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Section one

COVID Intensive Learning
Support Program



Executive summary

The NSW Government announced the COVID Intensive Learning Support Program on

10 November 2020, as part of the 2020-21 NSW Budget. The primary goal of the $337 million
program was to deliver intensive small group tuition for students who were disadvantaged by the
move to remote and/or flexible learning, helping to close the equity gap. It included:

. $306 million to provide small-group tuition for eligible students across every NSW
Government primary, secondary and special purpose school
. $31.0 million for around 400 non-government schools to provide small-group tuition to

students with the greatest levels of need.

The objective of this audit was to assess the effectiveness of the design and implementation of the
COVID Intensive Learning Support Program (the program). To address this objective, the audit
assessed whether the Department of Education (the Department):

. effectively designed the program and supporting governance arrangements
. is effectively implementing the program.

This audit focuses on activities between October 2020 and August 2021, which aimed to address
the first session of learning from home in New South Wales. From August to October 2021,
students in many areas of New South Wales were learning from home again, but this second
period has not been a focus of this audit. On 18 October 2021, the NSW Government announced
the program would be extended into 2022.
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Conclusion

The COVID Intensive Learning Support Program was effectively designed to help students
catch up on learning loss due to the interruptions to schooling caused by COVID-19. The
Department rapidly stood up a taskforce to implement the program and then developed
supporting governance arrangements during implementation.

Most students in New South Wales were required to learn from home for at least seven weeks during 2020
due to the impact of the Novel-Coronavirus (COVID-19). The Department researched, analysed and advised
government on several options to address the learning loss that resulted. It recommended small group tuition
as the preferred option as it was supported by available evidence and could be rolled out at scale with speed.
It identified risks of ensuring an adequate supply of educators and options to address those risks. Consistent
with its analysis of where the impact of the learning loss was most severe, the Department proposed to direct
funding to schools with higher concentrations of students from the most disadvantaged backgrounds.

The Department established a cross-functional taskforce to conduct detailed planning and support program
implementation. Short timeframes meant the taskforce initially sought approval for key decisions from the
program sponsor and existing oversight bodies on an as-needed basis before dedicated program governance
arrangements were formalised. Once established, the governance body met regularly to oversee program
delivery.

The COVID Intensive Learning Support Program is being effectively implemented. The
Department has refined the program during rollout to respond to risks, issues and feedback
from schools. Issues with how schools enter data into Department systems have affected
the timeliness and accuracy of program monitoring information.

The Department provided schools with guidelines, example models of delivery, systems to record student
progress and professional learning. Around 80 per cent of schools had begun delivering tuition under the
program by the target date. Schools reported issues with sourcing qualified teachers as a key reason they
were unable to start the program by the expected date. In response, the Department expanded the type of
staff schools could employ, developed an online tuition program, and allowed schools to engage third-party
providers to help schools that had difficulty finding qualified teachers for the program.

The Department used existing systems to monitor school progress in implementing the program. This reduced
the administrative burden on schools, but there were several issues with data quality and timeliness. The
program included a mid-year review point to check whether schools were on track to spend their funding. This
helped focus schools on ensuring funding would be spent and allowed for redistribution between schools.

The Department considered program evaluation early in policy design and planning. It embedded an
evaluator on the taskforce and expanded a key assessment program to help provide evidence of impact. A
process and outcome evaluation is underway which will help inform future delivery. The evaluation will
examine educational impacts for students participating in the program but it has not established methods to
reliably assess the extent to which the program has met a goal to help 'close the equity gap' for students.

1. Key findings

The policy design phase considered evidence and weighed options to address learning loss
due to COVID related disruptions

The Department developed an understanding of the needs and models of small-group tuition
during the policy planning stage. Small-group tuition was identified as an appropriate method to
help students catch up on learning loss. Policy planning included analysis of data from check-in
assessments, external research and models used in other jurisdictions. The benefits and risks of
alternate options were discussed with Treasury prior to being presented to the Minister for
endorsement.
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Budget costings overestimated what each teacher could deliver, which required lowering
the number of weeks each targeted student would receive support in the final model

Costings developed for the budget proposal underestimated the total costs of delivering the
program. The costing estimated an hourly rate for teachers based on them being available to
deliver tuition for 35 hours per week over the full 52 weeks of the year. This did not account for
school holidays, the hours available for teaching in a school day or the time needed for
administration. The costing also assumed an average group size of five students, which was at the
upper limit of a recommended size of 2-5 students.

The initial costing was developed on a basis of delivering three 45-minute sessions over 40 weeks
to around 313,300 students in the bottom quartile of socio-economic advantage (260,600
government students and 52,700 non-government students). The final program model lowered
expectations to support students over 20 rather than 40 weeks (which was still in line with the
evidence base).

Soon after the proposal was approved, the Department changed how it targeted funding

After the budget announcement, the Department changed how it targeted funds. It used a different
index to identify socio-economic disadvantage in government schools (the Family Occupation and
Education Index) to align with its needs-based funding model. It increased the number of targeted
students in government schools from around 260,000 to 290,000. To balance the higher number of
students, funding was reduced from $1109 to $983 per student.

The new method varied funding provided for students in the second lowest socio-economic quartile
depending on the overall size of the school. Smaller schools received a higher proportion of
funding for these students than larger schools. The model introduced inequitable outcomes for
schools around a cut-off point of 900 students (around ten per cent of all schools). Once this was
identified in January 2021, the Department considered changing the model but did not proceed as
it would have required reallocating funds from medium-sized to larger schools.

For non-government schools, the funding model was changed to target schools with more than
15 per cent of students in the lowest socio-educational advantage quartile. The funding rate was
increased from $554 to $865 per student and the targeted number of students was reduced from
around 52,700 to 33,400.

A cross-functional taskforce helped to implement the program rapidly, which was supported
by governance arrangements finalised during implementation

During policy development, the Department identified the need for a separate taskforce to run the
program. It stood up a cross-functional taskforce as soon as program funding was approved. This
recognised the complexity of the program and short timeframes. The policy team had done some of
the initial planning about the taskforce structure and workstreams. But there was no existing
standard governance model in the Department for taskforces.

Key supporting infrastructure for the taskforce (e.g. scope, terms of references and program
schedule) were prepared in draft form but not finalised before key decisions were made. This
increased risks to accountability and successful program delivery. In the absence of a formal
governance model, the taskforce initially sought approval on key matters from the program sponsor
and existing governance bodies.

The final governance model gave the program dedicated senior executive oversight through a
program steering committee. An initial advisory group was established in February 2021 but only
met three times and was replaced by a steering committee. The steering committee first met on
18 March 2021 and on a regular basis thereafter to review progress and emerging risks.

Eighty per cent of schools started to implement the program by the expected date

Following the program announcement, the Department worked rapidly to give schools program
guidelines alongside their allocation. The guidelines were succinct and focused on helping schools
to implement the program as early as possible but at least by week six of Term 1. It was important
that schools could commence the program early as delaying the program could increase risks that
students needing additional support would fall further behind.
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The Department used existing systems to monitor how many educators had been engaged for the
program. From this data, around 80 per cent of schools had started the program by Week 6,
Term 1. By the start of Term 2, 2021 most schools had begun to implement the program. Schools
reported a main reason for delays was problems sourcing qualified teachers for the program.

In March 2021, the taskforce advertised an expression of interest for 26 Deputy Principals (in a
part-time capacity) to support schools with implementation. It was required to scale back this model
of support in response to concerns about the impact on school-based staff raised at the new
Steering Committee's first meeting. This delayed the support team from being fully operational

until May 2021 and increased pressure on other taskforce members to support schools with
implementation.

Guidance materials did not directly specify the students who should receive support, which
increased risks that schools would target funding towards other priorities

The Department provided schools with an expected number of students to support based on their
level of funding. Program advice differed slightly in suggesting how students should be prioritised.
For example, from students 'most at need' to those 'falling behind in their learning' or students who
'will benefit the most'. Guidelines also suggested schools consider 'system-negotiated targets'
when planning the program (e.g. increasing the proportion of students in the top two bands of
NAPLAN).

Directors and schools we spoke with told us that the lowest performing students were already well
supported by existing programs. Because of this, schools chose to target funding at students
performing at an average level. We identified a small number of schools that reported explicitly
targeting students to move into the top two bands of NAPLAN. This does not meet the intent of the
program, which was to increase the achievement of students who were disadvantaged by the move
to remote and/or flexible learning, helping to close the equity gap.

