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FOREWORD
The global disruption to education caused by the COVID-

19 pandemic constitutes the worst education crisis on 

record.  Most countries in the world closed schools and 

higher education institutions as part of their strategies to 

combat the pandemic. The costs have been immense. The 

magnitude of the shock is still not fully understood, but 

emerging evidence is deeply concerning. The State of the 
Global Education Crisis: A Path to Recovery takes stock of 

the state of education around the world after prolonged 

school closures that affected nearly all the world’s 

students and offers a set of recommendations for the 

recovery. The paper presents updated global simulations 

of learning losses and a review of the evidence, to date, 

of actual measures of learning losses due to COVID-19. 

These data show substantial losses in math and reading, 

in high-, middle-, and low-income countries alike, that 

disproportionately affect the most marginalized students. 

As education systems pivoted to remote learning in 

early 2020, many moved quickly to deploy multi-modal 

strategies like online, TV, and radio education, as well 

as print materials and instant messaging, to promote 

learning continuity. However, the quality of remote learning 

initiatives varied greatly, as did access, with marginalized 

students often least likely to access remote learning 

opportunities. This crisis has in many ways exacerbated 

existing inequalities in education, which is why a focus 

on equity and learning recovery is paramount as children 

return to school. 

With Mission: Recovering Education 2021, UNESCO, 

UNICEF, and the World Bank joined forces to provide 

guidance and support to countries navigating the crisis. 

The collaboration of the three organizations is ongoing 

as education systems continue to weather the storm of 

the unfolding pandemic. Reopening schools, assessing 

students’ learning levels and wellbeing, and teaching 

students at their current levels of learning will be crucial. 

Introducing a learning recovery program composed of 

evidence-based strategies to boost learning can help 

bring students back up to speed. The success of learning 

recovery will largely depend on the teachers who are on 

the front lines of delivering learning recovery programs 

and supporting students’ wellbeing; those teachers 

need our support. Implementing such programs will 

require significant political and financial commitment 

to strengthen education systems’ capacity and invest 

well in their future. To date, less than three percent of 

governments’ stimulus packages have been allocated 

to education; and in low- and lower-middle-income 

countries, the share is less than one percent. Much more 

funding will be needed for immediate learning recovery, 

let alone for the transformed education that the world’s 

children and youth deserve and need. 

The State of the Global Education Crisis: A Path to 
Recovery provides a stark reality check for education 

systems worldwide and presents a menu of policy 

actions for recovering learning and using this crisis as 

an opportunity to reinvent education—to make it more 

resilient, more equitable, and more efficient in delivering 

learning for all. This opportunity must be seized. Now 

is the time to act, to prevent this generation of students 

from suffering permanent losses in their learning 

and future productivity, and to protect their ability to 

participate fully in society.

This crisis has in many ways exacerbated  
existing inequalities in education, which is  
why a focus on equity and learning recovery is 
paramount as children return to school.

Stefania Giannini, 
Assistant Director-General 

for Education 

UNESCO

Robert Jenkins, 
Global Director, Education 

UNICEF

Jaime Saavedra, 
Global Director,  

Education Global Practice 

The World Bank

https://blogs.worldbank.org/education/mission-recovering-education-2021
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

T
he global disruption to education caused by the 
COVID-19 pandemic is without parallel, and its 
effects on learning have been severe. The crisis 

brought education systems across the world to 

a halt, with school closures affecting more than 

1.6 billion learners. While nearly every country 

in the world offered remote learning opportunities for 

students, the quality and reach of such initiatives varied 

greatly, and they were at best partial substitutes for in-person 

learning. Now, 21 months later, schools remain closed for 

millions of children and youth, and millions more are at risk 

of never returning to education. Growing evidence on the 

impacts of school closures on children’s learning depicts a 

harrowing reality. Learning losses have been large and 

inequitable: recent learning assessments show that children 

in many countries have missed out on most or all of the 

academic learning they would ordinarily have acquired in 

school, with younger and more marginalized children often 

missing out the most. Students in São Paulo (Brazil) learned 

only 28 percent of what they would have in face-to-face 

classes and the risk of dropout increased more than 

threefold. In rural Karnataka (India), the share of grade three 

students in government schools able to perform simple 

subtraction fell from 24 percent in 2018 to only 16 percent in 

2020. The global learning crisis has grown by even more 

than previously feared: this generation of students now risks 

losing $17 trillion in lifetime earnings in present value as a 

result of school closures, or the equivalent of 14 percent of 

today’s global GDP, far more than the $10 trillion estimated in 

2020. In low- and middle-income countries, the share of 

children living in Learning Poverty—already over 50 percent 

before the pandemic—will rise sharply, potentially up to 70 

percent, given the long school closures and the varying 

quality and effectiveness of remote learning. 
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The crisis exacerbated inequality in education. Globally, full 

and partial school closures lasted an average of 224 days. 

