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IEA, UNESCO, EC & ACER | Responses to Educational Disruption Survey (REDS) 

Summary 

The proposed study intends to collect information from governments, and internationally 
comparable data from school principals, and teachers and students, on how countries and in of 
school closures, as well as during a possible and subsequent re-opening phase, including what 
measures were implemented to provide all students with the opportunity to continue learning. 
The study focuses on evaluating the varying situations in secondary education (grade 8) and 
reporting on the respective challenges of providing quality instructions at a time of widespread 
educational disruption due to the COVID-19 crisis, as well as gathering information on the 
strategies countries and school management pursue with respect to the re-opening of schools 
for students and staff. We suggest, in a mindful and sensitive manner, collecting a wide range 
of country- and school-level context information, covering topics such as schools’ 
preparedness, support and capacity in distance learning management and school re-opening 
measures. Likewise and only where feasible, the study also gathers information from students 
and teachers on the challenges imposed on learning during educational disruption. Information 
collected from students and teachers amends the views of principals and inform on the 
practical implementation of distant learning approaches, but also revolves around topics such 
as students’ and teachers’ well-being during times of school closure and their engagement in 
learning and working from home.   

The study’s overarching objective is to acquire an overview of the situation in a large variety 
of education systems and to provide policymakers and education leaders with valuable 
information for evidence-based decision-making and the opportunity to exchange and learn 
from good practices towards resilient education systems. The study also aims to highlight 
students at most risk during and as a result of school closures. As with all IEA studies the 
international database (IDB) will be made available to the public for secondary analysis. The 
study is fitting for countries already participating in contemporary international large-scale 
assessments, but is also open to new participants from low- and middle-income groups which 
are different challenges when compared to high-income countries.  

Introduction 

Education systems around the world are currently being impacted by extended school closures, 
or encountering extreme limitations to normal school operations for instance, due to new 
hygiene and distancing regulations. According to UNESCO’s global monitoring of school 
closures caused by COVID-19, 59.9% of total enrolled learners are currently affected1. The 
Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) assumes that “absent an 

 
1 https://en.unesco.org/covid19/educationresponse (as of 24 September 2020) 

https://en.unesco.org/covid19/educationresponse
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intentional and effective education response, the COVID-19 Pandemic is likely to generate the 
greatest disruption in educational opportunity worldwide in a generation.”2  

In order to ensure learning continuity, education systems have been required to react fast, with 
very little time to prepare effective distance learning measures and no “off-the-shelf” solution 
available. Challenges faced by countries include unequal access to internet, limited learning 
resources or devices in the home; varying degrees of parental support; familiarity of the 
teaching staff with distance learning approaches; as well as challenges regarding the 
monitoring of student learning when teaching and learning are disrupted. As a response, many 
education systems introduced home schooling programs and remote learning, offering free 
online resources, delivering paper-based assignments to students’ homes or using public TV 
and radio broadcasting channels to deliver education programmes. 

Several scholars in the field of education have already contributed to the discussion about 
COVID-19’s impact on global education. The OECD recently published a framework to guide 
an education response to the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020.3 UNESCO’s issue note 2.1 covers 
the topic of distance learning in response to COVID-19 school closures.4 The ‘School-
Barometer’ of the University of Teacher Education Zug and the World Education Leadership 
Symposium (WELS)5 collects initial experiences and current challenges in schools and 
education. Countries and regions have started collecting information from schools within their 
education systems.6 7 8 

While these are important contributions and valuable sources of information that can help 
mitigating the impact of sudden school closures and support in developing a unified response, 
we are still lacking internationally comparable first-hand information from schools that is 
collected in a systematic, efficient and scientific manner.  