Data quality issues affected the accuracy of progress monitoring and reporting

Schools were given a choice of two systems to record the number of students being supported by
the program. There were data quality and timeliness issues with both systems, which has meant
the Department did not have a complete and accurate view of progress during program rollout.

Both systems record the total number of students in small group tuition, which may include
contributions from other funding sources. The systems can account for the session length and
number of weeks of tuition, but the quality of this data is questionable. The Department advised
in October 2021 that it was currently assessing the impact of potential under or over reporting.

The Department planned for program evaluation early and dedicated resources to this

Evaluation needs were considered during policy planning and program development. The taskforce
included an Evaluator from November 2020, which helped it to consider evaluation needs during
program planning and rollout. The Department allocated funding to 'check-in' assessments in Term
4 of 2021. These assessments will help demonstrate the impact of the program for participating
students.

The evaluation plan covers most essential elements and includes a process and outcome
component. The evaluation will examine educational impacts for students participating in the
program but it has not established methods to reliably assess the extent to which the program has
met a goal to help 'close the equity gap' for students. It is also unclear how effectively it will cover
unintended consequences of the program, for instance the impact of the program on the availability
of casual teachers.
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The impact of students’ learning from home during 2021 and any implications are currently
unknown

Schools across areas of Sydney were required to shift to learning from home from 12 July, this was
expanded to all areas of the State on 16 August. Students returned to face-to-face learning from
18 October (Kindergarten, Years 1 and 12) and 25 October (all other years).

The Department advised schools to continue delivering the program in a learning from home
environment. The quality of this delivery will have differed depending on the skills of the educator in
delivering lessons online, and the accessibility of students taking part. It will be important for the
Department's evaluation to consider how the program was affected during this period.

For many students, the learning from home period in 2021 was longer than that experienced in
2020. However, both schools and students had more experience in teaching and learning from
home. It will be important for the Department to establish the scale of any impacts from the 2021
learning from home period and use this to inform future program delivery settings.

2. Recommendations

By January 2022, to inform the next stage of the program the Department of Education
should:

1. review and revise the program funding allocation model to improve the equity of distribution
and transparently communicate the method in advice to schools

2. review and revise guidance to clearly communicate the intended target group of students
and the level of flexibility schools have to target other groups of students

3. review and revise guidance on the time schools should allocate to administering the program
(e.g. co-ordination, lesson preparation, assessment, teacher collaboration) based on
feedback from schools and key stakeholder groups

4. review the experience of schools that used initial teacher education students, retired
teachers, school learning support officers, educational paraprofessionals, or allied health
professionals to deliver the program. Use these findings to update program guidelines,
example models of successful delivery and professional learning offerings

5. review the model and outcomes of the online tuition program based on feedback from
participating schools, with a view to increasing its scale.

By March 2022, the Department of Education should:

6. analyse and report on the effects of learning from home during 2021 for students across
different equity groups and geographic areas

7. work with university stakeholders to identify ways to increase use of initial teacher education
students in the program and promote examples of successful models of delivery.
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Lessons for future programs

Delivering the COVID Intensive Learning Support Program required rapid planning and
implementation. For future programs, the Department should consider:

1. having in place standard costing approaches, including hourly cost rates for frontline staff
and allowances for program administration

2. seeking stakeholder feedback on program design at the earliest possible opportunity and
throughout program delivery to allow for adjustments to be made

3. having in place model governance arrangements for program taskforces that balance rapid
decision-making with appropriate oversight

4. including an evaluation resource or perspective during program planning to enable timely
collection of data at appropriate points of the program

5. providing early and clear guidance on program objectives, potential models of delivery,
intended target groups, and the level of flexibility to vary program implementation

6. using a range of methods to monitor on-the-ground implementation to identify trends,
understand problem areas and respond with targeted support.
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1. Introduction

1.1 2020 COVID-19 pandemic and NSW schools

Emergence of COVID-19 and remote learning for students

The emergence of the Novel-Coronavirus (COVID-19) brought significant health and safety risks to
the public from January 2020, with increasing transmission and safety risks during February and
March. On 11 March 2020, the World Health Organisation declared COVID-19 a pandemic.

The NSW Government required social distancing at schools from 15 March 2020, and encouraged
students to learn from home from 24 March 2020. Schools conducted online learning for
approximately seven weeks across Terms 1 and 2. The Department developed and deployed
online materials and other resources for continuing education through remote learning.

Impacts of learning from home

The Department offered optional 'check-in' student assessments following the return to school
from August 2020. These assessments were used in place of NAPLAN, which was postponed due
to the pandemic. Check-in assessments were run for Years 3, 5 and 9 and had high take-up. The
results showed that students were 2—4 months behind on average compared to 2019 results.

Research reported by the Grattan Institute in June 2020 also identified that students from lower
socio-economic backgrounds faced greater educational disadvantage as a result from the move to
learning from home." The report recommended catch-up learning strategies focus intensively on
disadvantaged students. The report found the level of impact depended on factors such as:

. home environment being conducive to learning

. access to digital devices and internet connectivity

. parental/other support for learning at home

. capabilities and motivation for independent learning
. adapting to new routines for learning

. well-being and good health.

COVID Intensive Learning Support Program

On 10 November 2020, the NSW Government announced the $337 million COVID Intensive
Learning Support Program (the program) to provide for small group tuition for students whose
learning had been affected by the disruptions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic.

The program was one of the NSW Government's COVID Economic Stimulus Measures as part of
the 2020-21 Budget. An economic stimulus aim of the program was to employ around 5,500
additional staff including: accredited teachers, retired teachers, initial teacher education students,
university academics and post-graduate university students with appropriate qualifications. Small
group tuition was estimated to be provided to up to 290,000 students for both government and
non-government schools.

Funding was allocated to three components, with school funding for the 2021 school year:

. $289 million for all government schools
. $31.0 million for select non-government schools
. $17.0 million for program administration for government schools.

1 Sonnemann, J & Goss, P 2020, COVID catch-up: helping disadvantaged students close the equity gap, Grattan
Institute, viewed 3 November 2021, <https://grattan.edu.au/report/covid-catch-up/>.
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1.2 Delivery of the program

COVID Intensive Learning Support Program Taskforce

The Department established a taskforce to develop and deliver the program for government
schools. The taskforce was established on 9 November 2020, a day before announcement of the
program. Its responsibilities included:

. setting human resources and industrial relations protocols (e.g. pay rates and conditions)
. developing a recruitment pool of tutors

. determining funding allocations to schools

. developing guidelines, support materials and professional learning resources

. monitoring schools' implementation and reporting to senior governance committees

. data collection and processes for evaluation.

School responsibilities for program delivery

School responsibilities for implementing the program included:

. selecting appropriate students to receive small-group tuition

. identifying and employing tutors

. assisting and supervising tutors that are delivering the tuition

. monitoring student progress and communicating with parents or guardians
. reporting to the Department on program activities and student progress.

Allocation of funding

The Department provided funding to schools based on the number of students in each
socio-economic quartile. For government schools, it used the Family Occupation and Education
Index (FOEI) to identify the socio-economic background of students. For non-government schools,
it used the Australian, Curriculum and Reporting Authority's socio-educational advantage model.

All government schools received funding under the program. The minimum amount of funding was
$5,600 for schools with up to ten students. The largest funding allocation was $698,000.

Funding to non-government schools was allocated if schools had greater than 15 per cent of
students in the lowest socio-educational advantage quartile. Funding was provided to around 390
non-government schools and ranged from $5,500 to $547,000.

1.3 About the audit

The objective of this audit was to assess the effectiveness of the design and implementation of the
COVID Intensive Learning Support Program. The audit focused on:

. the design and planning of the program
. the implementation of the program (both centrally and within government schools)
. monitoring and evaluation activities.

The audit interviewed ten schools as case studies. These schools included a mix of school types
(primary, secondary, central, schools for specific purposes), locations (metropolitan, inner regional,
outer regional) and levels of funding (low, medium and high as a proportion of total students).

Fieldwork for this audit was conducted from June to August 2021. For this reason, audit
observations concentrate on program set up and implementation during Terms 1 and 2. Students in
many areas of New South Wales were required to learn from home for most of Term 3. The audit
did not examine in detail how well small group tuition was delivered in this context.
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2. Program design

This chapter considers how effectively the COVID Intensive Learning Support Program (the
program) was designed and planned for implementation.

2.1 Policy development and costing

Program design considered the available evidence base

The Department considered research and analysis of similar catch-up learning programs
implemented in other jurisdictions in designing the program. The Department's analysis included:

. reviewing different models of tuition (e.g. allocating vouchers to be used in the private
tutoring market and the direct engagement and management of tutors)

. examining the size of groups, the length of sessions, and duration of the program

. assessing the effectiveness and risks of different options.