But in low- and middle-income countries, school closures 

often lasted longer than in high-income countries, and the 

response was typically less effective. Teachers in many low- 

and middle-income countries received limited professional 

development support to transition to remote learning, 

leaving them unprepared to engage with learners and 

caregivers. At home, households’ ability to respond to the 

shock varied by income level. Children from disadvantaged 

households were less likely to benefit from remote 

learning than their peers, often due to a lack of electricity, 

connectivity, devices, and caregiver support. The youngest 

students and students with disabilities were largely left out 

of countries’ policy responses, with remote learning rarely 

designed in a way that met their developmental needs. 

Girls faced compounding barriers to learning amidst school 

closures, as social norms, limited digital skills, and lack of 

access to devices constrained their ability to keep learning.

Progress made for children and youth in other domains has 
stagnated or reversed. Schools ordinarily provide critical 

services that extend beyond learning and offer safe spaces 

for protection. During school closures, children’s health and 

safety was jeopardized, with domestic violence and child 

labor increasing. More than 370 million children globally 

missed out on school meals during school closures, losing 

what is for some children the only reliable source of food and 

daily nutrition. The mental health crisis among young people 

has reached unprecedented levels. Advances in gender 

equality are threatened, with school closures placing an 

estimated 10 million more girls at risk of early marriage in the 

next decade and at increased risk of dropping out of school.

The COVID-19 crisis forced the global education community 
to learn some critical lessons, but also highlighted that 
transformation and innovation are possible. Despite the 

shortcomings of remote learning initiatives, there were 

bright spots and innovations. Remote and hybrid education, 

which became a necessity when the pandemic hit, has 

the potential to transform the future of learning if systems 

are strengthened and technology is better leveraged to 

complement skilled and well-supported teachers. 

Building on the close collaboration of UNESCO, UNICEF, and 
the World Bank under the Mission: Recovering Education, 

this report presents new evidence on the severity of the 

learning losses incurred during school closures and charts 

a path out of the global education crisis, towards more 

effective, equitable, and resilient education systems. 

Reopening schools should be countries’ highest priority. 
The cost of keeping schools closed is steep and threatens to 

hamper a generation of children and youth while widening 

pre-pandemic disparities. Reopening schools and keeping 

them open should therefore be the top priority for countries, 

as growing evidence indicates that with adequate measures, 

health risks to children and education staff can be 

minimized. Reopening is the single best measure countries 

can take to begin reversing learning losses. 

To tackle the learning crisis, countries must first address 
the learning data crisis, by assessing students’ learning 
levels. While substantial losses in reading and math have 

now been documented in several countries and show 

variations across countries, grades, subjects and students 

characteristics, evidence on learning loss generally remains 

scarce. It is critical for policymakers, school administrators, 

and teachers to have access to learning data that reflect 

their context, and for learning data to be disaggregated 

by various sub-groups of students, so that they can target 

instruction and accelerate students’ learning recovery. 

To prevent learning losses from accumulating once children 
are back in school, countries should adopt learning recovery 
programs consisting of evidence-based strategies. Evidence 

from past disruptions to education, such as the 2005 Pakistan 

earthquake, show that without remedial measures, learning 

losses may grow even after children return to school, if the 

curriculum and teaching do not adjust to meet students’ 

learning needs. Learning recovery programs can prevent this 

and make up the losses with a contextually appropriate mix 

of proven techniques for promoting foundational learning: 

consolidating the curriculum, extending instructional time, and 

making learning more efficient through targeted instruction, 

structured pedagogy, small-group tutoring, and self-guided 

learning programs. In addition to recovering lost learning, such 

measures can improve learning outcomes in the long run, 

by improving systems’ responsiveness to students’ learning 

needs. But countries must act now to make that happen, 

taking advantage of the opportunity to improve their systems 

before the learning losses become permanent.