To address this knowledge gap, UNESCO and IEA are launching a study, in partnership with 
the European Commission (EC) and the Australian Council for Educational Research (ACER) 
that draws a more comprehensive picture of COVID-19’s impact on global education. The 
proposed study, Responses to Educational Disruption Survey (REDS), is part of a collective 
effort under the Global Education Coalition launched by UNESCO that seeks to facilitate 
inclusive learning opportunities for children and youth in the context of educational disruption 
and to establish approaches to develop more open and flexible education systems for the 
future. Specifically, the study intends to collect information from governments, school 
principals, and secondary school teachers and grade 8 students, on how countries and, in 
particular, schools are prepared for distance learning in times of school closures and during a 

 
2 https://read.oecd-ilibrary.org/view/?ref=126_126988-t63lxosohs&title=A-framework-to-guide-an-education-
response-to-the-Covid-19-Pandemic-of-2020 
3 https://read.oecd-ilibrary.org/view/?ref=126_126988-t63lxosohs&title=A-framework-to-guide-an-education-
response-to-the-Covid-19-Pandemic-of-2020 
4 https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000373305 
5 http://www.bildungsmanagement.net/Schulbarometer/en/ 
6 https://www.air.org/project/national-survey-public-education-s-response-covid-19 
7 https://www.nfer.ac.uk/for-schools/participate-in-research/teacher-survey-schools-responses-to-covid-19/ 
8 https://www.hamburg.de/bsb/ifbq/bliz/ 

https://read.oecd-ilibrary.org/view/?ref=126_126988-t63lxosohs&title=A-framework-to-guide-an-education-response-to-the-Covid-19-Pandemic-of-2020
https://read.oecd-ilibrary.org/view/?ref=126_126988-t63lxosohs&title=A-framework-to-guide-an-education-response-to-the-Covid-19-Pandemic-of-2020
https://read.oecd-ilibrary.org/view/?ref=126_126988-t63lxosohs&title=A-framework-to-guide-an-education-response-to-the-Covid-19-Pandemic-of-2020
https://read.oecd-ilibrary.org/view/?ref=126_126988-t63lxosohs&title=A-framework-to-guide-an-education-response-to-the-Covid-19-Pandemic-of-2020
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000373305
http://www.bildungsmanagement.net/Schulbarometer/en/
https://www.air.org/project/national-survey-public-education-s-response-covid-19
https://www.nfer.ac.uk/for-schools/participate-in-research/teacher-survey-schools-responses-to-covid-19/
https://www.hamburg.de/bsb/ifbq/bliz/
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subsequent reopening phase, including measures implemented to provide all students with the 
opportunity to continue learning. The data yielded by this study will serve as a valuable source 
of information for countries, practitioners, policymakers and other stakeholders in participating 
countries, on supporting education systems to ensure continuity of learning and to strengthen 
the resilience of education systems. 

Aside from providing insights on the impact of the disruption, the project aims to investigate 
the context factors, characteristics and implemented measures that may influence the success 
of distance learning for students across countries. The study targets all different educational 
levels and focuses on topics around the preparedness for distance learning, available learning 
and IT resources, perceptions on the success of strategies, student’s engagement, as well as 
around inequalities in educational learning opportunities during the disruptions. Additionally, 
issues concerned with students’ and teachers’ wellbeing will be explored. 

A thorough investigation of these factors in the context of school closures and the gradual 
reopening of schools will help to generate more pointed responses for all stakeholders working 
to diminish the impact of the pandemic, as well as the post pandemic reality, within their own 
education systems.  

Furthermore, despite the challenges presented during this educational disruption, the situation 
may also offer an opportunity to rethink the overall purpose, role, content and delivery of 
education in the future. The study aims to identify sustainable, transformational concepts that 
emerged from the crisis and may serve as good practice when schools re-open. This approach 
is closely aligned to UNESCO, IEA and EC’s mission and strategy. 

Research Question 

The overarching research question is framed around the impact of the disruption and the 
measures implemented in countries and schools, including the evaluation of these measures in 
terms of their perceived efficiency, students’ and teachers’ well-being, and potential 
consequences for regular schooling in secondary education, more precisely, grade 8.  

How were teaching and learning affected by the disruptions and mitigated by the implemented 
measures, across and within countries? 

Proposed study 

An endeavour such as this requires rigorous survey methodology to yield high-quality data. 
Since time is of the essence, it is advisable to evaluate existing and well-established survey 
instruments with regards to content relevant to educational disruption. It is for this reason that 
we regard IEA’s International Computer and Information Literacy Study (ICILS) instruments as 
an ideal starting point.  

