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CHAPTER 4

EFFECTS OF COVID-19 PANDEMIC ON PRIMARY  
SCHOOL STUDENTS - THE PERSPECTIVE  

OF GIFTED STUDENTS AND STUDENTS WITH  
SPECIAL EDUCATIONAL NEEDS AND DISABILITIES3

Abstract: The aim of this paper was to reveal the effects of COVID-19 pan-
demic on primary school gifted students and students with special educational 
needs and disabilities (SEND) in Serbia. Semi-structured interviews were conducted 
with 19 gifted students and 19 students with SEND from different schools through-
out Serbia. Thematic and evaluative analyses revealed three valences (negative, 
positive and no change) of the effects in the academic (six themes), mental health 
(two) and relational (three) domains. Both groups of students reported learning 
loss with gifted students being more negatively impacted in terms of academic 
motivation. Effects on the mood and wellbeing were predominantly negative in 
both groups. In most cases there were no changes in teacher-student relationships, 
while gifted students reported more negative changes in peer relationships than 
students with SEND. Emergency remote education’s (ERE) potential to improve 
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learning strategies, self-esteem and out-of-school knowledge were also detect-
ed. Despite negative experience with organization of everyday schooling, ERE 
did not affect many outcomes, shedding light on the (low) quality of education 
these students received for holistic development even before the pandemic. It was 
concluded that both groups should be considered vulnerable in the situations of 
ERE and that attention of decision makers and school staff should also be paid on 
gifted students’ needs, so they are not left behind. To build the resilience of the 
system it is necessary to work on the improvement of teachers’ competencies for 
individualization and differentiation, digital competencies, as well as capacities to 
boost students’ self-regulation and socioemotional skills. 

Keywords: COVID-19 pandemic, emergency remote education (ERE), primary 
school, effects, gifted students, special educational needs and disabilities (SEND).

INTRODUCTION

After the World Health Organization’s announcement on March 11, 2020, 
declaring COVID-19 a global pandemic, the number of countries closing schools 
has been rapidly rising to 79 in just a couple of days (UNESCO 2020). While some 
countries did not introduce any mode of schooling during the pandemic, the ma-
jority introduced emergency remote education (ERE) that included TV or radio 
teaching, online teaching or delivering printed educational materials to students 
(Giannini 2020). Most extracurricular and extra school activities were canceled, 
postponed or transferred to a digital format. These changes impacted students from 
the general population, but specifically students from vulnerable groups.

While the results on the learning loss or knowledge gap were not unambig-
uous, showing that the level of loss depended on the duration of school closures, 
level of previous digitization and digital competencies of teachers and students 
(Panagouli, Stavridou, Savvidi et al. 2021; Thorn & Vincent-Lancrin 2022), the 
studies consistently showed that students from disadvantaged backgrounds were 
at a higher risk of greater learning loss (Azevedo, Akmal, Cloutier et al. 2022; 
Maldonado & De Witte 2020; Orbach, Fritz, Geraldi Haase et al. 2023; Soudien, 
Reddy & Harvey 2022). Studies showed that ERE was associated with decrease 
in learning motivation (Zaccoletti, Camacho, Correia et al. 2020; Zaitun, Hadi 
&Harjudanti 2021), especially among students from low SES families (Mak 2021). 
Related to the sense of self meaning making, distinct processes developed during 
the COVID-19 pandemic, the crisis was opportunity, risk or turmoil (Nikitović, 
Vuletić, Ignjatović et al. 2023). While all children suffered from a more intense 
stress, anxiety, depression, and apathy (Lagarribel, Rohas-Andrade, Halpern et al. 
2021), children from poor and large families or from one-parent families were at 
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a higher risk of more severe mental health issues (Brooks, Webster, Smith et al. 
2020; Charzyńska-Gula, Sabat, Ślusarska et al. 2022).