Reopening schools should be countries’ highest 
priority. The cost of keeping schools closed is steep 
and threatens to hamper a generation of children 
and youth while widening pre-pandemic disparities.

https://blogs.worldbank.org/education/mission-recovering-education-2021
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Beyond addressing learning losses, addressing children's 
socioeomotional losses is essential. School closures not 

only disrupted education, but also affected the delivery 

of essential services, including school feeding, protection 

and psychosocial support, impacting the overall wellbeing 

and mental health of children. Reopening schools and 

supporting them to provide comprehensive services 

promoting wellbeing and psychosocial support is a priority. 

This will happen only if teachers are adequately equipped 

and trained to support the holistic needs of children. All 

teachers should be supported and prepared for remedial 

education, mental health and psychosocial support, and 

remote learning. 

Building back better requires countries to measure how 
effective their policy responses are at mitigating learning 

loss and to analyze their impact on equity—and then to 
use what they learn to keep improving. Improving systems 

to generate timely and reliable data is critical to evaluate 

policy responses and generate lessons learned for the next 

disruption to education. The implementation gap between 

policy and improved student learning requires more 

research to understand what works and how to scale what 

works to the system level. 

Countries have an opportunity to accelerate learning and 
make schools more efficient, equitable, and resilient by 
building on investments made and lessons learned during 
the crisis. Now is the time to shift from crisis to recovery—

and beyond recovery, to resilient and transformative 

education systems that truly deliver learning and wellbeing 

for all children and youth. 
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PART 1 

INTRODUCTION 

E
ven before COVID-19 hit, the world was already 

experiencing a learning crisis. 258 million 

primary- and secondary-school age children 

and youth were out of school.1 Many children 

who were in school were learning very little: 53 

percent of all ten-year-old children in low- and 

middle-income countries were experiencing Learning 

Poverty, meaning that they were unable to read and 

understand a simple age-appropriate text at age 10.2 The 

learning crisis was already distributed unequally and 

disproportionately affected the most vulnerable children. In 

low-income countries, the Learning Poverty rate was close 

to 90 percent, compared with just nine percent in 

high-income countries.3 Globally, the average learning 

adjusted years of schooling (LAYS) stood at just 7.9 years, 

reinforcing that for many of the world’s children and youth, 

schooling is not the same as learning.4

A MOUNTING CRISIS WITHIN A CRISIS
COVID-19 resulted in an unprecedented disruption to 

education worldwide, affecting more than 1.6 billion 

students and amplifying the pre-existing learning crisis. 

Education systems have attempted to mitigate the effects 

of school closures by implementing a range of remote 

learning modalities to support students continued learning, 

including online platforms, TV and radio programming, and 

take-home print packages. But the deployment, uptake, 

and effectiveness of such programs has varied greatly, 

and in most countries, offered an inadequate substitute for 

in-person learning.5 

In early 2020, there were warnings of the detrimental effects 

that school closures resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic 

could have, risking reversing decades of advancement in 

education and hindering progress toward the Sustainable 
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Development Goals. Simulations showed that school closures 

of just seven months could lead to a ten percent increase 

in the share of students in Learning Poverty and cost this 

generation of students $10 trillion in lifetime earnings.6,7 An 

estimated 24 million students from pre-primary to tertiary 

were deemed at risk of permanently dropping out of school.8 

As countries moved into a second year of the pandemic 

and school closures for many countries continued, potential 

losses in learning and life-time earnings were expected to 

grow. A mounting body of evidence confirms that learning 

losses as a result of COVID-19 school closures are real, with 

stark disparities for marginalized students worldwide. Globally, 

27 percent of country education systems remained fully or 

partially closed as of September 2021, some still without 

plans for reopening.9

In addition to the effects on learning, the COVID-19 health 

crisis directly affected children, youth, and their families along 

multiple dimensions. Nearly five million individuals have died 

due to COVID-19, and more than one million children around 

the world have lost a parent or caregiver to COVID-19.10,11 

Restrictions on mobility and economic activity that were 

put in place to mitigate the health impacts of the pandemic 

have led to huge economic disruption, with an estimated 

124 million people pushed into poverty.12 At the same time, 

countries experienced economic contractions and budget 

cuts, creating a perfect storm that disproportionately affected 

vulnerable populations and widened inequities across 

countries and within countries. A growing concern is that the 

recovery may be similarly inequitable13 and that the effects of 

COVID-19 will be long-lasting.

