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Forum Proceedings 
 

The Eighth Policy Forum of the OECD Strength through Diversity project took place on 18 

March 2021 via Zoom. 100 participants from twenty-five OECD member countries, in 

addition to two partner countries as well as representatives from the European Union, 

Trade Union Advisory Committee (TUAC), UNESCO, UNICEF, World Bank, civil society and several 

academic institutions attended the Forum. Presentations from the meeting can be found at 

http://www.oecd.org/education/strength-through-diversity/. 

OPENING  

Mr. Paulo Santiago, Head of Division for Policy Advice and Implementation in the Directorate for 

Education and Skills at the OECD, opened the Forum. He welcomed participants, recalling their 

participation in previous project events over the past four years and the relevance of their support for 

the project’s analytical reports, policy fora and country-specific work, which allowed the production 

of a rich evidence base on inclusive education. 

Mr. Santiago highlighted that the Strength through Diversity: Education for Inclusive Societies project 

proposes a holistic approach to diversity in education and looks at a wide range of diversity 

dimensions. These are, in addition to migration, ethnic groups, national minorities and Indigenous 

peoples; special education needs; gender; gender identity and sexual orientation; and giftedness. 

These dimensions of diversity often intersect with one another and with overarching factors such as 

socio-economic status and geographic location. Mr. Santiago emphasised how equity and inclusion 

have become more prominent policy priorities in the past year as school closures and intermittent 

school re-openings due to the COVID-19 pandemic have led to significant challenges for most 

students. These challenges have been particularly complex for diverse and vulnerable students. 

Building on the challenges encountered and the responses taken by education systems, schools and 

teachers, countries can learn lessons from the pandemic and identify opportunities to promote more 

equitable and inclusive education systems post-COVID-19. In particular, Mr. Santiago mentioned how 

the  8th Strength through Diversity Policy Forum would specifically look at policies and practices 

implemented during the pandemic that can be re-adapted post-COVID-19 to foster the inclusion of all 

students. 

Mr. Santiago outlined the three main objectives of the Policy Forum: 

1. The first objective was to reflect on the main challenges for equity and inclusion in education 

brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic across countries, highlighting key issues for vulnerable 

students during school closures and intermittent school re-openings. 

2. The second objective was to identify key policy areas and priorities to tackle the highlighted 

challenges and facilitate peer learning among countries on relevant policy priorities and strategies. 

3. The third objective was to promote discussion among participants about opportunities for future 

reforms in identified policy areas and envisage forward-looking policies to promote more 

equitable and inclusive education systems post-COVID-19. 

Strength through Diversity 
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MAIN LESSONS 

 School closures and intermittent school re-openings due to the COVID-19 pandemic have led to significant 

challenges and disruptions in learning and well-being for all students. These challenges have been particularly 

complex for vulnerable students. Some of the most common issues encountered by vulnerable students, 

accentuated also by factors such as their socio-economic status and geographic location, have concerned access 

to computers and internet connections, proximity to extra services and access to meals. Diverse student groups 

have also incurred further challenges, such as safety risks for LGBTQI+ students, hindered accessibility to 

distance learning tools for students with special education needs and language barriers for immigrant or refugee 

students.  

 To respond to the challenges faced by vulnerable students during school closures and intermittent school re-

openings, education systems have implemented local, regional and national initiatives, often in collaboration 

with other public sector services, including health and social services, civil society organisations, private actors 

and families. Some of the responses carried out by education systems include providing access to digital learning 

resources, communicating information to students and their families in different languages, responding to 

student socio-emotional needs, as well as providing support to and by teachers. School re-openings during the 

pandemic highlighted a crucial need for a holistic approach to address learning gaps while ensuring that student 

well-being remains a priority. Strategies implemented while gradually re-opening schools include identifying 

and supporting students at-risk of dropping out and preparing teachers to differentiated instruction and 

inclusive teaching.  

 The equity and inclusion-related challenges and responses brought about by the COVID-19 crisis can provide an 

opportunity for education systems to learn lessons and redefine policy priorities and approaches. This can 

promote more equitable and inclusive schooling for all students beyond the pandemic. Across countries, there 

is a strong need to close digital divides accentuated during the crisis, recognise the crucial role of schools in 

tackling inequalities as well as the importance of including families in such endeavour, and promote equity and 

inclusion inside and outside of school. To promote equity and inclusion in education post COVID-19, protecting 

and enhancing education financing as well as raising strong political commitment and public awareness are 

crucial pre-conditions.  

 To capitalise on the pandemic, education systems should prioritise scaling up effective responses to the 

COVID-19 pandemic to improve equity and inclusion in education for all students. In particular, a number of 

policy areas are key to promote more equitable and inclusive education systems for all students: 1) recognising 

the role of schools in compensating for disadvantage and tackling vulnerability in education; 2) meeting the 

socio-emotional needs of all students; 3) tackling the digital divide as a new source of educational disadvantage 

through a more inclusive use of digital technology; 4) preparing teachers and school leaders for inclusive 

teaching; 5) protecting and better targeting education financing; 6) partnering with parents and school 

communities to foster equity and inclusion; and 7) ensuring political commitment at the top, together with 

public awareness of equity and inclusion challenges. 
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Sessions 

The Policy Forum was organised around two main sessions, the first composed by a series of 

presentations by guest speakers, and the second built around seven breakout groups. The first session 

was dedicated to highlighting the main challenges for equity and inclusion that emerged during the 

pandemic and identifying key areas for future policy developments in a post-COVID-19 context. The 

session started with a presentation by Ms. Lucie Cerna, leader of the OECD Strength through Diversity 

project, who provided an overview of main challenges and issues encountered by diverse vulnerable 

students during the COVID-19 pandemic across OECD countries. Then, Mr. Halsey Rogers, World Bank, 

Mr. Manos Antoninis, UNESCO, and Mr. Stefaan Hermans, European Commission, elaborated on how 

to turn equity and inclusion challenges during COVID-19 into opportunities for equity and inclusion 

beyond the pandemic. Their presentations were followed by a plenary discussion with participants, 

who asked questions to speakers and provided examples of relevant policy areas within their national 

contexts. 