Education during COVID-19 pandemic  
and gifted students

There is abundant knowledge about specific characteristics of gifted students, 
particularly their high learning abilities, self-regulated learning skills, and high level 
of intrinsic motivation (e. g. Altaras Dimitrijević 2016; Efklides 2019; Gojkov, Goj-
kov-Rajić, Stojanović 2018; Gottfried, A. E. & Gottfried, A. W. 2004; Kanevsky 2011; 
Krnjaić 2019), but the insights about the effects of school closing and organizational 
changes during pandemic on their education are scarce. Pre-pandemic study on 
online learning indicated that gifted students represent one of the populations for 
which distance learning may be particularly suitable (Adams & Cross 2000, as cited 
in Wallace 2009). However, online education during the COVID-19 pandemic can-
not be interpreted as regular remote education (Hodges, Moore, Lockee et al. 2020). 

Samsen‐Bronsveld, Van der Ven, Speetjens et al. (2022) showed that the op-
portunity to complete school assignments at their own pace and convenience and 
to explore their own interests was a benefit for many gifted students. The study also 
showed that the well-being and motivation of gifted elementary school students 
did not decrease during the pandemic. 

Many gifted students were deprived of specific services for gifted during the 
pandemic. Studies in the USA showed that teachers and parents shared the opinion 
that education failed to provide enough challenges and enrichment opportunities 
for gifted students (Wolfgang & Snyderman 2022). However, students had more 
opportunity to organize their leisure in accordance with their interests and abilities 
and practice hobbies which typically have a positive effect on adolescent’s devel-
opment (Krnjaić 2020).

Pre-pandemic studies on online learning environments point to the impor-
tance of social interaction with peers for gifted students and social atmosphere in 
online classes (Olszewski-Kubilius & Lee 2004; Potts, 2019). The preferences of 
high ability learners are sensitive to many factors in the setting (Kanevsky 2015), 
so we can expect that ERE had significant effects on their educational experiences.

Education during COVID-19 pandemic and students 
with special educational needs and disabilities

While there were studies pointing to experience and effects of ERE on stu-
dents from disadvantaged backgrounds, studies addressing specifically students 
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with special educational needs and disabilities4 were much scarcer. Scholars agree 
that schooling during the pandemic had more adverse effects on students with 
special educational needs and disabilities (hereinafter SEND) than on students 
from the general population (Yates, Dickinson, Smith et al. 2021). Students with 
SEND were particularly affected by the loss of structure and changes in routine, 
lack of experience in using ICT for learning, incompatibility of assistive technolo-
gies with distance learning platforms, parental preoccupation, and limited indoor 
activities accompanied with social isolation and lack of peer learning (Bartlett, 
Griffin & Thomson 2020; Colombo & Santagati 2022; Tokatly Latzer, Leitner & 
Karnieli-Miller 2021; White, Law, Daniels et al. 2021). 

Some scholars state that overall engagement in learning did not significantly 
increase in this group of students, presumably because children with SEND already 
reached the maximum daily engagement even in regular circumstances. However, 
academic motivation and the sense of competence decreased (Baten, Vlaeminck, 
Mues et al. 2021). Students with ADHD had difficulties keeping focus during the 
online classes and some expressed depressive feelings (Backer, Breaux, Cusick et 
al. 2020; Sibley, Ortiz M, Gaias et al., 2021). Students with dyslexia showed lowered 
motivation for reading and a more negative mood compared to the period before 
the pandemic (Baschenis, Farinotti, Zavani et al. 2021; Soriano-Ferrer, Morte-Sori-
ano, Begeny et al. 2021). Students with SEND experienced more behavioral issues, 
increased anger, anxiety and depression, as well as problems with hyperactivity and 
attention maintenance than children from the general population (Forteza-Forteza, 
Rodríguez-Martín, Álvarez-Arregui et al. 2021; White, Law, Daniels et al. 2021). 