The Department's policy development concluded that small-group tuition could help students
catch-up on learning disruptions from the 2020 COVID lockdowns. It identified that students from
the lowest socio-economic quartile were likely to have been affected the most by lockdowns.

The Department advised that it did not consult all relevant stakeholders during policy planning due
to the proposal being part of an upcoming budget submission. It spent 12 days developing the
proposal before submission to Treasury alongside costings. Engaging with relevant stakeholders at
the earliest opportunity is important to consider any unknown elements that might affect the
success of a potential program.

The initial budget costing overestimated what could be delivered in school settings

The Department used a 'bottom up' approach to determine the funding required to provide
small-group tuition to each student in the lowest socio-economic quartile. Key parameters were:

. length and number of tutoring sessions

. number of students per tutoring session

. staffing cost of delivering tutoring sessions

. program administration and implementation costs.

The budget costing was developed on the basis of students receiving three 45-minute sessions per
week for 40 weeks (90 hours of support). The costing was based on an average group size of five
students. This was at the upper limit of the suggested model of between two to five students.
Costing the program at the maximum group size did not consider that many schools would need to
run smaller group sizes to account for their contexts. This meant the costing likely overestimated
the total number of students that could be supported with a given amount of funding.

Hourly staffing costs were estimated from the annual salary of a full-time teacher employed for 35
hours per week over 52 weeks. This overestimated the capacity for face-to-face delivery as the
program was to occur during school terms (around 40 instead of 52 weeks). This estimate led to a
staffing cost of $62 per hour, which was at the lowest point in the final range of $62 to $89 per hour
depending on staff qualifications and time of day for program delivery.

The initial budget costing identified that supporting 313,000 students would require 2,800 full time
equivalent teaching staff. This implied that each full-time teacher could support 110 students (22
groups of five students). Each group would receive 2 hours and 15 minutes of support each week
for 40 weeks. This equates to around 50 hours per week of face-to-face delivery for each teacher,
without any time for administration. Working through the implications of the costing could have
identified this was beyond what can be reasonably expected.
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Soon after the program was approved by government, the Department reviewed the initial costing
to support an announcement of how many tutors it expected to employ. It applied a higher staffing
cost of $82.50 per hour and allocated 25 per cent of tutor time for administration. This meant it
needed to lower the estimated hours of support from 90 to 48.75 hours per student.

Program objectives aligned with data that students had fallen behind in expected progress

A primary goal of the program was to deliver intensive small group tuition for students with the
greatest need, helping to close the equity gap for disadvantaged students. The motivation for the
program was that students had been disadvantaged by the move to learning from home and that
students from lower socio-economic backgrounds were relatively more affected.

The Department used results from 'check-in' assessments to inform policy development. In the
absence of NAPLAN tests, the Department ran optional check-in assessments for students in
Years 3, 5 and 9. It compared results from the check-in assessments with NAPLAN results from
2019 and found that student learning was approximately 2—4 months behind on average.

The Department did not analyse data on whether students from disadvantaged cohorts (e.g. low
socio-economic status, Aboriginal, or English as an Additional Language or Dialect (EAL/D) or
geographic areas subject to different periods of learning from home were relatively more affected. It
advised this was because the check-in assessments were optional.

Research reports had identified that disadvantaged students in the lowest socio-economic quartile
were likely to have experienced a larger learning loss. Directors and schools we spoke with
reported students who had poorer access to technology, internet connectivity, and negative family
circumstances were affected more during this period.

2.2 Allocation of funding to schools

A new funding model changed how funding was distributed across schools

Policy planning, budgeting and initial advice to the Minister was based on funding government and
non-government schools according to the number of students in the lowest socio-economic quartile
according to the Australian Curriculum and Reporting Authority's index of socio-educational
advantage. This was around 260,000 students in government schools and 52,700 students in
non-government schools. Following the budget announcement, the Department developed two new
funding models to determine final allocations to government and non-government schools.

The new funding model for government schools was based on a different index of socio-economic
disadvantage (the Family Occupation and Education Index). The Department increased the total
number of targeted students by 11 per cent (from around 260,000 to 290,000) and reduced the
amount of funding per student by around 11 per cent (from $1109 to $983 per student). The model
was approved on 3 December 2020 with advice on funding allocations sent to schools the following
day to allow for initial planning.

The new funding model for non-government schools selected schools with more than 15 per cent
of students in the lowest socio-educational advantage quartile (around 390 schools). The number
of targeted students was reduced from around 52,700 to 33,400 and the funding rate per student
was increased from $554 to $865 per student.

The rationale and implications of changing the funding models were not well explained in briefings
to senior management or the Minister. This was important as it was a deviation from the research
report used as a basis for policy development and the initial parameters approved by government.
The Department advised that its initial costing was only for the purpose of constructing an overall
funding envelope and that the revised funding model was more consistent with its methodology for
providing equity funding for government schools.
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There was no explicit rationale for providing less funding per student to larger schools

The funding model for government schools considered the total size of the school when
determining the number of students eligible for funding. This meant smaller schools received
proportionally more funding than larger schools (Exhibit 1).

Exhibit 1: Program funding allocation model

School size Proportion of quartile 1 (%) Proportion of quartile 2 (%)
Less than 300 students 100 100
300 to 899 students 100 50
900 students and larger 75 --

Note: For example, for schools with 300 to 899 students all students in quartile 1 and 50 per cent of students in quartile 2 are included in the calculation.
Source: Audit Office of NSW analysis of Department of Education data.

The design of the funding model meant that school allocations could vary significantly around the
cut-off points, particularly for schools above 900 students. Exhibit 2 shows an example of how the
model could lead to inequitable outcomes. School A receives twice as much funding as School B
despite having the same number of students in the lowest two socio-economic quartiles.

Exhibit 2: Example of how two similar schools could receive different funding amounts

School A School B
Number of students in quartile 1 (lowest) 250 250
Number of students in quartile 2 250 250
Number of students in quartile 3 200 200
Number of students in quartile 4 (highest) 199 201
Total students 899 901
Students eligible for funding 375 187.5
Total funding $368,741 $184,371

Note: The funding model includes all students in quartile 1 and 50 per cent of students in quartile 2 for school A. It only includes 75 per cent of students
in quartile 1 and no students in quartile 2 for school B.
Source: Audit Office of NSW analysis of Department of Education data.

The Department considered revising the funding model but did not proceed with changes

Once schools received their funding allocations, a key stakeholder raised concerns regarding
inequities for larger schools when compared to other schools in their area. Earlier consultation with
stakeholder groups may have identified concerns with the proposed funding model before advice
had been provided to all schools, which raised expectations for what schools would receive.

In January 2021, the Department prepared a brief to the Minister proposing to revise the funding
model. The proposed change would have reallocated $15.6 million from medium-sized schools
(300-899 students) to larger schools (over 900 students), a reduction of 8.55 per cent for
medium-sized schools. Following discussions with the Minister's office and other stakeholders, the
Department decided not to proceed with the proposed changes to the funding model.

Once the decision had been made to keep the existing funding model, the Department analysed
data for 181 schools with over 900 students. It concluded that these schools would not be
disadvantaged because they received high amounts of annual funding and could access unspent
funds from previous years. The analysis was flawed because it did not consider the relative size of
the schools. Doing so would have shown that schools with fewer than 900 students receive more
annual funding and had significantly more unspent funds on a per-student basis.

1
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The Department invited Directors to report any schools that felt their allocation would not meet their
needs and advised that it might have capacity to redistribute some funding before Semester 2. It
did not explicitly identify that larger schools would be given priority and only 30 of the 181 schools
with over 900 students received additional funding for Semester 2 through this process.

The Department negotiated funding agreements with non-government school peak bodies

The program budget announcement included $31 million for non-government schools. The
Department negotiated with two non-government school peak associations to co-ordinate delivery
for schools in their respective sectors. The program is being delivered through funding agreements,
which outline the Department's expectations for program delivery and reporting. It expects that the
program will support around 33,400 students in non-government schools.

Funding agreements and guidelines were finalised on 26 February 2021. Negotiating the
agreements and guidelines required consultation to determine eligible schools, give flexibility in
delivering the program and agree the obligations on the associations. The additional time taken to
finalise agreements meant eligible schools had less time to plan and implement the program.