The second session was organised around seven breakout groups, where participants proposed 

forward-looking policies and envisaged future reforms for more equitable and inclusive education 

systems after the pandemic. The breakout groups focused on different themes: (1) promoting learning 

strategies for equity and inclusion; (2) building teachers’ and school leaders’ capacity for equity and 

inclusion; (3) the use of technology for equity and inclusion; (4) student mental health and well-being; 

(5) parental and community engagement to support all students; and (6) assessment and evaluation. 

The breakout groups were facilitated by OECD colleagues Mr. Luka Boeskens, Ms. Lucie Cerna, Ms. 

Francesca Gottschalk, Ms. Deborah Nusche, Ms. Diana Toledo Figueroa, Mr. Paulo Santiago and Mr. 

Stéphan Vincent-Lancrin, with the support of OECD colleagues Ms. Ottavia Brussino, Mr. Matthew Gill, 

Ms. Julia Gorochovskij, Mr. Koen Van Lieshout, Ms. Cecilia Mezzanotte, Ms. Christa Rawkins, and Mr. 

Alexandre Rutigliano as note-takers. 
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SESSION 1: SHAPING FUTURE EQUITY AND INCLUSION POLICIES IN 

EDUCATION 

Ms. Lucie Cerna (OECD Secretariat/Directorate for Education and Skills) shortly recalled the main 

pillars of the Strength through Diversity project, such as the two fundamental questions it addresses, 

the six dimensions of diversity it focuses on and the five policy areas that guide its analysis. More 

information about these elements is available in the Project’s Design and Implementation Plan 

(EDU/EDPC(2019)11/REV2) and will also be outlined in an upcoming Working Paper. 

Ms. Cerna then presented the Policy Brief of the OECD Strength through Diversity project on the 

impact of COVID-19 on equity and inclusion across OECD education systems, recalling that the topic 

had been previously discussed with countries through a webinar on 3 October 2020. The presenter 

mentioned different challenges that school closures have posed for diverse student groups, such as 

students with an immigrant background, students belonging to ethnic groups and Indigenous peoples, 

and students with special education needs (SEN). Within those groups, particularly in the context of 

COVID-19, students have been more likely to be vulnerable, which means that they are more likely to 

see their education impacted by the consequences of the pandemic. During school closures, some of 

the most common issues for vulnerable students, mediated also by their socio-economic status and 

geographic location, have been access to digital technologies and internet connection, proximity to 

extra services and access to meals. Specific student groups have also incurred further challenges, such 

as safety risks for LGBTQI+ students, hindered accessibility to distance learning tools for students with 

special education needs, and language barriers for newcomer immigrant or refugee students.  

To respond to these challenges, schools and education systems have implemented diverse strategies, 

including the provision of access to digital learning resources; communicating information to students 

and their families in different languages; ensuring that students’ socio-emotional needs are met; as 

well as ensuring support to and by teachers during school closures. Although evidence is still limited 

and mixed, some studies have estimated learning losses for all students and noted that students in 

schools with a more disadvantaged student population have experienced larger learning losses. 

Moreover, while the impact of the pandemic on mental health and socio-emotional learning losses 

has not yet been quantified, initial studies suggest that students in secondary and tertiary education 

have reported significant degradation in their mental health.  

For example, a paper from Switzerland (Elmer et al., 2020) found that university students have become 

more stressed, depressed, and lonely since the start of the pandemic. The researchers connected this 

to COVID-19 specific worries, isolation in social networks, lack of interaction and emotional support, 

as well as physical isolation. Similarly, in the United States, in a survey of 3 300 upper secondary 

students almost 33% reported feelings of depression and anxiety since school closing (America’s 

Promise Alliance, 2020). This entails the need for a holistic approach to school re-openings to address 

learning gaps while ensuring that student well-being remains a priority. To tackle the challenges linked 

to school re-openings, some responses should be focusing in particular on cooperation between 

relevant stakeholders, addressing learning gaps, ensuring that student well-being remains a priority 

and providing support by and to teachers, school leaders and other school staff. 

https://www.oecd.org/education/strength-through-diversity/
https://one.oecd.org/document/EDU/EDPC(2019)11/REV2/en/pdf
https://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/the-impact-of-covid-19-on-student-equity-and-inclusion-supporting-vulnerable-students-during-school-closures-and-school-re-openings-d593b5c8/
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Building on the challenges highlighted in the introduction by Ms. Cerna and recent outputs of their 

organisations, presenters from the World Bank, UNESCO, and the European Commission shared their 

views on future policy priorities in education.  

Mr. Halsey Rogers (World Bank) presented insights from “Realising the Future of Learning”, a World 

Bank report on lessons from the pandemic to help end learning poverty. The presenter highlighted 

that learning poverty, defined as the share of children who cannot read or understand a simple text 

by age 10, was already significant across many low- and middle-income countries before the COVID-19 

pandemic. While the additional increase in learning poverty due to the pandemic is highly concerning, 

this crisis merely underlined a pre-existing problem, and that ending this widespread learning poverty 

is a key element to promote equity and inclusion in education and beyond. In relation to this, Mr. 

Rogers outlined a framework to respond to the COVID-19 pandemic. Key elements include coping with 

school closures by protecting the health, safety, and nutrition of students, preventing learning losses 

through remote learning and preparing teachers to assess learning losses and closing learning gaps. 

Another element that complements the learning framework is seizing opportunities to improve 

education systems over the long term, by protecting and enhancing education financing and scaling 

up effective COVID-responses, such as remote teaching and tracking at-risk students to prevent drop-

out. To capitalise on lessons from the pandemic, such as the need to close digital divides, the crucial 

role of schools in tackling inequalities should be recognised as well as the importance of including 

families in education to promote equity and inclusion outside of school. Lastly, there is a need for a 

political commitment to make the systemic reform of education systems a priority, highlighting cost-

effective measures such as providing information on the benefits of education, targeting teaching by 

learning levels, and community involvement in school management.  