Nevertheless, there were indications that students with SEND can thrive in 
ERE when they receive individualized support (Morando-Rhim & Ekin 2021; Pe-
tretto, Carta, Cataudella et al. 2021). Their motivation, achievements and wellbeing 
increased when interactive teaching and assessment methods were applied, when 
they had access to platforms with recorded classes and videos, when all teach-
ers used the same communication channels, and when schedule and deadlines 
were clear (Aishworiya & Kang 2021; Baten, Vlaeminck, Mues et al. 2021; Hodges, 
Moore, Lockee et al. 2021; Tlili, Amelina, Burgos, et al. 2021). 

Present study - Context and objectives 

In Serbia the lockdown started on 15th of March 2020 and ERE was imple-
mented, commencing on March 17 for primary education level. Until the end of 

4 In this paper we will use the term “students with SEND”, standing for “students with 
special educational needs and disabilities” to refer to all students who have difficulties in learning 
and therefore need additional educational support, who have diagnosed disability or do not 
have any official diagnosis.
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the school year 2019/20 most schools relied on TV education, accompanied with 
delivery of instructions and materials via Viber, WhatsApp and emails. In the fol-
lowing school year5, as well as in the school year 2021/226 students attended a hybrid 
mode of education which often meant dividing classes into groups of two. Schools 
started to use learning management systems (LMS, typically Google Classroom) 
and synchronous classes (video conferencing) more often.  

Although there were no studies that estimated the effects of ERE through 
objective measures, there are plenty of studies that relied on students’ parents’ or 
teachers’ perceptions. All actors mostly agreed that ERE brought about decrease in 
students’ focus, learning motivation, engagement and school knowledge, without 
significant impact on grades (Belgrade High Schools Forum 2021; Simić, Mojović 
& Ignjatović 2022; UNICEF 2020a, b). Anxiety, depression, helplessness, and irri-
tability, leading to challenges in focusing were also more pronounced (Stojanović & 
Vukov 2020; UNICEF 2020b). Teachers working with students with SEND noticed 
a drop in their learning and achievements (Medar & Ratković 2021). 

Given there has been only a couple of studies, both internationally and in 
Serbia, that explored the effects of ERE during the pandemic on students with 
SEND and on gifted students, there is a need to address this topic in more detail. 
This study aims to reveal the effects of ERE on primary school students with SEND 
and on gifted students, acknowledging their own perspectives. This enables us to 
compare the experience and effects of ERE of these two groups of students, setting 
ground for provision of recommendations for building resilience of the education 
systems. 

METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK

Participants 
This study was a part of a larger qualitative study that was conducted in 

the period April - June 2022 in 37 schools in different regions of Serbia. In these 
schools, the counselors were asked to selects:

1. gifted students who were formally identified as gifted (with enriched indi-
vidual educational plan – IEP3) and/or demonstrated exceptional interests, abilities 

5 For details about the measures, see Guidelines for Organizing Work in Primary Schools 
in the 2020/2021 School Year and Guidelines for Organizing Work in Secondary Schools in 
the 2020/2021 School Year, both issued by the Ministry of Education of the Republic of Serbia.

6 For details about the measures, see Guidelines for Organizing and Realizing the Educational 
Work in Primary schools in the 2021/22 School Year and Guidelines for Organizing and Realizing 
the Educational Work in Secondary schools in the 2021/22 School Year, issued by the Ministry 
of Education
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and achievements in one or more areas (such as competing, receiving awards or 
producing exceptional products in the area of their giftedness). 

2. students with SEND who were educated by individualized educational 
plan (adjusted - IEP1) or who did not have IEPs but needed educational support 
in reading, mathematics and/or establishing social relationships.

After parents or caregivers provided written informed consents and after 
students agreed to take part in research, data collection was organized.

Here we present data obtained from 38 primary school students (47.37% fe-
male) - 19 gifted and 19 with learning difficulties (Table 1). All students from the 
first cycle attended the 4th grade at time of data collection, while students from 
the second cycle attended predominantly the 7th grade.