Funding agreements required the peak associations to report back to the Department only once, by
31 March 2022. The lack of reporting during program delivery meant the Department would not
know how effectively the program had been implemented until it was due to have been completed.
The Department advised it did not request any reporting during 2021 in recognition of the delayed
start to the program and to reduce the administrative burden for the sector.

Non-government schools received 88 per cent of the estimated cost to deliver the program

The program funding model provided non-government schools with 88 per cent of the amount for
each targeted student compared to government schools ($865 compared to $983). The
Department did not disclose that non-government schools would be allocated a proportional
amount per student in its negotiations with non-government peak bodies.

Funding agreements with the non-government peak bodies identify the number of students that
each school is required to support but not the number of weeks they should receive tuition.
Program guidelines suggest 'effective practice' is between 12—20 weeks for each student.
Non-government schools face similar staffing costs as government schools, so may need to alter
the program to fit their funding. For example, a non-government school student is funded to receive
17.5 weeks of support compared to 20 weeks of support for a government school student.

The Department advised that the non-government school sector is aware that New South Wales
does not provide full funding to non-government schools. It reasoned that non-government schools
can supplement funding through parental fees and other income sources, including Commonwealth
Government support. This program targeted funding to around 390 non-government schools with
the highest concentrations of socio-economic disadvantage. These schools have less capacity to
raise parental fees and other income. The funding agreements also did not identify that
non-government schools were expected to contribute additional funding to the program.
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2.3 Program governance and risk management

Supporting governance and implementation arrangements were drafted but not formalised
until after significant decisions had been taken

When the taskforce commenced, it did not have a defined governance model, scope or terms of
reference. These are important program artefacts to clearly outline how the taskforce will operate,
how issues will be escalated, how decisions will be made, and the interdependencies with other
parts of the Department. The taskforce initially operated under draft governance documents and
reported to the program sponsor and existing oversight bodies. Relying on existing oversight
bodies created a risk to getting timely approval on rapid decisions needed for this program as these
bodies covered a wide range of different programs.

Following program announcement, the taskforce worked to rapidly implement the program. It
developed essential elements such as draft program guidelines, systems to recruit tutors and
funding allocations for schools. Taskforce members were selected based on their experience in
relevant fields and worked in close cooperation to determine immediate priorities and actions. The
taskforce included embedded business partners from different areas of the Department to advise
on alignment with Departmental procedures and priorities.

In February 2021, the Department formed a program advisory group to bring together key
stakeholders while program governance arrangements were being finalised. The purpose of the
group was to provide direction to the program, manage dependencies and resolve conflicts. The
advisory group met three times from 4 to 18 February before it was disbanded. The advisory group
was not a fit-for-purpose governance arrangement for rapid decision-making.

The Department replaced the Advisory body with a Steering Committee which first met in
mid-March 2021. The Terms of Reference for the Committee were accepted by the group in
late-April. The Committee had appropriate representation from relevant areas of the Department
and defined its role as a decision-making body that provides high-level oversight of the program. It
initially met fortnightly and then monthly to monitor progress, risks and issues.

The Department identified and advised on key risks during policy development

The Department briefed the Minister on a range of issues and risks during policy development.
These included:

. establishing an appropriately resourced, cross-functional project taskforce

. engaging with stakeholders and educational peak organisations

. developing guidance, resources and professional learning to support implementation
. finalising funding models for government and non-government schools.

A range of actions were also identified for addressing risks of workforce supply, including:

. determining a process for schools engaging retired, on leave, casual and temporary teachers
. considering innovative solutions for difficult to staff areas (e.g. remote delivery)

. working with universities to engage student teachers

. considering industrial relations implications of different staffing models.

The policy area supported the transition to the taskforce following program announcement.
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The taskforce initially managed key risks with formal risk planning occurring later

Soon after it was formed, the taskforce held a workshop to identify key risks in early-stage
implementation. Risk assessments are important when beginning a new program to identify the
range of risks and develop plans to mitigate those risks at the earliest stage possible.

The taskforce's initial approach was to manage risks through daily stand-up meetings for the whole
taskforce and weekly meetings between each stream lead and the head of the taskforce. It
actioned significant tasks such as determining school funding allocations and guidelines before a
comprehensive risk assessment was completed. The Department advised it had limited time for
typical program planning activities but was aware of the risks of rapid implementation.

In mid-December 2020, specialised program management staff worked with the taskforce to
develop a formal risk assessment. The outcome included a program risk register and issues
register which have been monitored and updated during program delivery. Registers detailed
actions to address the risk or issue with a traffic light rating for the status of the risk or issue.

The taskforce reviewed risks and issues throughout the program and updated the program risk and
issues register to reflect these. Additional review was conducted in May 2021 through engagement
of a consultant to review the governance and implementation of the program, a separate review by
a consultant engaged by NSW Treasury, and a taskforce workshop.

The taskforce reported to three key stakeholders/governance bodies on implementation progress,
risks and issues throughout the program:

. School Improvement Executive Committee — monthly from February 2021
. NSW Treasury — monthly from February 2021
. COVID ILSP Steering Committee — initially fortnightly then monthly from March 2021.

NSW Auditor-General's Report to Parliament | COVID Intensive Learning Support Program | Program design



3. Program implementation

This chapter considers how effectively the COVID Intensive Learning Support Program was
implemented over our period of review (Terms 1 and 2, 2021).

3.1 Support provided to schools

Early guidance helped schools prepare for implementing the program

The Department developed guidance and provided it to schools within 24 days of the program
being announced. Advice provided to schools on December 4 included guidelines, example
delivery models, and advice on hiring staff. Providing materials at the end of Term 4, 2020 helped
schools plan for implementing the program by the start of 2021.

Initial guidance was presented in the form of 'Six key steps'. The steps included confirming funding,
viewing the program website and introductory presentation, identifying students suitable for the
program, choosing a delivery model and recruiting educators. The Department published delivery
models covering a wide range of settings, which was useful to avoid one-size-fits-all guidance.

Guidelines were provided to help schools navigate different types of educators that could be
employed for the program. As well as teachers, there were two other categories:

. educational paraprofessionals - have completed a Certificate Il in Education Support, or
equivalent (or be in the process of completing these studies)
. educators (non-teacher) - retired teachers without current teaching accreditation, educators

from the university sector, and students enrolled in a teaching qualification.

Initial communication described educators (non-teacher) but not educational paraprofessionals.
Schools we spoke to told us of initial confusion about how to engage paraprofessionals as these
are not common positions in schools. This added complexity for school planning for the program.

The Department provided schools with clear guidance on the expected number of students to
support based on their funding allocation. For example, a funding allocation of one full time teacher
was expected to support 100 students with three, 45-minute tutoring sessions over 20 weeks.

A central expression of interest campaign identified potential educators for the program

To assist schools in sourcing qualified teachers, the Department ran a centralised Expression of
Interest campaign through a third-party system. It centrally reviewed applicants' qualifications,
experience, criminal history checks, working with children checks and two referee reports. Schools
could then use this system to search for teachers who had expressed an interest in the program.
Schools were still required to interview individual candidates for the program.

As at 1 February 2021, the Department reported 7,300 registrations to be part of the program,
including from 6,400 qualified teachers. Schools we spoke with told us they preferred to use
existing teachers or find teachers through their personal networks rather than a central system.
In June 2021, the Department reported around 500 schools had not used the central system.

Advice to schools was not consistent on which students should take part in the program

The Department's guidance to schools on how to prioritise students for support was not always
directly linked to program aims. The primary aim of the program was to 'increase the achievement
of students who were disadvantaged by the move to remote and/or flexible learning, helping to
close the equity gap'. In the absence of system-wide data on the impact of learning disruption, it
was important for the Department to guide school decisions to help meet the overall program aims.
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Schools were responsible for identifying individual students to take part in the program. Program
advice differed in emphasis for how students should be prioritised.

. Allocation and use of funds - 'for students identified in need of literacy and nhumeracy
support, in order to be successful in meeting curriculum requirements’'.

. Effective practice - 'students most likely to benefit from this additional support are students
who are falling behind in their learning, particularly in literacy and numeracy.

. Getting started - 'have we collected qualitative and quantitative data that identifies those
students most at need to participate in small group tuition'.

. Implementation and progress monitoring - 'schools will determine which students will benefit

the most from small group intensive learning support with priority given to literacy and
numeracy improvement for students from low socio-economic backgrounds'.

Guidelines on 'getting started' asked schools whether they had considered system-negotiated
targets when determining the desired learning outcomes for the program. Common
system-negotiated targets were set for schools in late 2020. They included:

. increased proportion of students achieving expected growth in reading and numeracy
. increased proportion of students in the top two bands in reading and numeracy
. increased proportion of students in the top two or three bands in HSC course results.