Mr. Manos Antoninis (UNESCO) then proceeded with a presentation of the “Global Education 

Monitoring Report: Education post-COVID-19”. The presenter first outlined inequities in education 

systems worldwide which existed before the pandemic, which were deepened and reinforced during 

the COVID-19 crisis and brought about uncertainties in education. In particular, uncertainties around 

reopening schools equitably by grade levels, regions, demographic groups, and student needs 

complicated the coordination of health and safety issues for education authorities as well as the 

management of communications and innovations around teaching and learning required during this 

period. Education stakeholders also struggled with uncertainties around the skills and subjects to 

emphasise during school closures and intermittent school re-openings. This included considering 

potential areas such as social-emotional learning, mental health needs, and academic outcomes, as 

well as re-designing core schooling learning, aspects such as the implementation of individualised 

learning assessments and year-round schooling. Uncertainties over costs and impacts of the pandemic 

also affected the actions of education systems worldwide, which could be reduced through upfront 

spending on remediation and increasing data collection, respectively.  

The presenter also highlighted large within-country disparities in internet access even in higher-

income countries, differences in school attendance by academic achievement, and learning gaps 

among students of different socio-economic backgrounds. To promote inclusion in post-COVID-19 

settings, policy recommendations include widening the understanding of inclusion to account for 

newly excluded students, sharing expertise and resources to coordinate education infrastructure 

purchases, and actively engaging parents and families. Further recommendations relate to 
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strengthening cooperation across different public sector services, such as health and social services, 

expanding data collection to monitor student learning needs, and preparing teachers to teach all 

students, with additional attention on teachers’ role outside the classroom. 

Following the first two presentations, Mr. Stefaan Hermans (European Commission), presented the 

vision set by the by the European Commission on the European Education Area to be achieved by 

2025, and the Digital Education Action Plan, with respect to areas of equity and inclusion. He referred 

to main inclusion-related challenges accentuated during the pandemic, such as the persistent rates of 

underachievement in basic skills and COVID-induced learning losses, the lack of digital capacity and 

readiness of education and training systems, and the growing need for professional learning to 

manage cultural and linguistic diversity in the classroom. The presenter set out the six dimensions of 

the European Education Area: 1) quality; 2) inclusion and gender equality; 3) teachers and trainers; 4) 

green and digital transitions; 5) transformation of higher education; and 6) geo-political aspects. He 

emphasised the need to tackle remaining educational inequalities, and referred to key actions under 

the inclusion and gender equality dimension, such as the Pathways to School Success initiative, that 

will propose a comprehensive set of measures to ensure that all students from European Union 

member states can complete at least upper secondary education, and reach a baseline proficiency in 

math, reading, and science.  

Further planned actions include supporting member states in implementing high-quality early 

childhood education and care, and developing a European approach to micro-credentials to ensure 

enhanced quality, transparency and take-up of short learning experiences and thus support upskilling 

and re-skilling for better employability , and providing a life-long learning approach to education. The 

Commission also promotes collaboration and peer learning among member countries and education 

and training stakeholders, and provides policy guidance on acquiring skills, creating a supportive 

school climate by addressing mental health and well-being, and responding to gender gaps in 

education. Furthermore, other key actions include developing indicators for equity and inclusion in 

education and providing guidance on the use of EU funding for educational reform (including under 

the Recovery and Resilience Facility and 2021-2027 EU structural and investment funds).   

Plenary discussion 

Participants expressed gratitude for the presentations, which they found insightful and tangible, and 

actively engaged in a plenary discussion. The discussion first addressed the assessment of learning 

losses due to the COVID-19 pandemic. To the question on whether there has been any recent 

assessment in low and middle-income countries of learning losses for diverse students, presenters 

responded that, while it is early to have solid evidence, there are studies being implemented to 

evaluate the impact of COVID-19 on student learning in developing countries. When looking at similar 

past crises in developing countries, evidence shows rather unanimously that students in more 

disadvantaged geographic settings or from more disadvantaged backgrounds are affected the most.  

In relation to remediation and recovery strategies currently implemented across countries, presenters 

were asked to outline good practices observed across countries. Tracking and identifying students 

most likely to drop-out and not return to school has been key. For example, in some countries, girls 

may be a student group particularly at risk of drop-out as a consequence of the disruptions brought 
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about by the pandemic. Once at-risk students are identified and brought back to school, it is important 

to focus their curriculum on foundational skills as well as on areas that are most needed for these 

students to progress in education. To do so, practical teacher training on differentiated instruction 

and promoting equity and inclusion in online learning have been key strategies.  

The plenary discussion then moved on the topic of educational funding during and beyond the 

pandemic, with a question on how countries have addressed education in their post-COVID-19 

recovery budgets and whether there exist strategies to ensure that countries do not cut funding for 

education, particularly with respect to equity and inclusion. A presenter responded that, across low 

and middle-income countries, there has been a tendency in cutting education budgets in the context 

of COVID-19. This can suggest a potential for growing disparities in spending levels globally. However, 

the magnitude of such reductions has been slower than expected, thereby showing some resilience 

across countries. In the context of COVID-19, recovery and resilience facilities have also been 

strengthened, with a percentage of these financial instruments to be allocated to investments in 

education. Comparing cost-efficiency of different measures in policy-making will also be particularly 

important when recovering from the COVID-19 pandemic as well as overcoming obstacles in education 

financing given the visible barriers at different levels across countries. To overcome such barriers, 

change is needed from the top through strong political commitment. Public support and awareness is 

also key and international organisations can play an important role to inform the public by providing 

clear and easily understandable information, specifically on the issues of equity and inclusion in 

education.  

A participant highlighted issues and challenges that emerged among the teaching workforce during 

the COVID-19 pandemic. Among these, teachers’ workload significantly increased, for example with 

many teachers having to dedicate additional time to acquire or consolidate digital skills needed for 

distance teaching. Other issues include increased stress levels and well-being challenges during the 

pandemic. These challenges are likely to have affected different groups of the teaching workforce 

differently. For example, older teachers have faced greater risks in their exposure to COVID-19 

outbreaks and female teachers have often had to take care of their children at home while also 

engaging in distance teaching. This may have affected the way they fulfilled their professional 

responsibilities. The participants also stressed how distance learning should mainly be understood as 

an emergency response and that countries should aim at prioritising face-to-face learning during the 

pandemic (health situation permitting) and beyond. In response to this, a presenter stressed the 

importance of supporting teachers and preparing them effectively from the start.  