Table 1: Structure of participants by gender, educational cycle, and type of addi-
tional support needs

Cycle of primary school Gifted students Students with SEND
Male Female Male Female

First 4 2 4 5
Second 6 7 6 4

Data collection and analysis

Semi-structured interviews with students were conducted by experienced re-
searchers – psychologists in quiet spaces in schools. The interview guide consisted 
of several question sections, but for this paper we focus only on students’ answers 
on the questions addressing schooling experiences during the pandemic and effects 
on different aspects of life. Interviews lasted between 10 and 45 minutes. They were 
all transcribed and stored in the software for qualitative data analysis MAXQDA.

Thematic and evaluative analysis (Braun & Clarke 2006; Kutzkartz 2014) were 
applied. We did not have predefined categories, but our themes were associated 
with the questions that were asked and that addressed different academic outcomes 
(e.g., school knowledge, learning strategies, learning motivation and grades), mood 
and wellbeing and interpersonal relationships. We categorized each type of effect 
into three evaluative categories - positive effect, negative effects, and no effect (same 
as before pandemic). The same themes applied to both gifted and students with 
SEND, but their frequencies differed. Besides analyzing frequencies, we applied 
Code Matrix Browser and Code Relations Browser to compare different subgroups 
of students and to look for association between certain teachers’ practices and 
students’ outcomes or certain modes of education (TV, online, hybrid) and effects.

EDUCATION THROUGH THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC, Vol. One, pp. 59–80
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RESULTS

Effects - Themes 

Six types of effects were identified in the academic domain, two related to 
self-confidence and mental health, and three related to interpersonal relationships 
(Scheme 1).

Both groups of students narrated the most about the effects of ERE on school 
knowledge and competencies and motivation to learn. They talked about learning for 
school and knowledge that is covered by the official curriculum, as well as cross-cur-
ricular competencies such as digital competencies. Students described their feelings 
related to studying and their study habits. Directly related to school were also the 

Scheme 1. Effects in academic, mental health 
and relational domain
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school grades. On the other hand, some students provided descriptions about out-
of-school knowledge and skills that were developed within family and leisure time 
(e.g., cooking, doing sports or practicing hobbies). The theme learning strategies and 
self-regulation referred to focusing, attention, learning strategies and tools used for 
studying, as well as time management and organization of studying. When students 
narrated their plans, aspiration and attitude towards further schooling and education 
in general, that was classified under attitudes towards schooling and aspirations. 

There were indications that the way students perceive themselves and their 
confidence related to either studying or life in general, changed during ERE - this 
theme was labeled as self-awareness and self-esteem. However, much more often 
students described their mood, emotional reactions and states and overall mental 
health state, so this theme was named mood and wellbeing. 

In the context of interpersonal relationships, three important aspects were 
identified - teacher-student relationship, peer relationship and family relationship - 
all of them addressing the potential changes in time spent together, quality of that 
time, emotions that emerged during in-person or online activities or emotions that 
emerged as a result of the limited/intense contact. 

Effects on gifted students

Almost all gifted students reported about their academic motivation and school 
knowledge, mostly perceiving negative effects of ERE. However, few students re-
ported stable motivation and no change in learning during the pandemic (Table 2).

Table 2: Frequency of themes - effects of three valences among gifted students 

Effect – Theme
Frequencies  

(segments, interviews) * Valence
Negative Positive No effect

Motivation to learn 24 (9) 2 (2) 7 (6)
Learning strategies and self-regulation 1 (1) 2 (1) 0 (0)
Learning and school knowledge 38 (15) 1 (1) 5 (4)
Out-of-school knowledge and skills 0 (0) 2 (2) 0 (0)
Achievement and grades 0 (0) 1 (1) 11 (10)
Attitudes towards schooling and aspirations 0 (0) 2 (2) 9 (9)
Self-awareness and self-esteem 3 (3) 5 (4) 7 (7)
Mood and wellbeing 7 (6) 1 (1) 5 (5)
Teacher-student relationship 1 (1) 1 (1) 11 (11)
Peer relationship 11 (8) 3 (2) 3 (3)
Family relationship 1 (1) 5 (3) 5 (5)