ICILS uses a set of context questionnaires targeted at the school, teacher and grade 8 student 
respondent level complemented by a national contexts which is completed by the ICILS 
national research coordinators (NRCs). ICILS measures relevant topics such as how well 
students are prepared for study, work, and life in a digital world, but also collects a rich array 
of background information about students’ home and school environment in regard to 
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computer literacy, including teachers’ motivation and preparedness and the availability and use 
of technical equipment.9 

Survey Instruments 

The development of the COVID-19 related questionnaire material is a collaborative approach 
led by ACER with involvement of UNESCO experts, European Commission Joint Research 
Centre (JRC) experts, and experts from the IEA and participating countries, and will be 
facilitated through virtual meetings and online workshops. 

REDS intends to collect data on the following levels: 

• System - Questionnaire completed under the oversight of the national research center 

• School - Questionnaire completed under the oversight of the school principal 

• Teacher - Questionnaire completed by teachers at the school/target grade 

• Student - Questionnaire completed by students in the target grade 

The survey instruments include the concept of a Reference Period. This is a common anchor 
across all questions. It will be defined with reference to the period of time when schooling was 
altered in response to COVID-19. Respondents will, for many questions, be asked to provide 
responses about their experience of the Reference Period and then to compare this to ‘regular’ 
schooling. This approach establishes a way of asking questions about the time of disruption 
that is entirely inclusive of all of the different shapes and emergences across countries.   

The following content design matrix Here you see a design matrix an overview of the content 
of the REDS survey instruments 

Table 1 – Content design matrix 

 

 
9 Appendix A of the ICILS 2018 User Guide contains the international versions of the ICILS questionnaire. The 
User Guide can be reached via the following link: https://www.iea.nl/publications/user-guides/icils-2018-user-
guide-international-database 

https://www.iea.nl/publications/user-guides/icils-2018-user-guide-international-database
https://www.iea.nl/publications/user-guides/icils-2018-user-guide-international-database
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The top row shows the four levels, the system, school, teacher and student levels. On the left 
hand side the questionnaire themes are listed. These represent both, contextual and research 
themes. The green fields in the matrix indicate where we collect this type of information 

Operational approach 
While it is desirable to collect representative and internationally comparable data as soon as 
possible and as comprehensively as possible, it needs to be considered that the impact and 
duration of the current crisis and hence the access to the different respondents varies 
considerably between countries. This relates especially to contacting students and teachers, 
which may be too difficult in most of the countries currently. Additionally, addressing children 
will need to be done in a thoughtful and mindful manner, as they might be severely affected 
by the crisis in one or the other way. 

We define the administration of a country questionnaire (completed by the NRC), a school 
questionnaire (completed by the school head / principal) to a representative school sample and 
the teacher and student questionnaires within the sampled schools as the default participation 
mode. However, some countries may not be able to collect data from teachers and/or students 
for whatever reason. In that case countries can opt out of the administration of student and 
teacher questionnaires but still be able to participate in the study.  

Sampling 

In those participating countries where existing networks and representative school samples are 
already available (for example in ICILS 2018 countries), this will contribute to a swift and cost-
efficient implementation of the study. The same holds for TIMSS 2019 countries in grade 8. In 
all other interested countries, IEA experts will assist the country team in setting up the 
necessary structure and school sample. 

The survey is administered in each participating country to a sample of 150-200 lower 
secondary schools. The student questionnaire will be administered to a within-school sample 
of at least twenty grade 8 students. The teacher questionnaire will be administered to a within-
school sample of at least twenty teachers who teach regular school subjects at the lower 
secondary level. 

Data collection mode 

For the proposed study, information will be collected from NRCs and the school management 
via principals/school heads through self-administered questionnaires. The default delivery 
mode will be online using the the IEA Online Survey System (OSS) as an online administration 
is regarded as the most efficient and fastest administration method. The software has been 
successfully used for questionnaire administration in many different IEA and Non-IEA 
assessments, such as TIMSS, PIRLS, ICILS, ICCS and TALIS. However, where necessary, paper 
questionnaires can be administered. 

The same delivery modes will be offered for the teacher and/or student questionnaires. 
Countries may decide on a school and respondent level which delivery mode is most 
appropriate. 
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Participating countries 

It is important to have a good coverage and diversity of participants for the study and as such, 
all interested countries are invited to participate. While countries that have already 
participated in international large-scale assessments can be more easily trained in the correct 
administration of survey instruments via survey operation manuals and online seminars, IEA is 
prepared to assist newcomers more comprehensively on an individual basis.  