The discussion then focused on students with special education needs, with a question raised on 

whether there could be a trend towards more segregation rather than inclusion in the post-COVID-19 

future. Students with special education needs are likely to have had greater learning losses than other 

students. To support them, it is crucial to adequately prepare and support teachers, especially in the 

context of COVID-19. Across countries, the well-being of students with special education needs during 

the pandemic has been addressed through policies and practices, often carried out in partnership with 

actors from the public sector and civil society. 
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Summary of Session 1: Shaping future equity and inclusion policies in education 

To respond to the challenges brought about or accentuated during the COVID-19 pandemic and promote 

more equitable and inclusive education systems, countries will have to address several policy areas and 

envisage policy reforms. To make the systemic reform of education systems a priority, there is a strong 

need for political commitment including cost-effective measures such as providing information on the 

benefits of inclusive education. Collaboration and peer learning activities are also fundamental for the 

future of equity and inclusion in education.  

Several recovery strategies are currently being implemented across countries and organisations to 

support vulnerable students in the COVID-19 context, such as identifying and supporting students at risk 

of drop-out. However, there is still a great need of providing teachers with practical strategies to target 

differentiated and inclusive teaching while also continuing to strengthen online learning. Pre-existing 

inequalities in education should also be taken into account as well as how they have been exacerbated 

by the COVID-19 pandemic. Different student groups, such as students with special education needs, 

have been disproportionately affected by the pandemic and this will need to be addressed to foster 

equity and inclusion post COVID-19. Furthermore, these digital divides will need to be closed and the 

crucial role of schools in tackling inequalities will have to be recognised. It will also be increasingly 

important to include families in education. In light of possible cuts in the budget allocated to education 

across countries globally, ensuring that funding is efficiently and equitably spent to promote equity and 

inclusion of vulnerable student groups particularly affected by the pandemic is key. To overcome 

obstacles linked to education financing, it is crucial to have solid political commitment as well as public 

support and awareness on issues linked to equity and inclusion in education. 
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BREAKOUT SESSION 

Based on key policy areas identified in Session 1, in this session participants were divided in small 

groups facilitated by Mr. Luka Boeskens, Ms. Lucie Cerna, Ms. Francesca Gottschalk, Ms. Deborah 

Nusche, Mr. Paulo Santiago, Ms. Diana Toledo Figueroa and Mr. Stéphan Vincent-Lancrin, from the 

OECD Secretariat. In small groups, participants were invited to propose forward-looking policies and 

envisage future reforms for more equitable and inclusive education systems focusing on key themes: 

1) Reshaping learning strategies for equity and inclusion; 2) Building teachers and school leaders’ 

capacity for diversity and inclusion; 3) Supporting student mental health and well-being; 4) Using 

technology to foster equity and inclusion; 5) Strengthening parental and community engagement for 

equity and inclusion; 6) Adapting assessment methods for equity and inclusion.  

Group discussions 

In small groups, participants were presented with the following questions, to stimulate the discussion 

around the aforementioned issues: 

1. During the COVID-19 pandemic, what policies or practices have been most effective to 
improve the inclusion of one or more student groups in your countries? Within your breakout 
group, discuss key policies or practices and the student groups that have been positively 
impacted by them. 

2. Which of the previously identified policies or practices could be adapted in the post-COVID-
19 settings to promote equity and inclusion for all students?  

3. What do you think should be the priorities in equity and inclusion in the post-COVID-19 
setting? 

 

GROUP 1: RESHAPING LEARNING STRATEGIES FOR EQUITY AND INCLUSION (Moderator: Ms. Diana 

Toledo Figueroa, OECD; Note-taker: Ms. Christa Rawkins, OECD) 

Participants in Group 1 presented examples of specific strategies implemented across countries to 

support vulnerable students during COVID-19. These included the identification of students without 

access to learning or requiring additional support, the targeted provision of resources to ensure 

continued learning or extra support and more adaptive approaches to learning, including through 

better diagnosis of student needs and curricular adaptation. Participants stressed the challenge of 

identifying strategies that have been effective and how to share the knowledge built during the 

pandemic while supporting vulnerable students. 

More generally, three clear themes emerged during the discussion on efforts implemented across 

countries to support vulnerable and disadvantaged students during the pandemic: i) strengthened 

social partnership; ii) diverse and more consolidated networks; and iii) an expanded role for education. 

These themes were further emphasised when participants discussed efforts that education systems 

should undertake to adapt strategies to promote equity and inclusion for all students and identify 

post-COVID-19 policy priorities.  
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In terms of social partnerships, participants emphasised that social solidarity has been a key feature 

of the pandemic, with considerable increases to donations to civil-society and non-for-profit 

organisations throughout 2020. Participants recognised that the desire to help shared by national and 

international communities should be harnessed and maintained in the post-COVID-19 settings, also in 

the field of education. During the pandemic, across countries, volunteers have actively mobilised to 

promote positive actions for local communities and vulnerable people, including vulnerable students 

and their families. For example, in some countries, volunteer students from colleges and universities 

have been recruited to support families and teachers in need of extra help. Participants also 

highlighted how, during the pandemic, increasing partnerships between teachers and families have 

consolidated. In particular, during school closures and intermittent school re-openings, families more 

directly experienced the daily learning of their children, while also gaining a better understanding of 

teachers’ work. Participants emphasised how this greater partnership between teachers and parents 

has been crucial in ensuring the continuity of learning and represents an opportunity to promote more 

equitable and inclusive education systems post-COVID-19.  

Participants pointed out different types of networks consolidated during the pandemic that have 

contributed to effectively support the continuity of learning, especially for vulnerable students. First, 

schools have actively collaborated with other public services to identify and support students not 

being reached by educational continuity. For example, in some countries, the police has helped to 

deliver educational resources to students without access to digital learning. Second, 

inter-organisational networks have also been key to run initiatives to support vulnerable students, 

often in collaboration with one another and governmental institutions to provide, among others, 

access to internet to students in isolated rural settings. Finally, the collaboration between teachers 

and other school staff has also be crucial during the pandemic, with schools across several countries 

witnessing an increased collaboration among school staff and enhanced sharing of resources and 

advice.  