EDUCATION THROUGH THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC, Vol. One, pp. 59–80
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Gifted students talked the most about decrease in their academic motivation 
and school knowledge, describing that it was “destroyed” and “disappeared” dur-
ing online classes, even “now it’s coming back a little but it’s nothing like before” 
(Male, second cycle). Some students described themselves as becoming lazy, as 
everything was “too easy”, only two reported positive effects, while some stated 
that there were no changes compared to pre-pandemic period, that they did not 
have problems and managed to maintain their intrinsic motivation as portrayed 
in the second example.

”... Lazy. I felt that everything was easy because you could always rewrite if you 
didn’t have time to do something or if you just forgot. My parents didn’t even check 
on me for the most part, so I didn’t even have to watch Google Classroom or Zoom 
or anything, I could just play games.” (Male, second cycle)

“Well, it hasn’t changed, I was always motivated to work and to know something 
new and to get informed about various things, and I would often agree if I was inter-
ested in something outside of this, I would always tell or ask someone who could...” 
(Female, second cycle)

Students’ reports testified about the lack of individualized teacher support 
during ERE and their individual effort in maintaining intrinsic motivation, even 
though they did not elaborate about their learning strategies, self-regulation 
and tools they used. Only one student stated she became more independent and 
“learned a lot more to deal with situations” (Female, second cycle). Some students 
articulated that they prefer to go to school to have classes in real time, so that they 
can ask questions, clarify, and have feedback from the teacher. It particularly applies 
to younger, first cycle students:  

“It’s much easier when I’m at school, she [teacher] explains everything prop-
erly…. I asked the teacher and then everything was clear to me”. (Male, first cycle)

Only two students mentioned out-of-school activities. One just noted that 
he had more time and the other that he started training sports with his brother. 
Students maintained school achievements and grades high. They also narrated their 
plans and attitude towards further education which in general remained the same.

Self-esteem and mood varied from student to student with a slightly more 
pronounced negative effect on students’ mood and wellbeing. Every third student 
narrated that he/she was sad and/or lonely:

“When I couldn’t go out, it was depressing, I withdrew into myself, my energy 
dropped a bit, I was sustained by corresponding with my friends”. (Female, second 
cycle)
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On the other hand, four students narrated about positive effects of the pan-
demic on their self-esteem, a growing sense of independence, insights about im-
portant things in life and how life was beautiful:

“I thought it would be a maximum of one year, but somehow, she influenced 
me to understand that I have to get used to different things that can happen during 
my schooling because I know that during the previous generations, all kinds of things 
happened. That’s why I have to get used to such a change in the situation”. (Male, 
second cycle)

“I think we realized how beautiful life was, I started to appreciate it more.” 
(Male, second cycle)

Concerning interpersonal relations, gifted students perceived that the pan-
demic had no effect on their family relationships and if it did it was a positive effect. 
Relationships with teachers remained (almost) the same, while peer relationships 
were most affected. Students socialized less, lost contacts, some even lost the will to 
socialize, and some reported that they were arguing in Viber groups. One student 
summarized:

“I mean, the point of school is to socialize and learn something, and during 
online classes there was no such socializing, and there was only half of that learning.” 
(Male, second cycle)

Overall, gifted primary school students were mostly focused on school assign-
ments, and they did not articulate time management and organization of studying. 
Students from the second cycle reported more often negative effects of the ERE 
on their working habits, knowledge, competences, and peer relations, and also 
pointed more often to no change in their self-esteem and relations with teachers. 

Effects on students with SEND

Almost all students with SEND mentioned their motivation to learn and 
school knowledge, and while the perceived effects of ERE on motivation varied 
from student to student, almost all of them reported challenges in acquiring knowl-
edge (Table 3).  