Schedule 

Depending on the interest from countries and partner organizations, the preparation of the 
survey can start immediately. Design, planning, coordination and technical development, and 
further networks as well as instrument development is envisioned for Quarter 2, 2020. The 
school samples for new participating countries can be determined and school participation 
assured in parallel to this process. Subsequently, the survey administration will be prepared to 
take place mainly end of quarter 4 2020 and throughout quarter 1 of 2021. Cleaning, 
weighting, scaling are planned for the end of 2020 and beginning of 2021, while analysis and 
report writing would extend to 2021. 
 
 2020 2021 
  Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 

Design, planning, coordination & technical 
development           

 

Country recrui 
tment           

 

Development of instruments (country, 
principal, teachers, students)           

 

Determining national teacher and student 
samples            

 

Administration of survey instruments (school, 
teacher, student level)           

 

Data cleaning & weighting           
 

Report writing, report production & 
dissemination           

 

 

Study Management 
Each participating country will be asked to appoint a National Research Coordinator (NRC), 
who will serve as the key contact person for the study implementation within the country.  

The study will be coordinated by an IEA-led International Coordination team together with 
UNESCO HQ (Section of Education Policy, Education Sector), in partnership with EC, ACER, 
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UNESCO regional offices and NRCs. ACER is involved in the study design and survey 
instrument development. JRC will be involved in the survey instrument development and 
eventual data analysis. It is envisioned to benefit from UNESCO’s and EC’s strong network of 
experts and of policymakers in the field, in particular in the design of the survey instruments in 
order to pinpoint the topics of interest. 

IEA Hamburg is responsible for the overall project management, including the supervision and 
coordination of all survey operations procedures. Communication with the participating 
countries through email, virtual meetings, and online workshops ensures that the project is 
progressing in a way that is consistent with the specified standards, the agreed study timelines, 
and the general goals of the study. In addition, IEA is responsible for the sampling design, 
survey operations, translation and adaptation procedures collaboration with the countries, 
post-collection data processing, weighting, scaling, and creation of data products and reporting. 
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Costs 

For the proposal, it is assumed that countries will cover their own national costs, albeit that 
some of the participants might require support from a donor organization. IEA estimates 
within-country costs of 150.000-200.000 (USD) per country for middle-income countries, and 
somewhat higher for high-income countries (assuming that the student and teacher 
components are included). No international participation fees for countries are envisioned for 
the proposed project. 

Outcome 
The study results will be summarized in a comprehensive report jointly published by IEA, 
UNESCO and EC. The report will give overview on the study findings across participating 
education systems in regards to the impact of and responses to the COVID-19 crisis, based on 
first-hand information from schools that has been collected in a systematic, efficient and 
scientific manner. The report aims to offer insights into effective practices in education that 
can help developing evidence-based policies to strengthen education system resilience, 
especially during educational disruption. Furthermore, the report will aim to identify 
sustainable concepts that emerged from the crisis and may serve as good practice when 
schools re-open.  

An international results database containing sampling weights and background scale scores, 
will be made publicly available. To facilitate secondary analysis of the data, the database will 
be accompanied by a User Guide describing the database content and structure as well as by 
software facilitating comparative secondary data analyses. In a subsequent stage, IEA will work 
with UNESCO on follow-up reports and policy briefs (to be determined later). 

Cost item Costs (USD) Comment 
Study conception and instrument 
development 

70.000 Framework, selection of ICILS questionnaires 
topics & development of new material 
(country level, principal, teacher & student 
questionnaires with about 15 to 20 new 
questions each)/ Study design and planning 
of operational procedures 

Sampling & Weighting 60.000  
Preparation and administration of 
online instruments 

105.000 Software development work, creation of 
international and national online survey 
instruments (in collaboration with countries) 
including translation verification procedures, 
server hosting, user management  

Data processing 75.000 Codebook creation, development of cleaning 
software, data processing,  & creating final 
documented databases 

Analysis and reporting 187.000  
Online seminars and trainings 20.000  
Study management 106.000  
Total 623.000  
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