Participants agreed that, in the context of COVID-19, there has been an increasing attention to the 

wider role that education has beyond academic learning. In particular, during the pandemic, academic 

learning has been increasingly connected to wider dimensions of student well-being. For example, 

student physical and mental health has been increasingly highlighted as crucial and intrinsically 

connected to academic outcomes. Participants also marked that the pandemic has emphasised the 

importance of promoting teacher well-being. Additionally, participants emphasised the increasing 

importance that extra-curricular activities will have beyond the pandemic to support the well-being 

of more vulnerable students. For instance, the learning and well-being of students from more 

disadvantaged settings, who have been particularly hit by the pandemic, should be adequately 

addressed through targeted strategies during and post-COVID-19, such as by providing extra-

curricular activities targeted at addressing their needs and gaps.  
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GROUP 2: BUILDING TEACHERS AND SCHOOL LEADERS’ CAPACITY FOR EQUITY AND INCLUSION 

(Moderator: Ms. Deborah Nusche, OECD; Note-taker: Ms. Ottavia Brussino, OECD)  

Participants first agreed on the key importance of the theme of their group to transform the challenges 

brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic into opportunities for more equitable and inclusive 

education systems beyond the crisis. The group discussed policies and practices implemented across 

countries during the pandemic as well as envisaged policy priorities for future reforms.  

Among the strategies implemented during school closures and intermittent school re-openings due to 

the COVID-19 pandemic, participants identified summer programmes and gradual school re-openings 

as key practices that have promoted equity and inclusion for diverse vulnerable students. For example, 

in some countries, summer programmes implemented in 2020 allowed to promote the 

socio-emotional learning of students particularly affected by the pandemic, such as students with 

special education needs and students from diverse minority groups. These programmes aimed to 

focus on reconnecting, promoting student well-being and supporting transitions between different 

education levels. Teachers, specialised teaching assistants and prospective teachers were among the 

personnel hired to carry out such programmes across a number of countries. Gradual school 

re-openings prioritising vulnerable students, such as students with special education needs, was also 

an effective strategy highlighted by participants.  

The group then discussed teacher policy areas to promote equity and inclusion during and post-

COVID-19. Participants emphasised the need for supporting teachers, such as by setting clear 

frameworks that identify teachers’ workload balance and right to disconnect in the context of distance 

and/or hybrid learning. Introducing social workers, psychologists and other professionals in schools 

was also identified as a strategy to support teachers in the classroom while also promoting student 

well-being, both during and after COVID-19. Participants also emphasised that the skills and 

competences teachers quickly learnt during the COVID-19 pandemic, such as digital technologies skills 

for distance learning, should be leveraged on to promote more equitable and inclusive education 

systems after the pandemic. For example, digital technologies competences acquired by teachers 

could be effective to support diverse student groups, such as students with special education needs 

but also students in different geographic locations. Concerning policy areas to consolidate teacher 

capacity for equity and inclusion post-COVID-19, participants identified the need for training on 

differentiated instruction and inclusive teaching.  

Finally, participants stressed the need for comprehensive national reviews aimed at assessing 

challenges faced by teachers during the pandemic and pointing out opportunities to improve teacher 

policies for equity and inclusion. At the international level, a participant highlighted the need to 

promote a more similar understanding of diversity and inclusion among education stakeholders as key 

to enhance peer learning across countries. A participant also emphasised the importance of fostering 

a democratic culture within education institutions to allow vulnerable students to actively express 

their needs, which have likely increased during the pandemic. 
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GROUP 3: SUPPORTING STUDENT MENTAL HEALTH AND WELL-BEING (Moderator: Ms. Francesca 

Gottschalk, OECD; Note-taker: Ms. Cecilia Mezzanotte, OECD) 

Participants underlined the importance of adopting a holistic approach to support students during and 

after the COVID-19 pandemic, thus paying particular attention to their mental health and well-being. 

The group agreed that during the COVID-19 pandemic, social isolation, fear of illness, and other related 

factors have challenged student mental health and well-being in diverse and profound ways. Due to 

their salience, across countries, these concerns have become increasingly discussed within and 

beyond education systems during the pandemic, and are likely to gain growing importance in the near 

future. The group discussed policies and practices implemented across countries during the pandemic 

to support student mental health, and envisaged policy priorities for future reforms. 

Among the policies and practices shared by participants, some strategies targeted mental health 

directly, while others more indirectly through activities for diverse student groups or focusing on 

different issues. Concerning the direct strategies to tackle student mental health, some countries 

offered free psychological meetings to students with mental health disorders, or pushed for face-

to-face lessons at least once a week to support struggling students. In terms of less direct strategies 

to promote mental health, some countries organised campaigns targeted at vulnerable student 

groups, such as refugee students or students belonging to ethnic groups and national minorities, in 

order to address different forms of exclusion in and beyond schools, which can greatly affect student  

mental health. Participants underlined how, in the COVID-19 context, it is even more important for 

students to have safe spaces to exchange experiences and address their well-being needs.  

Participants highlighted how various countries have adopted digital technologies tools to support 

children and adolescents well-being, together with that of their parents. For instance, a participant 

pointed out that countries have offered online counselling or hotlines, while others have concentrated 

more on providing feedback and psychological support to students, even at the loss of the coverage 

of the curriculum. Furthermore, a variety of mental health and well-being services offered in person 

before the pandemic were transferred online during the COVID-19 crisis. Participants also marked how 

the increased exposure and time dedicated to online activities have implied a need to monitor 

students’ online safety and potential negative consequences on their well-being and mental health. 

