yet the funding ceased. 

257. Those programmes, timed as they were when we emerged from Covid, further 

compounded the principle that early intervention is key. We know that to be true in many 

areas in education, our political leaders have it as a priority — but still it does not happen. 

258. But we had positive lessons to learn. We are in a much better place now with remote 

learning, as a profession we rose to the challenge and found different ways of working. We 

should, as we do already, continue to press the employers to remember the resilience and 

professionalism shown by the teaching profession during Covid and harness that to deal with 

current issues within the system. 

259. In conclusion, good timely communication with those on the frontline and robust 

decision making based on the status of the jurisdiction at that time are key factors. 
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Employers must instil belief in the teaching profession that they matter and they will be more 

secure in doing their job. The profession delivered before; it would be imperative to listen to 

and trust them if we travelled down that road again. 

Statement of Truth 

I believe that the facts stated in this witness statement are true. I understand that proceedings 

may be brought against anyone who makes, or causes to be made, a false statement in a 

document verified by a statement of truth without an honest belief of its truth. 

Personal Data 
Signed: 

Dated: 15/08/2025 
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