While supporting students not on track to meet their expected growth is consistent with the aims of
the program, it is less clear whether targeting students to reach the top bands of reading, numeracy
or HSC course results is consistent with the program aims. We identified 14 schools that stated
they had explicitly targeted support for students to move into the top two bands. This is likely an
underestimate as not all schools detailed their targeting approach in the reporting system.

Most schools we spoke with told us they used other funding sources and existing structures to
support the lowest-performing students. They used COVID ILSP funding to support students in the
next level of performance or those who had not demonstrated expected progress.

Professional learning sessions helped schools to deliver the program

Schools could access on-demand professional learning sessions through the Department's
intranet. On-demand learning gave schools greater flexibility in choosing what materials to access
and when to access them. Schools we spoke to were generally positive about the range, quality
and appropriateness of professional learning resources provided by the program.

Professional learning sessions covered both basics and a range of learning contexts. From
mid-Term 1, the program offered eight professional learning modules specific to the program,
which included topics such as 'best practice in small group tuition'. An 'Expert Series' commenced
on 19 April and ran throughout the rest of the school year. The taskforce consulted with a range of
internal stakeholders to identify possible professional learning topics that could be tailored to the
program.

The site provided regular program updates in the form of twice-weekly 'coffee catch-ups'. It was
also used as a space where schools could ask questions, share resources, and discuss
challenges. As at 22 September 2021, the Department reported around 7,300 staff had registered
on the platform and around 6,000 had accessed professional learning.
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3.2 Monitoring and reporting

The Department monitored progress using existing systems but there were issues with the
quality of data

The Department developed several methods to monitor the number of staff employed and number
of students supported. These were based on existing systems to enable them to be rolled out
quickly and reduce the administrative burden on schools. It is important to have access to timely
and reliable monitoring information so that any program adjustments can be made early.

The Department asked schools to track program expenditure and recruitment using the schools
finance system. The program monitored the number of educators on a headcount rather than FTE
basis. This may have not given a full account of progress against expectations. By 5 July 2021, the
Department reported around 6,600 educators were involved in the program.

The Department asked schools to track the number of students in one of two systems. It needed to
modify one system, which meant it did not have oversight until mid-Term 2. Once these data were
available, the taskforce contacted schools that were under-reporting student numbers. The
Department reported 115,000 students were taking part in the program by 5 July 2021, noting that
608 schools had not yet recorded data. We identified anomalies in the data used to monitor and
report on the number of participating students, which raise questions over its quality and
usefulness for monitoring. The Department advised in October 2021 that it was assessing the
impact of potential under or over reporting.

Reporting the total number of students may overestimate the coverage of the program. Schools
could combine other sources of funding to expand the reach of the program. Reporting total
students also does not show total hours of support, which depends on the average session length
(e.g. 30, 45 or 60 minutes) or number of weeks (e.g. five, ten, 20 weeks). Schools could use both
systems to record session length and number of weeks, but data was not consistently recorded.

Schools were also asked to report on how they were implementing the program into the school
reporting system. Program guidelines suggested schools update information every five weeks.
Most schools we spoke to told us they did not update information this frequently. The Department
advised it had not analysed or evaluated this descriptive information during program delivery.

80 per cent of schools started the program within the expected timeframe

Schools were asked to start the program as soon as possible and at least by 1 March 2021. By that
date, 80 per cent of schools had reported commencing the program. Starting later than this
increased pressure to accelerate delivery in later terms and increased risks to targeted students
falling further behind. It was important for the Department to have sufficient resources in place to
support schools as they approached the deadline to start the program.

In early March, the taskforce proposed to engage 28 part-time Deputy Principal positions to support
schools to implement the program. An expression of interest was advertised but was withdrawn
when the newly formed Steering Committee raised concerns on the impacts of diverting staff from
school-based work. The taskforce developed a new model with fewer staff, focusing on online,
rather than face-to-face support. The delay meant the support team was not fully operational

until May 2021. This delay increased pressure on the rest of the taskforce or other areas of the
Department to support schools with program implementation during the first Term.

A portion of funds were reallocated between schools depending on capacity to spend

The Department provided schools with funding in two equal instalments for each Semester.
Schools were told they would be asked to return a portion of funding if they could not spend it all by
the end of the year. This was to reduce the risk of program underspend.

In early Term 2, Directors met with principals to discuss their progress with spending. Directors we
spoke with told us this helped to monitor schools and reinforce messages of good planning and
budgeting. Two aspects of the process, however, meant it was not fully equitable or transparent.
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Firstly, Directors played a role in either encouraging or discouraging schools from requesting
additional funds. Some Directors we spoke with told their schools there was 'nothing to lose' (most
of their schools requested additional funds). Other Directors made either no or few requests. One
school we spoke with was unaware they could request additional funds.

Secondly, there were no criteria given for prioritising requests and Directors were not informed of
the reasons why schools were successful or not. The Department advised that it chose not to
provide feedback to 'reduce administrative burden'.

Around 480 schools requested additional funding of around $13.4 million ($2.8 million was
available to redistribute from 36 schools. The Department prioritised funding to:

. 4 schools experiencing rapid population growth (funding was based on 2020 enrolments)

. 30 schools with more than 900 students (as the funding model resulted in some large
schools receiving a smaller allocation than similar schools with less than 900 students)

. 265 schools with small allocations (fewer students or higher socio-economic background).

3.3 Adapting the program

The program widened staff eligibility to allow more schools to commence

The Department expanded the type of staff eligible to run small group tuition in recognition that
many schools were unable to recruit teachers, paraprofessionals or educators (non-teacher).
During the first weeks of Term 1, Directors raised concerns that some schools had tried, but were
unable to source educators. They asked whether schools could instead use School Learning
Support Officers (SLSOs). The taskforce initially approved requests on a case-by-case basis.

On 12 March, the Department requested approval from the Minister to widen the eligibility criteria
for all schools to employ SLSOs. The brief noted that many SLSOs were trained in delivering
evidence-based interventions, had good connections with the community and that the use of
trained support staff was supported by the research. The brief was approved on 29 March.

Directors we spoke with told us that some schools in their networks would have been unable to
spend all of the funding without being able to employ SLSOs. At 22 September 2021, the
Department reported that 10.7 per cent of educators in the program were SLSOs. It will be
important for the evaluation to consider the effectiveness of models of delivery by schools that used
SLSOs as part of the program and promote these for schools to consider in 2022.

The Department expanded eligibility for Schools for Specific Purposes (SSPs) and schools with
support classes to employ Allied Health Professionals under the program from June 2021. This
was done in recognition of existing shortages of qualified teachers in special education and the
benefits that Allied Health Professionals could provide to students with disability.

Several Directors we spoke with told us that SSPs in their networks found it difficult to make the
initial program guidelines work in their setting. SSPs already have small class sizes, meaning the
recommended groups of 2—5 may split the class in half. They also noted that many students
require one-on-one support, meaning the groups of 2-5 are too large to be manageable.

An online tuition program was created as an alternative for outer regional or remote schools

The Department developed an online tutoring option for schools in outer regional and remote areas
who were unable to recruit educators for the program. It identified the possibility of online tuition
early in program planning, but substantive planning did not occur until mid-Term 1. This meant only
a relatively small number of schools have been able to access online tuition.

A pilot program for online delivery began with two schools at the beginning of Term 2 (Exhibit 3).
The pilot program required ensuring schools were technically capable, developing learning
materials and employing tutors. The program was supporting around 170 students from ten schools
by Term 3. While the limited scale of the online tuition means it has not formed a large part of the
program, the model has potential to support schools in remote areas in future years.
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Exhibit 3: Online tuition program

The online tuition program delivers small group learning through an online platform to schools who were
unable to source educators for face-to-face delivery of the program.

The Department sourced educators through an expression of interest process for existing Department
teachers. Educators deliver lessons from a central location using online learning tools.

The online tuition team provides training and support for students and staff taking part in the program.
Educators track student progress using PLAN2, and provide information to schools on how to use this
information.

The program delivers 3 x 1-hour lessons per week in groups of between 2-5 targeted students. The school
provides line of sight supervision (can be anyone with a Working With Children Check).

The Department initially charged $75 per session for the program, which was later increased to $90 per
session to ensure the pricing adequately covered program overheads.

The program was rolled out in three phases, and supported ten schools from Term 3 onwards:
»  First phase - commenced at the start of Term 2 with two regional high schools.
. Second phase - an additional three schools commenced in Term 2, Week 7.