Furthermore, the group marked the crucial role of teachers, which should receive the means and 

support they require, as they cannot support students’ well-being alone. This rationale extends to 

figures such as school leaders and non-instructional staff (e.g. school counsellors), who play an 

important role. To further support student mental health and well-being during and beyond the 

pandemic, the group highlighted the importance of providing appropriate training for teachers and 

school staff in fields such as the recognition of trauma in vulnerable students or the identification of 

mental distress or signs of abuse among students. Participants also remarked the importance of 

supporting teacher well-being and mental health, so that they can be the most effective at helping 

students without suffering from burn-outs or leaving the profession. Finally, participants highlighted 

the involvement of parents and families as a key element to promote mental health and well-being 

for all students, especially vulnerable students. Education systems should also consider to foster 

systems of peer-to-peer support as these can be impactful and cost-effective practices to improve 

students’ support network. 
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In conclusion, participants discussed future implications of the aforementioned policies for the 

inclusion and well-being of all students, particularly emphasising two elements. First, the group 

remarked that support for student well-being should not be intended as support for specific problems, 

as to avoid a negative labelling of students. This implies taking a more holistic approach to student 

mental health and well-being and turn the strategies developed during this crisis into an opportunity 

to recognise and deal with pre-existing inequities. Secondly, participants stressed the importance of 

building and teaching resilience as the current crisis demonstrated that it is hard to predict future 

events or developments as well as the impact that these may have on the student population.  

 

GROUP 4: USING TECHNOLOGY TO FOSTER EQUITY AND INCLUSION (Moderator: Mr. Stéphan 

Vincent-Lancrin, OECD; Note-taker: Mr. Koen Van Lieshout, OECD) 

With respect to the most important policies and practices implemented during COVID-19 to foster the 

use of technology for equity and inclusion, participants mentioned a range of initiatives implemented 

across countries. Some participants focused on support provided to teachers, such as teacher 

helplines to alleviate negative impacts of the pandemic on teacher mental health. Other participants 

focused on students, such as by mentioning platforms set up to match student needs to suppliers that 

could offer them digital technologies devices. Several participants also emphasised how device sharing 

was set up in many countries, for example through schools collecting devices and sharing them with 

students in need or the private sector providing free computers or laptops to students in need.  

Participants also mentioned a number of policies set up to streamline communication or share 

practices and experiences. First, some education systems decided to use the same methods of 

communication across schools as changes in communication methods particularly confused younger 

students. Participants also mentioned that education systems set up webinar series on online learning 

during the pandemic and shared good practices for higher education students. Student surveys were 

also implemented to gather information about student experiences and understand student needs 

during the pandemic. Participants marked how, in countries with most manuals and textbooks already 

provided online before the COVID-19 crisis, the main challenge the education system had to cope with 

was the increased demand for those resources.  

When discussing adapting the abovementioned policies and practices to improve equity and inclusion 

for all students post-COVID-19, participants presented several suggestions. For example, participants 

mentioned the importance of creating frameworks for quality assurance in digital (higher) education 

and redefining blended learning and digital learning in light of COVID-19. Some participants also 

emphasised the importance of targeting funding for digital higher education in areas such as 

strengthening mental health support programmes, online pedagogies, and digital competences. 

Implementing systems to teach students from non-dominant languages could also be a priority to 

benefit all students, especially students who are non-native speakers. To supplement such systems, 

online translation services for parents of immigrant students can also be provided to improve 

teacher-parent communication.  

In terms of priorities, participants discussed a number of key policy areas. Participants agreed that a 

precondition for such priorities is providing the necessary funding to promote the use of technology 
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for equity and inclusion post-COVID-19. Priorities discussed by participants include: i) addressing the 

digital divide (by providing not only equity in access but also in the quality of access); ii) addressing 

the achievement gaps of students who have had less successful learning opportunities during the 

pandemic; iii) addressing the gap in language immersion/skill development from non-dominant 

language speaking students; and iv) sharing best practices and gathering information on the impact of 

policy instruments.  

GROUP 5: STRENGTHENING PARENTAL AND COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT FOR EQUITY AND 

INCLUSION (Moderator: Ms. Lucie Cerna, OECD; Note-taker: Mr. Alexandre Rutigliano, OECD) 

Participants agreed that parental and community engagement is key to promote equity and inclusion 

in education. As such, strengthening the link between schools, parents/families and communities has 

been particularly important in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. In the breakout group, 

participants discussed key strategies implemented during the pandemic to strengthen parental and 

community engagement and envisaged key opportunities for future reforms.  

First, participants shared key policies and practices implemented across countries and organisations 

during the pandemic that aimed at strengthening the link between schools, families and communities. 

Participants shared various policy initiatives, such as the distribution of free electronic devices and 

printed material in remote areas to keep students and their families engaged. One participant stressed 

that these devices and material can be adapted to meet diverse student needs, such as through braille 

keyboards. Participants also discussed targeted initiatives implemented across countries, such as the 

use of Roma teacher assistants and mediators and keeping schools open for vulnerable student 

groups, e.g. students with special education needs. Implementing extra school opening hours to 

encourage communication with families about their concerns and needs was also identified as an 

effective practice.  

Participants emphasised that in various countries, despite the fact that some policies exist at the 

system level (e.g. guidelines), most initiatives to engage parents and communities depend on local 

authorities and schools. This allows schools and local authorities to adapt parental and community 

engagement to their specific contexts and needs. Moreover, participants emphasised the importance 

to build on pre-existing initiatives at the local level and adapt them to crisis settings.  

Participants also pointed out that school-level initiatives to address vulnerable students could be 

expanded to benefit all students beyond the pandemic. Such initiatives include socialisation and extra-

curricular activities that can benefit the socio-emotional well-being of all students. Initiatives also 

include remedial classes that usually target specific student groups. Finally, participants mentioned 

that technology, such as video-calls, has proven to be effective in reaching parents and keeping them 

engaged. Hence, participants identified technology as an opportunity to promote equity and inclusion 

in education after the pandemic, if students and families are equitably granted access to good quality 

digital technologies infrastructure.  
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GROUP 6: ADAPTING ASSESSMENT METHODS FOR EQUITY AND INCLUSION (Moderator: Mr. Paulo 

Santiago, OECD; Note-taker: Ms. Julia Gorochovskij, OECD) 

Formative and summative assessments are important elements of the learning cycle and may be 

especially relevant for distance learning settings linked to the COVID-19 crisis to ensure that students 

are being engaged and retain knowledge while away from classrooms. In the breakout group, 

participants considered key challenges of assessment brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic, 

especially those imposed by prolonged school closures and distance learning. Within this context, the 

group discussed assessment methods and practices implemented across countries during the 

pandemic and considered how such strategies may be adapted to promote equity and inclusion of all 

students beyond the pandemic.  

