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debate around children and
coronavirus as Australian
schools reopen
A few months into the pandemic, we now have more
evidence on the impact of school closures. So what does
the evidence show?
Sign up for Guardian Australia’s daily coronavirus email
Download the free Guardian app to get the most
important news notiﬁcations
Coronavirus Australia maps and cases: live numbers and
statistics
Melissa Davey
Mon 27 Apr 2020 07.33 BST

Experts say schools need to ensure there are precautions for good hygiene, physical
distancing and policies to respond to new coronavirus cases. Photograph: Asanka
Ratnayake/Getty Images

With some schools around Australia set to reopen during the second school term, debate has
reignited as to whether school staﬀ, students and their families are at risk, and whether
measures to halt the spread of coronavirus will be jeopardised.
When the epidemic began, there was no evidence about the cost-beneﬁts around shutting
schools speciﬁc to Covid-19 because, being a new virus, it had not been studied before.
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Epidemiologists, virologists and governments relied on data from other viruses, such as
inﬂuenza, to assess whether or not schools should close. By 18 March, more than 100
countries had implemented school closures. Some, like New Zealand, closed schools early,
whereas Sweden kept its schools, and its borders, open.
But a few months into the pandemic, what does the evidence say about schools?

‘Very limited’ spread

On Sunday, New South Wales Health’s Centre for Immunisation Research and Surveillance
(NCIRS) published its ﬁndings after researchers followed up all close contacts of Covid-19
across 10 of the state’s high schools and ﬁve primary schools. Researchers collected Covid-19
test data from all 863 close contacts of the nine students and nine staﬀ infected. They found
it was likely, but not certain, that two students and no adults had been infected at school as
a result of those infections.
“The ﬁndings from this detailed investigation are preliminary,” the study concluded.
“However, they do suggest that spread of Covid-19 within NSW schools has been very
limited [and] appears considerably less than seen for other respiratory viruses, such as
inﬂuenza. In contrast to inﬂuenza, data from both virus and antibody testing to date suggest
that children are not the primary drivers of Covid-19 spread in schools or in the community.”
Epidemiologist Dr Kathryn Snow, from the University of Melbourne’s Centre for
International Child Health, said it was important to emphasise there is a diﬀerence between
a child’s likelihood of catching the virus themselves and their likelihood of passing the virus
on to others. Evidence showed children were less likely to pass it on than adults but that did
not mean scientists were saying children could not become infected.
“Many parents and teachers are ﬁnding the debate about schools confusing and stressful,”
Snow said. “The evidence shows that although primary school aged children can catch
Covid-19, they usually only experience a mild illness. Interestingly, although primary school
aged children can deﬁnitely catch it, it seems that they almost never pass the virus on to
anybody else.
“This will be counter-intuitive to a lot of parents, who know that children often bring home
other germs from school. However, we see this same phenomenon with other diseases as
well, for example with tuberculosis.”
She added that transmission from children is only one piece of the puzzle in terms of
whether schools should be open.
“There is also a risk of transmission between teachers and parents, and from teachers to
students. Some teachers are in their 60s and could be at risk of a serious illness if they were
to catch Covid at work. Globally, there have been some outbreaks among parents, teachers,
and students linked to schools and school functions.”

Support for the disadvantaged

But schools being closed will have a disproportionate impact on some students, especially
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students with learning diﬃculties or those with limited IT resources at home, she said. “As a
health equity researcher, I’m personally quite concerned about the impact on some students
from disadvantaged backgrounds.”
Students returned to schools in South Australia on Monday, but parents who chose to keep
their children at home reported widespread issues with the online learning system called
LearnLink. The Australian Capital Territory and Victoria will deliver their curriculum via
online and remote learning for term 2, while students face a staggered return in NSW from
Wednesday. WA schools are open for term 2, with year 11 and 12 students especially
encouraged to attend.
Researchers led by London’s University College undertook a systematic review of the
eﬀectiveness of Covid-19 related school closures globally, with their ﬁndings to be published
in the May edition of the international medical journal the Lancet. The researchers
examined data from nine published studies and seven non-peer-reviewed studies on school
closures and Covid-19. Only one study the researchers reviewed examined school closures
as a separate intervention to other measures, ﬁnding the impact of closing schools on
transmission rates was marginal.
“There are few data available from the literature on coronavirus outbreaks to guide
countries on the use of school closures or other school social distancing practices during the
Covid-19 pandemic,” the researchers concluded.
“Available evidence is consistent with a broad range of impacts of school closures, from little
eﬀect on reducing transmission through to more substantial eﬀects. Yet, the economic costs
and potential harms of school closure are undoubtedly very high.”
The researchers added that education is one of the strongest predictors of the health and the
wealth of a country.
“Policy makers and researchers should also look to other school social distancing
interventions that are much less disruptive than full school closure and might substantially
contribute to maintaining the control of this pandemic,” they concluded. “Although strong
evidence is not available for the eﬀectiveness of these practices, they might be
implementable with much less disruption, ﬁnancial costs, or harms.”