»  Third phase - an additional five schools commenced in Term 3, Week 1.

Source: Audit Office analysis of Department of Education documents.
The option to use third-party tuition providers from Term 3 has had low take up

From the beginning of Term 3, schools could also use third-party tuition providers to run the
program. The use of third-party providers was identified during policy development and program
planning as a way to address workforce shortages. Substantive planning started in March 2021. A
tender process to identify suitable providers was released in late April. This timeframe meant the
option was not available to schools before the start of Term 3. As at 11 October, the Department
reported six schools were using third-party tuition providers.

3.4 Program evaluation

Program evaluation was considered early in program implementation

The Department considered program evaluation needs from initial policy development and advice
to government. It embedded a Senior Evaluator into the program taskforce in November 2020. This
has helped the program to consider evaluation needs as key decisions were made. Additional
evaluation resources were later added to the taskforce during mid-2021.

The Steering Committee was briefed on plans for evaluation at its first meeting in March 2021 and
an Evaluation Reference Group was also created to provide oversight of the evaluation. The
Reference Group first met in July 2021 to discuss the terms of reference for the group, draft
evaluation plan and initial survey results.

As part of the evaluation, the taskforce distributed surveys to principals, staff delivering tuition and
classroom teachers in Term 2. It received responses from around 900 principals/co-ordinators, 400
staff delivering tuition and 220 classroom teachers. The taskforce also conducted field visits to 18
schools in Term 2 with observations of small group tuition sessions. The surveys and field visits
complemented the evaluation approach to assessing the impact on student outcomes.

A portion of program funding has been allocated to expanding ‘check-in’ assessments, which will
provide a key source of data for program impact. Check-in assessments were run in 2020 in the
absence of NAPLAN. They had high take-up with 88 per cent of students in year 3, 86 per cent of
students in year 5 and 61 per cent of students in year 9 sitting the assessments. For 2021, the
assessments will be expanded to cover students in years 3 to 9 and will be held in Term 4.
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The evaluation plan covers essential elements but does not include employment objectives

The draft evaluation plan covers essential elements including a program logic, evaluation
questions, evaluation methods and data sources. The evaluation focuses on impacts for
participating students but does not cover cost effectiveness to the same degree.

The NSW Government Program Evaluation Guidelines detail three types of evaluation: process,
outcome and economic. It notes that the most rigorous and effective program evaluations combine
elements of all three. Substantial resources have been directed to the COVID ILSP and it is
important for the Department to know whether the program has provided good value for money.

The draft evaluation plan identifies a challenge of accurately identifying educator qualifications. Not
having access to educator qualifications is a missed opportunity. From initiation, the program has
recognised workforce supply constraints for teachers in particular settings. Because of this, it
allowed for the employment of other workforces (e.g. paraprofessionals and School Learning
Support Officers). It is important for the evaluation to consider program outcomes from using
different workforces. This information would be useful to inform the design of future programs.

The evaluation plan will not be able to fully answer whether one of the primary aims of the program
has been achieved. A primary aim is to 'increase the achievement of students who were
disadvantaged by the move to remote and/or flexible learning, helping to close the equity gap'. The
evaluation will examine whether 'the COVID intensive learning support program improve[d] the
academic outcomes of samples of students who participated'. There may be multiple 'equity gaps'
depending on student cohorts, subjects and categories of equity disadvantage (for example,
Aboriginal students or students with English as an Additional Language or Dialect). The evaluation
plan does not include baseline measures of 'equity gaps' or ways to assess whether the program
has helped to close those gaps.

As part of the draft evaluation, the Department analysed data on the equity backgrounds of
students participating in the program in schools using the PLAN2 system. It found that Indigenous
students, students with higher English language support needs and students from lower
socio-economic backgrounds were more likely to be participating in the program than their peers.
The analysis also found students taking part in the program had lower average check-in
assessment results. This provides a level of confidence that most schools have appropriately
targeted students for the program.

The Department identified a target program benefit of 'creating employment and a boost for the
economy'. The evaluation plan, however, does not include methods to reliably assess the degree to
which it ‘create[d] employment’. Relying on the total number of staff in the program risks
overstating its impact as educators may have been diverted from other programs, or from the
casual workforce. A Department survey in July 2021 reported that 63 per cent of responding
schools had used existing staff for the program and 47 per cent had used casual teachers known to
the school. The Department advised that it does not consider it necessary or viable to conduct an
evaluation of the economic impacts of the program as the primary objectives were educational.

The evaluation plan doesn't explicitly consider unintended consequences

The evaluation plan includes a question to examine challenges encountered by schools, staff, and
students. It is not clear the extent to which this will address unintended consequences of the
program. The NSW Government Program Evaluation Guidelines encourages evaluators to
consider 'unintended consequences' for participants or stakeholders.

The potential impact of the program on casual teacher supply was noted as a risk in early policy
and planning advice and program updates. A program update on 5 July 2021 reported that the risk
that casual supply would be impacted had been realised, and existing shortages of casual teachers
had been exacerbated by the program.

Directors and schools we spoke with told us they found it more challenging to employ casual
teachers in 2021 than previous years. This was seen as especially difficult in regional areas. They
attributed difficulties in 2021 were due to casual teachers being employed for the program.
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Non-government school peak bodies must also evaluate the program in their schools

Of the $31.0 million total allocated for non-government schools, the Department quarantined

$1.6 million for evaluation activities. A brief to the Minister in late February 2021 noted that
evaluation costs would support check-in assessments and that the Centre for Education Statistics
and Evaluation (CESE) would conduct further evaluation activities with the non-government sector.
The draft evaluation plan does not reference the non-government sector and we were not provided
with evidence of other planned evaluation activities supported by CESE.

Funding agreements with non-government school peak bodies require them to provide the
Department with an evaluation of the program, including an evaluation of the effectiveness and
impact of the program on student progress and academic performance outcomes. The program
allocated $150,000 for each peak body to administer the program, which included the costs of
evaluation. The Department provided peak bodies with a template to assist with the evaluation.
The evaluations are due to be completed by March 2022.

At mid-September 2021, the Department advised that it had allocated around $680,000 to support
check-in assessments for non-government schools, leaving a balance of $820,000 unspent in the
$1.6 million evaluation fund.

Capturing lessons learned and adapting the program for 2022

The Department's education programs and interventions are typically planned to run longer than
one year. This program demonstrated the resources and attention needed to work through the
challenges of making a large-scale program work across the different settings of New South Wales
public schools without time to adapt over successive years.

The taskforce had originally identified in its program schedule a series of activities to occur

in December 2021. These planned to capture lessons learned and hand over the project to
business-as-usual teams. An extension to the program was announced by the NSW Government
on 18 October 2021. This gives the Department an opportunity to reflect on the experience of the
program during 2021 and adapt it for delivery in 2022.

In addition to the Department's processes, this report has identified lessons learned that the
Department should consider when designing and planning future programs (see Executive
summary).
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Appendix one — Response from agency

Wik

I'gSW Education

Ms Margaret Crawford MT21/2175
Auditor-General for New South Wales

GPO Box 12

SYDNEY NSW 2001

Mail@audit.nsw.gov.au

Dear Ms Crawford

| write in response to your correspondence of 10 November 2021, to the Hon Sarah
Mitchell MLC, Minister for Education and Early Childhood Learning, regarding the
Performance Audit — COVID Intensive Learning Support Program (the Program) and
seeking the Department of Education response to the performance audit report
recommendations.

| welcome the report on the performance audit of the Program. | am pleased that the
performance audit concluded that the Program was effectively desighed and
delivered by the Department of Education. | accept the report’'s recommendations in
full and agree with the findings. The report will help us achieve our goal of ensuring
that every student is engaged and challenged to continue to learn, and every student,
every teacher, every leader and every school improves every year.

We have already undertaken significant work to progress each of the seven
recommendations, which are due by January or March 2022. Please find enclosed
the Department’s detailed response to each recommendation.

The Department is proud to have supported students in New South Wales with
targeted small-group tuition to catch up on any learning loss following the learning
disruptions of 2020. On 18 October 2021, the NSW Government announced an
additional $383 million commitment to renew the Program for the 2022 school year.
This funding boost is a necessary response to the ongoing impact of the pandemic
on student learning and a measure of the tuition program’s success in scheols during
this year.

The Department is refining the Program to ensure that schools are well equipped to
understand and support student learning needs. These refinements build on the
success of the 2021 program and are being developed in consultation with key
stakeholders. The Department had the benefit of the NSW Audit Office’s preliminary
findings, draft repert and expert insights during the proposal for the 2022 program.