First, participants emphasised that, during the COVID-19 pandemic, the focus of most education 

systems converged on prioritising student well-being and promoting continuity of learning for 

disadvantaged students. Specific assessments such as those at the end of upper secondary education 

or university entrance assessments posed a key challenge for countries during the pandemic and were 

often de-prioritised during this period. Several countries reported having cancelled or postponed 

high-stakes assessments, as well as either accepting more students into higher education institutions 

or waiving their assessment requirements for entrance.  

Participants also noted that, in some education systems, schools were left to decide whether and how 

to evaluate students. This allowed schools to tailor their assessment strategies to meet the diverse 

needs of their student populations. The evaluation of some of the assessment results implemented 

during the pandemic was reported to have led to the identification of gaps between students from 

higher and lower socio-economic backgrounds. This was helpful in targeting additional measures to 

support student groups with the largest learning gaps. Finally, some countries also reported replacing 

examinations with calculated grades, standardising them without considering historical school data to 

avoid further disadvantaging vulnerable students.   

In terms of formative assessments, participants reported that countries resorted to digital tools, such 

as computer and phone-based technologies. For this purpose, some countries provided students from 

more disadvantaged settings with necessary devices such as computers aiming to reduce inequities in 

digital access amongst their student population. In other countries, phone-based assessments were 

used to be able to reach the most disadvantaged students without having to allocate and provide 

additional digital devices.  

Other forms of assessment, such as diagnostic or language assessments, may have been challenging 

to implement in the context of school closures. In relation to this, participants pointed out that digital 

tools will likely be used in the future to develop approaches for online and distance-based assessments 

targeted at particularly vulnerable student groups. This includes assessments of proficiency in 

languages of instruction, diagnostic assessment for students with special education needs, as well as 

early-years evaluations of student strengths before school entry.  
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GROUP 7: BUILDING TEACHERS AND SCHOOL LEADERS’ CAPACITY FOR EQUITY AND INCLUSION 

(Moderator: Mr. Luka Boeskens, OECD; Note-taker: Mr. Matthew Gill, OECD) 

Participants discussed key policies and practices implemented during the COVID-19 to build teacher 

capacity for equity and inclusion of diverse vulnerable students. In some countries, guidelines for both 

school counsellors and teachers have been provided to support vulnerable students. In particular, 

these guidelines were established to support students that have fallen behind during school closures 

and intermittent school re-openings and to support teachers in adapting curricula to better meet 

student needs. In particular, participants discussed a number of policies and practices implemented 

across countries to support students with special education needs during the pandemic. In some 

countries, for example, teachers have received ad hoc training to support students with special 

education needs during the pandemic. To further address the needs of students with special education 

needs during school closures and intermittent school re-openings, some education systems 

established specialised taskforces and increased the hiring of teachers and specialised teaching 

assistants.  

When discussing strategies to promote equity and inclusion for all students post-COVID-19, 

participants suggested a number of key system-level factors. These included increasing public funding 

(especially at lower education levels), delaying the tracking age and regulating school admission. Also, 

participants noted how during the pandemic teachers have often acted on their own initiative. 

Increased attention has been focused on teachers engaging with students in differentiated ways, such 

as addressing isolation and showing empathy. Participants agreed that all students could benefit from 

these practices if they are maintained, institutionalised and recognised looking forward beyond the 

pandemic.  

The group also commented how, because of the COVID-19 pandemic, teachers have developed new 

digital technologies skills and made greater use of open education resources. Participants agreed that, 

for the sake of all students, these new skills and practices should be upheld and capitalised on beyond 

the pandemic. Finally, across countries, the pandemic has raised the salience of discussing and 

focusing on student and teacher mental health. The group agreed that if the focus on mental health 

is maintained beyond the pandemic and becomes integrated into teachers’ regular work, equity and 

inclusion for all students can be further promoted. 

Plenary discussion 

The plenary discussion provided a place to exchange key insights from each group discussion with all 

Forum participants. For each group, one or more spokespeople chosen among the moderator and 

group participants briefly reported key takeaways.  

Group 1 highlighted that during the COVID-19 pandemic learning has become more participative with 

increasing partnerships and networks of people collaborating to support student learning. The group 

also mentioned the interconnection of inequity factors and the involvement of public services during 

the pandemic to ensure equitable access to distance learning. Furthermore, the group marked the 

increasing involvement of parents and families in student learning during the pandemic. Moving 

forward, the group emphasised the need to prioritise, among others, the connection of academic 

outcomes with broader aspects of student well-being, such as socio-emotional well-being.   
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Group 2 suggested the importance of having comprehensive national policy and legislative 

frameworks to inclusive education as well as promoting efforts to share a similar understanding of 

inclusive education across countries to enhance peer learning. In the context of COVID-19, the group 

emphasised an increase in teacher workload and the need to address this during and beyond the 

pandemic. Frameworks should be developed to set tasks that are and are not expected from teachers, 

in particular in the context of distance and hybrid learning. The group also suggested that such 

frameworks should address teachers’ right to disconnect.  While the role of teachers and schools is 

key to promote children and youth’s well-being during and post-COVID-19, schools should not 

substitute social security systems. Therefore, strong partnerships among all actors are needed to 

support student well-being during and beyond the pandemic. From this, the group underlined the 

importance of supporting teachers with adequate professionals, such as psychologists and social 

workers.  

Group 3 noted how, in many countries, there is a lack of system-level support for student well-being 

even though there exist some national approaches, such as hotlines. The group also marked the 

important role of teachers, who should be supported as they cannot support student well-being alone. 

For example, school health counsellors can play an important role in this. To further support student 

mental health and well-being during and beyond the pandemic, the group highlighted the importance 

of training for teachers and other school staff, such as training to recognise trauma in vulnerable 

students. Finally, the group recognised the involvement of parents and families as a key element to 

promote mental health and well-being for all students, especially vulnerable students particularly hit 

by the pandemic.  