Reopening with conditions

A paediatric infectious diseases specialist with Perth Children’s Hospital, Dr Asha Bowen,
said there was good evidence that children and adolescents have a lower rate of infection
with Covid-19 than adults, and when infected, had a milder course of symptoms. She said
the study of NSW schools supported this.
“The transmission patterns are on the whole from adult to child within household studies
(90% of cases), conﬁrming that children are more likely to be infected by an adult than
another child,” Bowen said. “The health evidence supports children and adolescents being
back in schools with reopening of schools occurring in term 2 in Australia.”
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Epidemiologist and infectious disease physician with Alfred Health and Central Clinical
School, Dr Allen Cheng, said the evidence so far suggested schools should be reopened, but
with some important caveats.
Schools need to make sure there are precautions in place to ensure good hygiene, that
physical distancing is carried out, and that policies to identify and respond to any cases
were in place, he said.
“Beyond those purely epidemiological considerations, there are obviously other factors that
are important – that teachers feel conﬁdent that they are safe and that parents feel their
children are safe.”
On Friday, the chief medical oﬃcer Prof Brendan Murphy insisted there is no need for social
distancing in classrooms. The oﬃcial advice from the Australian Health Protection Principal
Committee states “it is of utmost importance that teachers and parents alike maintain
physical distancing between themselves and each other at school”, given adults are at
higher risk of passing on and acquiring infection. The committee said children and teachers
must not go to school if unwell.
“There are many outbreaks that have been described – weddings, business meetings,
religious gatherings, workshops – all relating to adults interacting together, and schools are
notable in their absence from this list,” Cheng said.
Professor Kristine Macartney, the director of NCIRS and leader of the NSW schools study,
said she understood the discussion and concerns in the community around reopening
schools.
“But our study isn’t a model,” she said. “This is real world data, showing what has actually
happened. And we know education is critical for children and with conditions in place, they
should be returning to school.
“What we don’t know yet is why children aren’t getting infected and passing it on at the rate
of adults. We see children so highly aﬀected by inﬂuenza, for example. It undoubtedly has
something to do with how the virus interacts with cells that lie in our respiratory tract and
the way the immune system of young people responds. But the exact mechanism
underpinning that and the milder infections we see in children, we just don’t fully
understand.”

News is under threat …

… just when we need it the most. Millions of readers around the world are ﬂocking to the
Guardian in search of honest, authoritative, fact-based reporting that can help them
understand the biggest challenge we have faced in our lifetime. But at this crucial moment,
news organisations are facing an unprecedented existential challenge. As businesses
everywhere feel the pinch, the advertising revenue that has long helped sustain our
journalism continues to plummet. We need your help to ﬁll the gap.
We believe every one of us deserves equal access to vital public service journalism. So,
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unlike many others, we made a diﬀerent choice: to keep Guardian journalism open for all,
regardless of where they live or what they can aﬀord to pay. This would not be possible
without ﬁnancial contributions from those who can aﬀord to pay, who now support our
work from 180 countries around the world.
We have upheld our editorial independence in the face of the disintegration of traditional
media – with social platforms giving rise to misinformation, the seemingly unstoppable rise
of big tech and independent voices being squashed by commercial ownership. The
Guardian’s independence means we can set our own agenda and voice our own opinions.
Our journalism is free from commercial and political bias – never inﬂuenced by billionaire
owners or shareholders. This makes us diﬀerent. It means we can challenge the powerful
without fear and give a voice to those less heard.
Reader ﬁnancial support has meant we can keep investigating, disentangling and
interrogating. It has protected our independence, which has never been so critical. We are so
grateful.
We need your support so we can keep delivering quality journalism that’s open and
independent. And that is here for the long term. Every reader contribution, however big or
small, is so valuable. Support the Guardian from as little as $1 – and it only takes a minute.
Thank you.
Support The Guardian
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