I have also reviewed the six lessons for future programs, which draws on the
experience of rapid planning and implementation of the Program. The Department
will consider these lessons for future programs.

NSW Department of Education
Darug Country 105 Phillip Street Parramatta NSW 2150 GPO Box 33 Sydney NSW 2001 1300 679 332 education.nsw.gov.au
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Finally, | would like to thank the NSW Audit Office for their professicnalism during the
conduct of this performance audit, and for their collaborative approach to working
with officers from the Department of Education. The audit process has been
beneficial and the report provides constructive feedback on the Depariment’s
practices. The Department has appreciated the opportunity to meet regularly with
your staff and provide feedback throughout the audit process.

If you have any questions in relation to the Department’s response to the
performance audit, please do not hesitate to contact Dr Paul Wood by telephone on

I o email ot I

| look forward to the report being tabled on 15 December 2021 and working with you
and the NSW Audit Office on future performance audits.

Yours sincerely

@%ﬂw

Georgina Harrisson
SECRETARY

DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATICN
7 December 2021

NSW Auditor-General's Report to Parliament | COVID Intensive Learning Support Program | Appendix one — Response from agency

25



26

Recommendation | Response | Comment

Timeframe — By January 2022, to inform the next stage of the program the Department of

Education should:

1. Review and
revise the program
funding allocation
model to improve
the equity of
distribution and
transparently
communicate the
method in advice
to schools.

Accepted

This recommendation has been fully implemented for

NSW government schools. On 19 November 2021, NSW

government schools received advice on their COVID

intensive learning support program funding allocation for

2022. The funding allocation model for 2022 was based

on a comprehensive review and revision of the 2021

funding model overseen by the Department’s School

Improvement Executive, and included consideration of

the NSW Audit Office draft and final findings and

recommendations. The Department transparently

communicated the funding model to schools through a

range of channels, including:

« a principal webinar with the Deputy Secretary, School
Performance South on 18 November 2021

« emails to school principals and Directors, Educational
Leadership

« updates to the online guidelines for the COVID
intensive learning support program, with a dedicated
page for 2022 funding allocations, and

e a breakdown of the funding model for Executive
Directors and Directors, Educational Leadership for
their schools.

The Department also invited school leaders to contact
the COVID intensive learning support taskforce for more
detail about their funding allocations.

To improve the equity of distribution, funding for 2022
has been allocated to schools in a way that means the
program is targeted to support students whose learning
has been most affected by COVID disruptions. Under the
updated model, a school's funding allocation is based on
two factors: the period of time spent learning from home
as a result of COVID-19 (which varied from around 20 to
70 days in 2021) and the level of disadvantage within a
school community as indicated by the Family Occupation
and Education Index (FOEI). These are the two most
likely drivers of learning loss, and they are given equal
weight in the calculation. More funding is therefore being
directed to disadvantaged schools that experienced the
longest lockdown periods.

The Department's review and revision of the 2021

funding model also led to:

« every school being allocated funding that is within a
20% range of the amount they received in 2021 to
ensure that all schools can offer students a renewed
program and build on the successes of this year.

« the maximum amount for schools being capped at the
equivalent of 7 full-time equivalent (FTE) teachers,
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2. Review and
revise guidance to
clearly
communicate the
intended target
group of students
and the level of
flexibility schools
have to target
other groups of
students.

Accepted

slightly higher than the 6 FTE cap applied in 2021.
This change may support program coordination at
larger schools.

¢ the minimum funding amount being increased to
$8,619, which is approximately the cost of a full-time
educator one day-per-week for 15 weeks. The
increased minimum amount is outside the 20% range
and recognises the longer average learning from
home period this year.

¢ removal of steps in the methodology to ensure the
smoothing of funding thresholds for larger
schools with more than 900 students enrolled.

A small portion of the total program budget has been
held in reserve to enable targeted ‘top up’ funding to be
delivered to schools mid-next 2022, based on student
need.

Funding agreements with the non-government schools
peak sector bodies are being finalised.

This recommendation has been partially implemented
and work on updated guidelines is currently underway.
The Department has undertaken a significant review of
the level of flexibility for schools and the student cohorts
that should receive small group tuition under the COVID
intensive learning support program. This review was
overseen by the Department’s School Improvement
Executive and was informed by insights from this
performance audit and other stakeholder feedback.

The COVID Intensive Learning Support Program aims to
support students who have been disadvantaged by the
move to remote and/cr flexible learning during COVID-19
and identified by their school as most likely to benefit
from the additional support.

The 2022 program expectations are being strengthened
with advice to be provided to schools to inform their
program next year, including how schools should identify
students.
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3. Review and
revise guidance on
the time schools
should allocate to
administering the
program (e.g. co-
ordination, lesson
preparation,
assessment,
teacher
collaboration)
based on feedback
from schools and
key stakeholder
groups.

4. Review the
experience of
schools that used
initial teacher
education
students, retired
teachers, school
learning support
officers,
educational
paraprofessionals,
or allied health
professionals to
deliver the
program. Use
these findings to
update program
guidelines,
example models of
successful delivery
and professional
learning offerings.

Accepted

Accepted

The Department appreciates that effective school-level
program administration requires that schools allocate
adequate time to these tasks, and that improved
guidance and support for administration would be
beneficial. Quality program administration is likely to lead
to improved outcomes for staff and students through
better planning and preparation, collaboration with
classroom teachers, and data collection and analysis. In
the updated guidelines for 2022 COVID intensive
learning support program:

» schools are able to employ additional teachers to
enable the release of permanent staff to coordinate
the program (up to 10% of funding allocation}, and

+ the funding ceiling for large schools was increased by
one full-time equivalent (FTE) teacher compared to
2021, with the aim of supporting program
coordination at larger schools.

The Department is reviewing the recommended
administrative allowance of 10% from a school’s
allocation of COVID intensive learning support program
funding. The Department is also considering enhancing
advice on the benefits of allocating adequate time and
staffing resources to program administration, with the
potential for additional school case studies and
professional learning to promote best practice. Further
advice and information about program administration will
be provided to schoocls through updates to the online
guidelines by January 2022, prior to the school year
commencing.

The Department has reviewed the categories of staff that
are eligible for employment in the COVID intensive
learning support program as part of the program’s
renewal in 2022. This review led to School Learning
Support Officers (SLSOs) and Allied Health Providers
being made available from the start of the 2022 school
year, and access to Allied Health providers being
extended to all schools supporting students with
disabilities.

The Department will also develop detailed models of
successful and innovative delivery of small group tuition
in schools that employed initial teacher education
students, retired teachers, school learning support
officers, educational paraprofessionals, or allied health
professionals. The Department is enhancing and
expanding professional learning offerings and scaling-up
Communities of Practice for educators employed to
deliver small group tuition. This is in response to
continuous feedback and requests from schools and
educators about any additional guidance and
professional learning that would be beneficial for different
types of educators.

NSW Auditor-General's Report to Parliament | COVID Intensive Learning Support Program | Appendix one — Response from agency



5. Review the
model and
outcomes of the
online tuition
program based on
feedback from
participating
schools, with a
view to increasing
its scale.

Accepted

The evaluation of the COVID intensive learning support

program is being informed by data collected from surveys

distributed to school staff in Term 4 of 2021. The surveys

include questions for principals and program coordinators

about their satisfaction with the small group tuition

delivered by each of the employment categories and/or

staffing models. The Department also undertook

qualitative data collection about school experiences of

using different staffing models:

» through the development of six school case studies

s during field visits to 18 schools in Term 2, 2021,
which included school staff, parents and students

« from focus groups with 9 schools in Term 4, 2021,

This data is being progressively analysed to inform the
2022 program. Schools will continue to have access to a
wide range of professionals that they can employ for this
program to suit their context. This includes current and
retired teachers, educational paraprofessionals,
university students, SLSOs, and select third-party
providers. The 2022 program guidelines will be
expanding and simplifying arrangements for the
engagement of many of these educator categories.

The Department is strengthening the provision of the
online tuition program, which is delivered by accredited
teachers, to ensure greater accessibility to meet student
need. This includes significantly expanding the
availability of the online tuition programs to select public
schools, particularly high priority staffing areas, and
schools in regional and remote New South Wales.
Feedback from participating schools, including principals
and students, has been collected and analysed
progressively since the program commenced in Term 2,
2021. Early insights indicate that online delivery of the
program has been well received by schools and students,
and successful in increasing school attendance,
engagement and academic performance.