MISSION: RECOVERING EDUCATION 2021
At the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, the World 

Bank, UNICEF, and UNESCO partnered to monitor national 

education responses to school closures and support 

policymakers to assess the global impacts of the pandemic. 

The first joint report, published in October 2020, offered 

analysis on the actions that countries took to implement 

remote learning, the support they offered to parents and 

teachers, their plans and safety measures for school 

reopening, and the financial resources they needed for 

the national education response to the pandemic. The 

early survey results illustrated how COVID-19 could widen 

inequities between and within countries, as a result of 

lost opportunities for learning.14 Eight months further into 

the pandemic, the second joint report published in June 

2021 provided a progress report on school closures and 

reopenings, measures education systems had taken for 

assessing student learning and learning loss, and policies 

countries adopted to boost access to and effectiveness of 

remote learning.15 

With the future of an entire generation at stake, the 

World Bank, UNICEF, and UNESCO launched Mission: 

Recovering Education 2021 focused on three priorities: 

(1) bringing all children back to schools, (2) recovering 

learning losses, and (3) preparing and supporting 

teachers. We joined forces to help governments and school 

authorities achieve this critical mission and engaged with 

governments to prioritize education financing for these 

three objectives. We provided technical assistance and 

financial support for the return to school, for supporting 

classroom activities to accelerate learning and implement 

remedial education schemes, and for supporting teachers’ 

professional development. Our three organizations remain 

committed to sounding the alarm on the urgency of the 

crisis in education, and this report highlights the growing 

evidence of learning losses and widening inequalities, 

together with the need to take immediate actions to 

recover learning and build more equitable, efficient and 

resilient learning systems. 

REPORT OVERVIEW 
This report spotlights how COVID-19 has deepened the 

education crisis and charts a course for creating more 

resilient education systems for the future. The next section 

documents COVID-19’s impacts on learning levels by 

presenting updated simulations and bringing together 

the latest documented evidence on learning loss from 

over 28 countries. Section three explores how the crisis 

has widened inequality and had greater impacts on 

already disadvantaged children and youth. Section four 

reviews evidence on learning recovery from past crises 

and highlights current policy responses that appear most 

likely to have succeeded in stemming learning losses, 

while recognizing that the evidence is still in a nascent 

stage. The final section discusses how to build on the 

investments made and the lessons learned during the 

pandemic to accelerate learning recovery and emerge from 

the crisis with increased education quality, resilience, and 

equity in the longer term.

This report spotlights how COVID-19 has deepened 
the education crisis and charts a course for creating 
more resilient education systems for the future. 

https://www.unicef.org/media/98861/file/Mission%20:%20Recovering%20Education%20in%202021.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/media/98861/file/Mission%20:%20Recovering%20Education%20in%202021.pdf
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PART 2 

IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON LEARNING

T
o assess the impact of COVID-19 on learning, it 
is important to define what we mean by 
learning loss. This report defines the term 

“learning loss” as any loss of knowledge or skills 

and/or deceleration of or interruption to 

academic progress, most commonly due to 

extended gaps or discontinuities in a student’s education. 

Learning loss is not a new concept in the education policy 

debate and can be driven by summer breaks, interruptions 

to formal education, dropouts, school absence, and 

ineffective teaching. Various studies simulate the potential 

learning losses associated with the pandemic or, as data 

becomes available, report on the actual observed learning 

losses as systems reengage with students. Two main types 

of learning losses are often discussed in the literature: 

“forgetting,” which refers to the loss of previously acquired 

learning, and “forgone” learning, which means expected 

learning that does not take place as schools are closed to 

in-person learning. When estimating the “forgone” 

learning, some authors estimate a counterfactual using 
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empirical data, such as previous cohorts attained learning 

levels, while others use normative criteria such as 

grade-level expectations.16 To distinguish between 

empirical and normative counterfactuals, this paper refers 

to learning losses and learning gaps. While the former can 

be attributed to a shock such as COVID related school 

closures, the latter was a problem prior to the pandemic, 

as students in many systems were already performing 

below expectations. The focus of this report is learning 

losses, rather than learning gaps.17 

On top of forgetting and forgone learning, additional 
learning losses could accumulate even after students 
return to school. Learning is a cumulative process, with 

new skills building on existing ones. Evidence from past 

emergencies documents that school closures often do 

long-term damage: affected cohorts of children end 

up with lower educational attainment, as well as lower 

earnings and higher unemployment in adulthood.18,19,20,21 

Some evidence shows that part of the long-term losses 

are attributable to slower learning once children return 

to school.22 Consequently, learning losses associated 

with the pandemic may result in compounded negative 

consequences for this generation of students by harming 

children’s future learning trajectories. If children lost 

essential building blocks for future learning during 

school closures and are not helped to recover them, 

learning will continue at a slower pace than before. 