EDUCATION THROUGH THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC, Vol. One, pp. 59–80
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Table 3: Frequency of themes - effects of three valences among students with SEND

Effect – Theme
Frequencies  

(segments, interviews) * Valence
Negative Positive No effect

Motivation to learn 5 (5) 5 (3) 5 (5)
Learning strategies and self-regulation 5 (2) 4 (3) 1 (1)
Learning and school knowledge 23 (12) 1 (1) 2 (2)
Out-of-school knowledge and skills 0 (0) 1 (1) 0 (0)
Achievement and grades 4 (4) 6 (5) 4 (4)
Attitudes towards schooling and aspirations 1 (1) 1 (1) 3 (3)
Self-awareness and self-esteem 1 (1) 1 (1) 3 (3)
Mood and wellbeing 4 (3) 0 (0) 0 (0)
Teacher-student relationship 1 (1) 1 (1) 9 (9)
Peer relationship 0 (0) 0 (0) 1 (1)
Family relationship 0 (0) 1 (1) 0 (0)

Some students described themselves as becoming “lazy”, “complacent”, “lack-
ing interest and engagement” and having “less motivation” which led to reduced 
learning (see the first example below), while others stated that there were no chang-
es in motivation due to ERE or that neat organization of educational materials and/
or entire situation with global health crisis encouraged them to take over more 
responsibility and to study more eagerly (see the second example). 

“I didn’t have the will to study at all.” (Female, second cycle)
“Before I was lazier. During the pandemic I decided I had to study regularly, 

and I did it.” (Male, first cycle)

However, almost all agreed that, regardless of motivation, final outcomes in 
terms of knowledge were not as good as they would be in regular circumstances. 
Uninteresting teaching, repetitive and demanding assignments, accompanied with 
lack of additional support from teachers and parents were most often associated 
with learning loss. Although some teachers organized additional classes or provided 
additional explanations to students via Viber, Google Classroom, or video confer-
encing, seven students were not provided with any kind of additional support from 
school and their parents did not have capacities to compensate for that. 

“We had online classes, which was the worst for us because we couldn’t follow 
everything properly, and we couldn’t ask the teacher when we didn’t understand. 
There was no one to explain what was unclear; we just had to copy what she said, 
and that was very bad for all of us.” (Female, second cycle)
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“I didn’t really master the material; I honestly don’t know half of the lessons. I 
did study, but I didn’t remember much.” (Female, second cycle)

“I can manage better in school than during distance learning. It’s not very in-
teresting; I can learn better in school. At first, I thought online school was great, I’ll 
manage it, but it’s actually easier in school.” (Male, second cycle)

Like motivation to learn, achievement varied from student to student. Some 
students managed to have better grades, either due to increased motivation and 
engagement or due to teachers’ tolerance of cheating and lowered grading criteria 
(see the first example below). Others had similar achievement as compared to times 
before pandemic or somewhat lowered achievements, which was interpreted by 
demanding assignments and lack of individualized support to successfully complete 
them and therefore to get a satisfactory grade (see the second example). 

“For me, the pandemic consisted of cheating and studying. Yes, I did study, but 
I cheated more than I studied. My friend used to send me entire homework and I just 
copied that.” (Male, second cycle)

“My grades got worse because I am lazy, and teachers sent too many assignments 
and I couldn’t manage to do all of them.” (Male, first cycle)

While some students organize their time on their own thus improving their 
time management skills and self-regulation, others struggled with organizing their 
time and procrastinated. In addition, online learning enabled some students to 
apply new learning strategies - to listen to recorded lectures several times to watch 
videos that teachers posted on LMS, to complete homework when they feel the 
most fresh and motivated, and to ask their parents for help, as presented in the 
following quote:

“I could listen to a recorded lecture several times, pause, then write down and 
it was easier for me to learn that way…” (Male, second cycle)

Although mentioned in only three interviews, effects of ERE on students’ 
mood were exclusively negative - they reported being “sad”, “bored” or “confused”. 
Besides lack of individualized support, what affected students’ mood in hybrid 
mode were epidemiological measures - wearing the masks and keeping physical 
distance (during hybrid mode) and social isolation (during TV and online mode 
of education). Finally, relationships and academic aspirations remain almost intact.