Feedback from participating schools informed each
phase of the online tuition program rolled out in 2021.
During Term 4 of 2021, the Department met with school
principals and pregram coordinators of schools
participating in the online tuition program to gather
detailed feedback and plan for 2022. This feedback
complements ongoing student assessment and
engagement data, and student survey data collected
during Term 4. The Department is collating and reviewing
a range of qualitative and guantitative data to enhance
the program for 2022.
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Timeframe — By March 2022, the Department of Education should:

8. Analyse and
report on the
effects of learning
from home during
2021 for students
across different
equity groups and
geographic areas.

7. Work with
university
stakeholders to
identify ways to
increase use of
initial teacher
education students
in the program and
promote examples
of successful
models of delivery.

Accepted

Accepted

The Department will analyse a range of data sources to
understand and report on the effects of learning from
home during 2021. In particular, data from the recent
Term 4 2021 Check-in assessments will provide valuable
insights. Check-in assessments are online assessments
for students in Years 3 to 9. They are mapped to the
NSW Syllabuses and National Literacy and Numeracy
Learning Progressions. Other data sources, including
NAPLAN results, will be considered.

The evaluation of the 2021 COVID intensive learning
support program will be finalised by March 2022 and will
include analysis on the effects of learning from home on
the delivery of small group tuition. The evaluation report
will include system-level analysis from Check-in
assessments and other data, as well as specific data
collection related to small group tuition. The COVID
intensive learning support Taskforce conducted
additional surveys of school staff in Term 3 and 4 of
2021, which contributed to real-time data on the impact of
learning from home on the COVID intensive learning
support program. This information will complement the
qualitative data Term 2 fieldwork with 18 schools and
Term 4 focus groups with nine schools, including
interviews with school leaders, educators, parents and
carers, and students.

The Department is developing an approach to enhancing
existing university partnerships in the delivery of the
COVID intensive learning support program. The COVID
intensive learning support taskforce is working closely
with the School Workforce and Higher Education teams
to ensure alignment of the Department’'s engagement
with universities and to maximise benefits for universities,
schools, and their students.

To promote the employment of initial teacher education
students within schools, the Depariment is developing
detailed models of successful and innovative delivery of
small group tuition in schools that employed initial
teacher education students in 2021. New models will be
included in updated guidelines on the Department’s
website by March 2022.

The guidelines on recruitment and engaging staff are
being redesigned to highlight the wider recruitment
options for schools and will be published early in 2022.
The Department is also enhancing and expanding
professional learning offerings for initial teacher
education students and scaling-up Communities of
Practice for educators employed to deliver small group
tuition.

NSW Auditor-General's Report to Parliament | COVID Intensive Learning Support Program | Appendix one — Response from agency



Appendix two — About the audit

Audit objective

This audit assessed the effectiveness of the design and implementation of the COVID Intensive
Learning Support Program.

Audit criteria
We addressed the audit objective by examining whether the Department of Education:
. effectively designed the program and supporting governance arrangements

. is effectively implementing the program.

Audit scope and focus

This audit focused on the stages of initial policy development, advice to government, planning to
implement the program, program implementation and plans for evaluation.

Audit exclusions
The audit did not:

. assess the recruitment of educators employed as part of the program
. analyse changes in student outcomes

. analyse program implementation in non-government schools

. question the merits of government policies.

Audit approach

Our procedures included:

. interviewing:
- relevant Department of Education staff
- a selection of school principals
- key stakeholders

. examining relevant data and documents, including policies, strategies, plans, funding
agreements, guidelines, reviews and evaluations.

We used a judgemental sampling approach to select schools for interview based on the following
criteria:

. location (Sydney, inner regional and outer regional New South Wales)
. school type (primary, secondary, central, school for specific purposes)
. relative program funding (low, medium and high funding as a proportion of total students).

The audit approach was complemented by quality assurance processes within the Audit Office to
ensure compliance with professional standards.

Audit methodology

Our performance audit methodology is designed to satisfy Australian Audit Standard ASAE 3500
'Performance Engagements' and other professional standards. The standards require the audit
team to comply with relevant ethical requirements and plan and perform the audit to obtain
reasonable assurance and draw a conclusion on the audit objective. Our processes have also been
designed to comply with requirements specified in the Government Sector Audit Act 1983.
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Appendix three — Performance auditing

What are performance audits?

Performance audits determine whether State or local government entities carry out their activities
effectively, and do so economically and efficiently and in compliance with all relevant laws.

The activities examined by a performance audit may include a government program, all or part of
an audited entity, or more than one entity. They can also consider particular issues which affect the
whole public sector and/or the whole local government sector. They cannot question the merits of
government policy objectives.

The Auditor-General’s mandate to undertake performance audits is set out in section 38B of the
Government Sector Audit Act 1983 for State government entities, and in section 421B of the Local
Government Act 1993 for local government entities.

Why do we conduct performance audits?

Performance audits provide independent assurance to the NSW Parliament and the public.

Through their recommendations, performance audits seek to improve the value for money the
community receives from government services.

Performance audits are selected at the discretion of the Auditor-General who seeks input from
parliamentarians, State and local government entities, other interested stakeholders and Audit
Office research.

How are performance audits selected?

When selecting and scoping topics, we aim to choose topics that reflect the interests of parliament
in holding the government to account. Performance audits are selected at the discretion of the
Auditor-General based on our own research, suggestions from the public, and consultation with
parliamentarians, agency heads and key government stakeholders. Our three-year performance
audit program is published on the website and is reviewed annually to ensure it continues to
address significant issues of interest to parliament, aligns with government priorities, and reflects
contemporary thinking on public sector management. Our program is sufficiently flexible to allow us
to respond readily to any emerging issues.

What happens during the phases of a performance audit?

Performance audits have three key phases: planning, fieldwork and report writing.

During the planning phase, the audit team develops an understanding of the audit topic and
responsible entities and defines the objective and scope of the audit.

The planning phase also identifies the audit criteria. These are standards of performance against
which the audited entity, program or activities are assessed. Criteria may be based on relevant
legislation, internal policies and procedures, industry standards, best practice, government targets,
benchmarks or published guidelines.

At the completion of fieldwork, the audit team meets with management representatives to discuss
all significant matters arising out of the audit. Following this, a draft performance audit report is
prepared.
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The audit team then meets with management representatives to check that facts presented in the
draft report are accurate and to seek input in developing practical recommendations on areas of
improvement.

A final report is then provided to the head of the audited entity who is invited to formally respond to
the report. The report presented to the NSW Parliament includes any response from the head of
the audited entity. The relevant minister and the Treasurer are also provided with a copy of the final
report. In performance audits that involve multiple entities, there may be responses from more than
one audited entity or from a nominated coordinating entity.

Who checks to see if recommendations have been implemented?

After the report is presented to the NSW Parliament, it is usual for the entity’s Audit and Risk
Committee / Audit Risk and Improvement Committee to monitor progress with the implementation
of recommendations.

In addition, it is the practice of Parliament’s Public Accounts Committee to conduct reviews or hold
inquiries into matters raised in performance audit reports. The reviews and inquiries are usually
held 12 months after the report received by the NSW Parliament. These reports are available on
the NSW Parliament website.

Who audits the auditors?

Our performance audits are subject to internal and external quality reviews against relevant
Australian standards.

The Public Accounts Committee appoints an independent reviewer to report on compliance with
auditing practices and standards every four years. The reviewer’s report is presented to the NSW
Parliament and available on its website.

Periodic peer reviews by other Audit Offices test our activities against relevant standards and better
practice.

Each audit is subject to internal review prior to its release.

Who pays for performance audits?

No fee is charged to entities for performance audits. Our performance audit services are funded by
the NSW Parliament.

Further information and copies of reports

For further information, including copies of performance audit reports and a list of audits currently
in-progress, please see our website www.audit.nsw.gov.au or contact us on 9275 7100.
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Professional people with purpose

OUR VISION

Our insights inform and challenge
government to improve outcomes
for citizens.

OUR PURPOSE

To help Parliament hold government
accountable for its use of
public resources.

OUR VALUES

Pride in purpose

Curious and open-minded
Valuing people
Contagious integrity

Courage (even when it's uncomfortable)




auditoffice

OF NEW SOUTH WALES

Level 19, Darling Park Tower 2
201 Sussex Street
Sydney NSW 2000 Australia

PHONE +61 292757100
mail@audit.nsw.gov.au

Office hours: 8.30am-5.00pm
Monday to Friday.

audit.nsw.gov.au
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