Group 4 emphasised how providing the necessary funding for digital technologies for inclusion is an 

enabling factor for all the priorities identified by the group in its breakout discussion. These priorities 

include addressing the digital divide and achievement gaps that emerged during the pandemic and 

are likely to expand after the crisis. Addressing the language gaps for non-dominant language speaking 

students is also key. The group finally highlighted that the new legal and policy frameworks that are 

being developed during and beyond the pandemic should include clear references to digital education 

for all students. 

Group 5 mentioned key strategies implemented during the pandemic to strengthen the engagement 

of parents and families. These include providing tablets and computers to students in need and 

engaging with families virtually or over the phone. Furthermore, the group emphasised how the 

disruptions and challenges faced during the pandemic have led to an increasing reliance on existing 

measures and on the community to promote equitable access to learning for diverse students. Even 

during the pandemic, some countries have shifted towards a broader understanding of inclusive 

education for all students by providing support to all vulnerable students irrespective of specific 

groups.  

Group 6 noted that assessment, as a key element of the learning process, was reduced in importance 

during COVID-19. During the pandemic there has been a greater focus on formative assessment also 

with support for disadvantaged student groups. The group suggested successful practices from 

countries, which include the implementation of assessment by phone during the COVID-19 pandemic 

and other crises for students with difficult access to digital technologies. The group also marked a 
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shared belief that in the future, digital tools will create opportunities for online/distance assessment 

targeting specific student groups, such as diagnostic and language assessment. 

Lastly, Group 7 noted that in some countries, on top of teachers, key school staff such as school 

counsellors have been actively supported in their role to address the needs of students falling behind 

during the pandemic. When focusing on teachers, the group suggested that across many countries 

teachers have been increasingly provided with training to engage students in remedial learning. An 

increasing development of bottom-up professional learning opportunities, such as collaborative 

platforms, will likely become even more prominent after the pandemic. The group also highlighted 

that teaching approaches such as differentiated teaching and inclusive teaching, which gained 

increasing relevance during the pandemic, are likely to become systematised approaches going 

forward.  

 

Summary of Breakout Session 

Key themes to think about future policy reforms for more equitable and inclusive education systems 

include: 1) Reshaping learning strategies for equity and inclusion; 2) Building teachers and school 

leaders’ capacity for diversity and inclusion; 3) Supporting student mental health and well-being; 4) 

Using technology to foster equity and inclusion; 5) Strengthening parental and community engagement 

for equity and inclusion; 6) Adapting assessment methods for equity and inclusion.  

In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, learning has become more participative, with stakeholders 

such as families and social workers working together more collaboratively to support vulnerable 

students. These efforts should be promoted post COVID-19 to foster the academic and socio-emotional 

well-being of all students. To promote student mental health and well-being, education systems and 

schools should move towards system-level support and programmes. This also includes preparing 

teachers through practical training, such as on how to identify trauma in vulnerable students. Teacher 

training on differentiated instruction and inclusive teaching, increasingly implemented during the 

pandemic, should also be systematically promoted beyond the pandemic to foster equity and inclusion 

for all students.  

In the post COVID-19 settings, ensuring that legal and policy frameworks include references to digital 

education for all will be key to address the digital divide and the achievement gaps emerged during the 

pandemic. Similarly, parental and community engagement is important to promote inclusion, which 

became even more salient during the COVID-19 crisis. During the pandemic, most initiatives to engage 

parents and communities have depended on local authorities and schools to be able to adapt to specific 

contexts, and these local initiatives should be built on when new crises arise. Continuing to provide 

access to digital devices to vulnerable students and their families is also key to ensure an active 

engagement of parents/guardians of all students, including vulnerable students. Leveraging on the 

progress in the use of digital technologies in education advanced during COVID-19, such as using digital 

devices for formative assessments, can create future opportunities for distance assessment targeted to 

particular student groups, such as diagnostic or language assessment. 
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CLOSING 

Mr. Paulo Santiago thanked participants for their active participation in the Forum and emphasised 

the role of the Forum as an engaging peer-learning opportunity for participatory countries and 

organisations. Mr. Santiago also thanked presenters from the European Commission, UNESCO and the 

World Bank for the stimulating insights provided through their presentations and in the plenary 

discussions. He also thanked participants for their active participation and for making the Forum a 

successful peer-learning opportunity.  

The Forum identified the key priority of scaling up effective responses to the COVID-19 pandemic to 

improve equity and inclusion in education for all students. Education systems should capitalise on the 

opportunities provided by education responses to the pandemic going beyond remediation only and 

re-orienting learning strategies to promote equity and inclusion. With respect to this, the Forum gave 

participants an opportunity to widen their understanding of inclusion in education as well as to 

identify promising policy approaches to promote more equitable and inclusive education systems. 

These approaches concern a wide range of policy areas. Among others, education systems will need 

to promote socio-emotional learning for all students, especially vulnerable students. Education 

stakeholders will also have to broaden their understanding of inclusion to better analyse the new 

challenges for diverse student groups that have been accentuated by the pandemic. This includes, 

among others, addressing new forms of educational disadvantage, such as the one linked to the digital 

divide stressed during the pandemic. At the same time, it is important to explore the potential of 

digital technologies for equity and inclusion, taking advantage of the ability to better personalise 

learning strategies.  

Preparing teachers and school leaders for differentiated instruction and inclusive teaching remains 

key. During and after the pandemic, it is essential to reshape learning strategies for equity and 

inclusion, including adapting assessment methods for equity and inclusion and using diagnostic 

assessment to identify students with the greatest learning losses. Strengthening the organisation of 

educational institutions as places for inclusive learning remains also key as well as partnering with 

parents and school communities to promote student learning.  

There remains the crucial need to protect and better target education financing as the COVID-19 crisis 

is likely to put pressure on the public education budget, which could potentially limit educational 

opportunities for disadvantaged groups at all levels. Funding targeting disadvantaged and vulnerable 

students is needed to ensure that their needs and learning are supported during and beyond the 

pandemic. Building political commitment at the top, together with consolidating public awareness of 

equity and inclusion challenges, is another important precondition to drive the equity and inclusion 

agenda in education beyond the pandemic.  
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