Although frequencies were modest for more reliable analyses, comparison 
of answers of students from the first and the second cycle of primary education 
showed no differences in terms of school knowledge and learning strategies, but 
more negative effects among older students in terms of motivation. Online and 
hybrid modes of education were equally associated with negative effects on school 

EDUCATION THROUGH THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC, Vol. One, pp. 59–80
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knowledge. While online education had potential to improve students’ self-reg-
ulation, it also enabled cheating practices and hampered relationships between 
teachers and students. 

DISCUSSION 

Due to the lack of studies on effects of ERE during the COVID-19 pandemic 
on gifted students and on students with SEND, we aimed at exploring effects on 
different student outcomes among primary school students, 19 being selected as 
gifted and 19 as students with learning difficulties. Students narrated about three 
valences of effects (negative, positive and neutral, that is - no effect of ERE) related to 
motivation to learn, learning strategies and self-regulation, learning and school knowl-
edge and competencies, out-of-school knowledge and skills, achievement and grades, 
attitudes towards schooling and aspirations, self-awareness and self-esteem, mood and 
wellbeing, teacher-student relationships, peer relationships and family relationships. 

Primary school gifted students perceived negative effects of ERE, particularly 
loss in school knowledge, decrease in academic motivation, reduction of extra-
curricular enrichment activities and isolation and limited contacts with peers. 
Flexible organization, the opportunity for self-pacing (Kanevsky 2011) were not 
proved to be a benefit for all gifted students, especially younger ones. Even if they 
are considered high ability learners, gifted students need support and learning of 
self-regulated learning skills (Stoeger, Fleischmann & Obergriesser 2015). They 
lacked adequate individualized support, extra assignments and individual teach-
ers’ effort were not part of the systematic approach of the school in a situation of 
emergency. Gifted primary school students need appropriate guidance for extra-
curricular activities also, since time management during pandemic proved to be 
challenging also for secondary school and university students (Krnjaić, Grujić & 
Vuletić 2023). Gifted students perceived a remarkably negative effect of ERE and 
isolation in peer relation, that is in accordance with findings of studies about the 
importance of social interaction with peers for gifted students (Olszewski-Kubilius 
& Lee 2004; Potts, 2019). 

Students with SEND consistently reported difficulties in learning, compre-
hending and retaining school knowledge in long-term memory, which is line with 
findings about the learning loss in both the neurotypical population and among 
students with SEND (Azevedo, Akmal, Kloutier et al 2022; Maldonado & De Witte 
2020; Medar & Ratković 2021; Orbach, Fritz, Geraldi Haase et al. 2023; Soudien, 
Reddy & Harvey 2022). However, such learning loss was not necessarily associated 
with lowered motivation, self-regulation and appreciation of education of students, 
which differs from some findings from other countries (e.g., Baten, Vlaeminck, 
Mues et al. 2021; Baschenis, Farinotti, Zavani et al. 2021). It seems that students 
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with SEND can even thrive academically in online education when the structure 
of LMS and assignments is clear, when teachers’ requirements are reasonable and 
when they provide individualized support (not even necessarily on a daily basis, 
but on demand), and when parents’ support is available, which is in line with 
some studies (Morando-Rhim & Ekin 2021; Petretto, Carta, Cataudella et al. 2021). 
The findings about negative emotional states during the pandemic, in some cases 
associated with unengaging teaching, in some with social isolation and in some 
with overall health crisis and family losses, support previous findings about deteri-
oration of mental health (e.g., Baten, Vlaeminck, Mues et al. 2021; Soriano-Ferrer, 
Morte-Soriano, Begeny et al. 2021; White, Law, Daniels et al. 2021). 

