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Context
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Control measures implemented last academic year
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Since 8th March 2021, both teachers and secondary school pupils have been 
strongly encouraged to participate in twice weekly mass testing using LFTs. 

● Until July 2021, 
implemented 
alongside an 
isolation of close 
contacts policy. 

● Positive LFTs at 
home are 
followed up by 
confirmatory PCR 
tests, to minimise 
absences from 
false positives.



Educational settings status data
• Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, until 7th March 2022, English schools and other 

educational settings have recorded daily information relevant to COVID-19 using the UK 
Government’s Educational setting status data form: 
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/how-to-complete-the-educational-setting-status-form 

• The data recorded includes: 
• Daily COVID related pupil absences 
• Daily COVID related staff absences 
• The number of pupils on roll 
• The number of pupils eligible for free school meals 
• The number of pupils with a social worker 

• From 7th March 2022, a more limited set of data has been recorded weekly by schools. 

• The analyses presented in this talk is for state-funded schools in England, but data on 
independent schools is also recorded in the data. 

• We consider the period 12th October 2020 - 4rd March 2022, corresponding to dates 
when format of settings data changed. 

4

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/how-to-complete-the-educational-setting-status-form


What is a Covid related absence?
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• Confirmed cases of COVID-19 
• Suspected cases of COVID-19 
• Absent due to being asked to isolate 

• As a close contact of an infected pupil throughout the 2020/21 academic year. 
• As a close contact of someone infected outside of the school setting 



Index of Multiple Deprivation
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Source: Ministry of Housing, 
Communities & Local Government.

The index of multiple deprivation (IMD) is the government’s official measure of 
relative deprivation in England, based on 39 different indicators, with an IMD 
given to each Lower layer super output area (LSOA). 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/
835115/IoD2019_Statistical_Release.pdf 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/835115/IoD2019_Statistical_Release.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/835115/IoD2019_Statistical_Release.pdf


Regional inequality
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There is considerable regional inequality 
in the UK. 

Dividing England by Lower tier local 
authority (LTLAs), deprived areas are 
focussed in the North West, North East, 
Greater London, and the Birmingham 
area. 

We can compare COVID-19 related 
absences in schools in the most 
deprived areas to absences in schools 
in the least deprived areas. 

LTLAs  -  England split into 317 regions,



Regional Inequality - Time series
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October 20 to July 21 - 
higher levels of COVID-19 
cases in schools from the 
most deprived LTLAs than 
schools in the least 
deprived LTLAs. 

This trend reverses in 
September 21, with higher 
levels in the least deprived 
schools. 

Trend apparent in both 
secondary and primary 
schools. 



Regional Inequality - Time series
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With schools operating an 
isolation of close contacts 
policy, higher cases of 
COVID-19 in the 2020/21 
academic year translates 
to higher levels of 
absences in schools in 
more deprived LTLAs 



Regional inequality in maps

LTLAs that had higher levels of absences from October 2020 - July 2021 had lower levels of 
absences from September 2021 - March 2022, and vice versa.
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Measures of deprivation at the school level

Rather than considering deprivation at the regional level, we can also consider deprivation at the 
school level. We consider two measures: 

• The percentage of pupils on roll at a school who are eligible for free school meals 
• Only accounts for family income and not other factors 
• Good measure of deprivation, but maybe not it’s inverse. 

• The mean IMD of postcode of pupil on roll at a school 
• Uses IMD of the LSOA of a pupil’s postcode as a proxy for their IMD. 
• Not a measure of affluence. 
• Access to pupil postcode data is restricted. 

We consider both measures.
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Comparing measures 1

12

LTLAs ranked by the % of pupils eligible for FSM, or ranked by the mean IMD of pupil 
LSOAs, closely matched LTLAs ranked by their mean IMD.

P
rim

ar
y 

sc
ho

ol
s

S
ec

on
da

ry
 s

ch
oo

ls

Ranked by % eligible FSM Ranked by mean pupil IMD



Comparing measures
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The % of a pupil at a school eligible for FSM within a school is highly correlated with the 
mean IMD of pupils at that school.



Comparing measures
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In each LTLA there is significant heterogeneity in deprivation across both measures.  
(Similar patterns are seen when considering secondary schools - not shown)

Below, each dot represents a school, and each LTLA is shaded a different colour.



Inequality by % eligible FSM - Time series
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October 20 to July 21 - 
higher levels of COVID-19 
cases in schools from the 
most deprived LTLAs than 
schools in the least 
deprived LTLAs. 

This trend reverses in 
September 21, with higher 
levels in the least deprived 
schools. 

Trend apparent in both 
secondary and primary 
schools. 



Inequality by mean pupil IMD - Time series
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October 20 to July 21 - 
higher levels of COVID-19 
cases in schools from the 
most deprived LTLAs than 
schools in the least 
deprived LTLAs. 

This trend reverses in 
September 21, with higher 
levels in the least deprived 
schools. 

Trend apparent in both 
secondary and primary 
schools. 



School-level inequality by mean pupil IMD
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Using Primary schools and mean pupil IMD as an example, we see that absences increase as 
we move from the least to most deprived decile of schools for October 2020 - July 2021. 

This trend is reversed for September 2021 - March 2022. 

However, the number of suspected increases as deprivation increases in this period.



School-level inequality by % eligible FSM

18

These trends are echoed when we use the percentage of pupils eligible for FSM as our 
measure of deprivation.



School-level inequality - secondary
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This trend is also reflected 
in Secondary schools 
when either % eligible for 
FSM or mean pupil IMD is 
used as the measure of 
deprivation



Primary schools broken down by region
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This shift is also apparent when we consider the least and most deprived 
schools in particular regions (regions coloured in the map on the bottom right)



Secondary schools broken down by region
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This shift is also apparent when we consider the least and most deprived 
schools in particular regions (regions coloured in the map on the bottom right)



Conclusions and key questions
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Conclusions 

• Across a range of measures, for Primary and Secondary schools, there were 
higher absence levels in more deprived schools in the 2020/21 academic year. 

• However, from September 2021, this trend has shifted, with higher absence 
levels now observed in the least deprived schools. 

• Levels of deprivation at the school level are highly heterogeneous within a local 
area (LTLA). 

• Data recorded at the school level provides an important data stream to explore a 
range of COVID-19 related trends. 

Key questions 

• What factors have driven this shift in levels of absences by deprivation? 

• How do we design school-level control policies that do not exacerbate 
educational inequalities?



Possible explanations
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1)  Levels of immunity? Have higher cases in deprived groups resulted in higher 
levels of immunity, and has the effect of this been strong enough to change the 
relative likelihood of infection for deprived and affluent groups? 

2)  Differences in testing? Are there systematic differences in testing 
behaviours between socioeconomic groups, driven by socioeconomic factors? 

3)  Shifting contact patterns in different socioeconomic groups? As 
restrictions have relaxed, has there been different shifts in contact patterns by 
different socioeconomic groups? 

4)  Another explanation?
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          Thanks for listening!
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