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SPECIAL REPORT:

Teachers battle
toxic culture and
sinking mental health
Essential Reading for Principals • Department Heads • Teachers • Professionals

Principal Perspectives
on the impact of COVID-19
In late 2020, our
researchers at Pivot
Professional Learning,
in partnership with the
Coalition of Australian
Principals, invited
principals of primary and
secondary schools across
the nation to participate
in an online survey
about their experiences
during the continuing
COVID-19 pandemic.
In all, 456 principals and other
leaders across the government,
Catholic and independent
sectors responded to the survey.
As with our survey of over 3,000
teachers published in July
2020, this latest research titled,
‘Principal Perspectives on the
Impact of COVID-19: Pathways
toward Equity in Australian
Schools’, provides stark insights
into the challenges faced by
school communities during the
continuing COVID pandemic.
Moreover, the research has
laid bare profound underlying
issues in the school system,
particularly relating to inequality,
that long predate the pandemic.
Along with some of the more
troubling findings, principals
who took part in the survey
also reported a surprising
number of positive outcomes
and discoveries from their
experiences during the
pandemic. Some of these
insights will inevitably lead to
positive and permanent changes
in the way many schools operate,
and children are educated in
the years and decades ahead.

impacted students’ mental
health and wellbeing.
•

•
Amanda Bickerstaff, CEO,
Pivot Professional Learning

have overwhelmingly rallied
together to support one another
through the pandemic.

Principals at lower ICSEA
schools were significantly
more likely to believe the
impact of the pandemic
on student learning had
been negative (52 percent
versus 30 percent)

As the principal of one relatively
disadvantaged government
school in Victoria reported: “This
school community has been
remarkable in the way it has
endured and then thrived during
the pandemic. Care, compassion,
generosity of spirit and goodwill
have existed throughout.”

Our recommendations

•

Many schools responded
to the crisis by expanding
support services to their
larger school communities.

•

School principals have
reported an increase in
workloads – but not a
corresponding decline
in job satisfaction.

In the short-term, we urge policy
makers to conduct a nationwide
audit of access to technology
and connectivity and make
plans to close remaining gaps.
Policy makers can also support
schools in upskilling teachers in
digital pedagogy. Over the longterm, the federal government
should plan for and invest in
wide expansion of broadband
infrastructure to make remote,
hybrid, and flipped instructional
options more widely available.
Doing this not only offers
benefits in terms of inclusion
and academic achievement;
it is also fundamental to
crisis preparedness.

•

Communication and
crisis planning were
the most helpful skills
for leading schools
during the pandemic.

•

Many principals (65.7
percent) thought the
pandemic had a positive
impact on the quality of
teachers’ instructional
practice, but a negative
impact on teachers’ mental
health (81.2 percent)
and social-emotional
health (76.5 percent).

Key findings of
the research
Despite the adversities of
2020, our survey revealed
how school communities

Principals of socioeconomically advantaged
schools were significantly
more likely to report a
successful transition
to remote learning
than those leading less
advantaged schools.

•

A large majority of principals
(79.5 percent) reported that
the pandemic negatively

Based on our research, there are
some clear recommendations
for the future for policy makers,
principals, teachers, and
the greater community:
1. Expand digital inclusion
across Australia.

2. Mitigate learning loss
among vulnerable students.
We recommend that policy
makers and sector leaders
allocate additional resources
to support extra tutoring in
under-served communities.
Some tutoring could be done

through schools, with peer or
teacher-led tutoring targeted
to specific learning gaps.
Given the likelihood of the need
for distance learning in the
future due to fire, pandemics or
other reasons, clear plans and
non-digital solutions must be
developed to reach students
in areas without sufficient
broadband infrastructure.
Schools must also create clear
plans to adapt individualised
support services (e.g., speech,
physical, or occupational
therapy) to reach students with
disabilities when schools are
closed. Similarly, schools should
explore new approaches to teach
the youngest students remotely.
3. Prioritise teacher wellbeing.
In the short term, we recommend
that policy makers temporarily
expand alternative pathways
into the classroom for teachers
and support staff to help
ease educators’ workloads.
In addition, we propose
more inclusion of teachers in
school wellbeing initiatives.
4. Care for the wellbeing
of students.
In the short term, school leaders
should connect with wellbeing
tools and interventions that are
vetted by researchers and mental
health professionals. In addition,
organisations can develop
coalition approaches to sharing
best practices in cultivating
wellbeing at schools.
Pivot Professional Learning
is an education technology
company that provides evidencebased tools, data analytics and
practical support to help improve
teacher eﬀectiveness in schools.
We provide actionable insights to
educators and a voice to students,
using technology to enhance
education outcomes and learning
experiences in more than 600
schools.

For more information about the ‘Principal Perspectives on the impact of COVID-19 in Australia’
research. Please visit www.pivotpl.com/landscape-of-school-leadership-2020/
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Transform learning in your school with
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• Professional Learning Resources

• Formative Check-ins

• Data Coaching
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