When we compare two groups of students, we can see that gifted students 
perceived more negative effects of ERE on their academic motivation compared to 
the students with SEND. This might be explained by the lower level of the initial 
motivation of children with SEND and therefore a smaller decrease as a result of 
ERE. Also, this might be associated with lower quality education they had been 
receiving even before the pandemic. Heterogeneity of answers related to motiva-
tion and achievements obtained from the students with SEND could stem from 
the differences in family engagement/resources and teacher support for this group 
of students during pandemic. Gifted students’ grades remained the same, high, as 
well as attitudes towards schooling and further education but they did not mention 
any new learning strategies and tools they used for school learning. On the other 
hand, students with SEND narrated more about new learning strategies they gained. 
Although rarely mentioned, for both groups of students, ERE had the potential to 
provide more time for improvement of some out-of-school knowledge and skills. 

Students from both groups were aware of the effects of ERE on academic 
domain, while gifted students had more insights concerning effects on wellbeing 
and mental health. Concerning relationships, students from both groups perceived 
no changes in their relationship with teachers, while gifted students narrated more 
about negative effects of ERE and isolation for their peer relationships, which can 
again be explained by lower levels of integration into the peer group of students 
with SEND even before the pandemic.

What draws attention is that in many cases students could not relate ERE 
with neither positive nor negative effects, especially referring to teacher-student 
relationships, academic aspirations and self-esteem and even motivation. Only 
the strictly understood academic outcome (school knowledge) was significantly 
negatively affected in both groups of students. This might be a consequence of the 
way the Serbian education system is organized, its focus (not in policies, but in 
practice) and challenges. From PISA studies we know that the quality of the Serbian 
education system lags behind that of many OECD countries (Videnović & Čaprić 
2020); from many studies we know that teachers’ motivation and competencies 
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are not pronounced enough, especially in the context of work with children who 
need additional support (e.g., Altaras Dimitrijević & Tatić Janevski 2016; Jovano-
vić, Simić & Rajović 2014; Simić 2015), that curriculum is too extensive, but not 
relevant enough (Pešikan & Ivić 2021; Vasić 2019). 

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS

In the context of ERE during the COVID-19 pandemic, both gifted primary 
school students and students with SEND experienced significant learning loss. 
The motivation for school learning of gifted students and older students from both 
groups was particularly negatively affected. While the international literature had 
already recognized the vulnerability of students with SEND during ERE, which 
was confirmed by this study as well, gifted students were not under special public 
attention, their educational needs were rarely studied and there were no specific 
guidelines for work with this group of students. Our study showed however that 
gifted students should be treated as a specific vulnerable group because they are 
at risk of being left behind during ERE. 

Pandemic has just highlighted already present gaps in the Serbian education 
system. As before the pandemic, students with SEND did not receive enough edu-
cational support during pandemic. For gifted students support is typically equated 
with preparation for the competitions a few weeks before the competitions and 
during the pandemic when the competitions were canceled, they were left without 
any kind of enrichment. 

Although Serbian policies stress the importance of socioemotional develop-
ment, our results might indicate that in reality students only acquire school knowl-
edge in schools, while other relevant competencies and values are more fostered in 
out-of-school contexts. More attention should be paid on extracurricular activities, 
as well as group work in regular classes, so the school really enables students to 
develop close relationships with peers and teachers, improve their socioemotional 
skills, self-esteem, and aspirations. Psychosocial and educational interventions 
should encourage students to build self-regulation skills and increase resilience 
of students.

We should, however, be aware of several limitations of our study. Some in-
terviews, particularly those with children with SEND and/or with children from 
the first cycle of primary education, possessed scarce information about effects 
and mechanisms that induced such effects due to children’s limited capacities to 
express verbally their experience. Due to limited use of IEP3, the majority of chil-
dren were estimated as gifted by their teachers and school associates, which might, 
especially in the case of younger students, not be that reliable. Finally, our study 
was grounded in retrospective accounts so we might assume that some students 
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overlooked or reframed some of the experiences from the previous school year and 
months. Nevertheless, we consider our conclusions relevant for policy makers and 
practitioners and transferable to similar educational contexts and for the potential 
future emergency situations.
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