Figure 1 illustrates the elements described above using 

a hypothetical learning progression (slope) given by the 

learning trajectory pre-COVID. It shows that COVID-

related school closures between period t1 and t2 can 

yield learning losses (both in terms of forgetting and 

forgone). Such losses can be measured at t2 (present 

time) as schools reopen. Since learning is progressive, if 

it is not recovered, students might be pushed towards a 

new learning trajectory (post-COVID learning trajectory) 

with a flatter slope, which will result in a level of learning 

at t3 that would be lower than would have been expected 

if students had remained at the pre-COVID rate of 

learning. This difference is referred to in the figure as 

future learning losses. The current crisis presents an 

opportunity, since to recover learning losses, students 

must be put on an accelerated learning recovery 
trajectory. This rate of learning can bring students back 

to the expected pre-pandemic learning levels at t3, 

and change the future expected learning levels of this 

generation beyond t3.
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Source: authors’ illustration.
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2.1 UPDATED GLOBAL SIMULATIONS SHOW 
LEARNING LOSSES LARGER THAN FEARED  
The quantity of schooling lost is momentous. At its 

peak, school closures affected 1.6 billion children in 188 

countries,23 with over one billion of these children living 

in low- and middle-income countries. Globally, from 

late February 2020 until early August 2021, education 

systems were on average fully closed for 121 instructional 

days and partially closed for 103 days, with the world’s 

poorest children disproportionately affected.24 While some 

countries quickly reopened schools, many kept all schools 

closed for exceptionally long periods or reopened, but only 

partially. For example, some education systems reopened 

but offered access to face-to-face schooling only in certain 

areas, to certain grades, or to all students on a part-time 

basis, adopting a hybrid model where students rotate in 

receiving in-person instruction. 

Simulations at the end of 2020, 9 months into the 
pandemic, suggested that school closures lasting seven 
school months could cost this generation of students an 
estimated $10 trillion in lifetime earnings in present value 
in the intermediate scenario—or as much as $16 trillion 
under a pessimistic scenario. World Bank simulations in 

2020 expected to see a global loss of 0.9 learning-adjusted 

years of schooling (LAYS), driving the global average down 

from 7.8 LAYS to 6.9 LAYS.25  Under this scenario, a typical 

student would lose $25,000 in lifetime earnings in present 

value terms, and this generation of students could lose an 

estimated $16 trillion in earnings. And with that duration of 

school closures, learning poverty was expected to increase 

by 10 percentage points, reaching 63 percent.26 

STUDENTS AFFECTED BY CLOSURES (FULLY CLOSED; BILLIONS) NUMBER OF COUNTRIES FULLY CLOSED

NUMBER OF COUNTRIES AFFECTED BY CLOSURES (FULL OR PARTIAL)
NUMBER OF COUNTRIES PARTIALLY CLOSEDSTUDENTS AFFECTED BY CLOSURES (PARTIALLY CLOSED; BILLIONS)
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FIGURE 2. Hundreds of millions of students in low- and middle-income countries have been affected by full and partial 
school closures since the start of the pandemic

Source: authors’ calculations using UNESCO school closure database.
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Updated learning loss simulations show that results under 
a pessimistic scenario are worse and this generation of 
students could lose $17 trillion in lifetime earnings at 
present value.27 This projected loss is equivalent to 14 

percent of today’s global GDP. The new simulations indicate 

a shift in the distribution of learning losses by income 

groupings: a larger share of losses is now expected to have 

taken place in middle-income countries, because their 

reported school closures have been longer than those in 

high- and low-income countries. 

In the pessimistic scenario, Learning Poverty is expected 
to increase to as much as 70 percent in low- and middle-
income countries. In both new simulated scenarios, 

remote learning is expected to have performed in the same 

way, and in line with the pessimistic scenario of November 

2020, and schools are assumed to be fully closed.28 

Results by income groups (see Figure A.1 in the appendix) 

indicate that Learning Poverty is likely to worsen most 

in upper- and lower-middle-income countries; Learning 

Poverty might increase up to 23 and 10 percentage points 

respectively. In contrast, in low-income countries, Learning 

Poverty might increase only 1 percentage point (although 

starting from a very high base of 90 percent).

FIGURE 3. Learning Poverty is likely to get worse

Notes: (1) results for low- and middle-income countries; (2) Nov/2020 pessimistic scenario 
assumes 70 percent of school closure and about 10 percent of the learning losses while schools 
are closed will be fully mitigated in high-income countries, but in the developing world, 7 
percent as described in Azevedo (2020); (3) Nov/2021 simulations build on the same remote 
learning effectiveness parameters as in Azevedo (2020), however, actual length of school 
closure information builds on UNESCO database (as used in Figure 2); Intermediate scenario: 
partial reopening is assumed to be at 50 percent of the system; Pessimistic scenario: Partial 
reopening is assumed to be negligible, or that the system was fully closed. For details on the 
November/2021 simulation update see Azevedo, Cloutier et al (2021). (4) baseline learning 
poverty values reflected July 1st, 2021 country updates and revisions (see Azevedo, Montoya et 
al (2021) for details). This update included the latest data for Sub-Saharan Africa and East Asia 
and the Pacific. 

Many education systems have reopened schools, even 
if partially, which may help prevent further losses. In 

the intermediate scenario of potential learning losses 

by August 2021, schools are assumed to be partially 

opened, mitigation measures are assumed to be slightly 

more effective and an average of 25 percent of students 

assumed to be back in schools during the weeks in 

which the system is partially closed. In this scenario, 

LAYS is expected to have fallen from 7.8 to 7.1, with $12 

trillion losses in lifetime earnings and Learning Poverty 

expected to have increased to 67 percent (see Figure 3). 

In this report we are giving more weight to the pessimistic 

scenario, because: (1) we have no reliable evidence that 

remote learning during the pandemic has effectively 

mitigated learning losses in the majority of countries29; 

and (2) most evidence from middle-income countries 

suggest that that partial school reopening has often 

benefited a negligible share of the student population.
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2.2 GROWING EVIDENCE CONFIRMS 
LEARNING LOSSES ARE REAL
 Studies from low- and middle-income countries show major 
systemwide learning losses. Results from two states in 

Mexico show significant learning losses in reading and in 

math for students aged 10-15. The estimated learning losses 

range from 0.34 - 0.45 standard deviations in reading and 

0.62 – 0.82 standard deviations in math, varying by students’ 

socioeconomic status, gender, and age.30 The study confirms 

that the share of students who cannot not read or understand 

a simple text is set to increase markedly, rising by 15 

percentage points for students of high socioeconomic status 

and 25 percentage points for students of low socioeconomic 

status, aligned with the simulation results. In rural Pakistan, 

results for primary students in grades 1-5 declined in math, 

as well as in reading in Urdu/Sindhi/Pashto, but remained 

flat in English.31 In Russia, school closures in one region had 

heterogenous impacts on learning across grades. While there 

were no observed learning losses in reading among fourth 

graders, sixth graders lost the equivalent of 3-4 months of 

learning and eighth graders lost the equivalent of nearly 

a year and half of learning in science literacy.32 In South 
Africa, early-grade students suffered learning losses in 

reading after missing on average 60 percent of school days 

in 2020. Second graders experienced losses of between 

57 and 70 percent of a year of learning. Fourth graders 

experienced losses of between 62 and 81 percent of a year of 

learning.33 While girls in South Africa typically outperform boys 

in reading, evidence indicates that learning losses in English 

for fourth graders were 27 percent higher for girls than boys. 

In Kenya, a non-representative sample of motivated primary 

school children who maintained use of the online Math-

Whizz tutoring platform before and during the pandemic via 

Project iMlango lost an equivalent of three and a half months 

of learning in math.34  Primary school children in Ethiopia 

learned only 30-40 percent as much in math as they would 

during a normal year, and the learning gap between urban 

and rural students increased.35 In Ghana, evidence suggests 

that inequalities in learning outcomes were exacerbated 

during the pandemic. Students of higher socioeconomic 

status outperformed students of lower socioeconomic status 

in math and reading, which may be a result of their higher 

engagement rates in remote learning and their schools and 

caregivers providing more support during school closures.36  

Figure 4 below highlights some of the learning losses from 

selected low-and-middle income countries, presented in 

terms of the share of a school year’s worth of learning each 

loss represents. Evidence from some countries suggest that 

on average, the learning losses are roughly proportional 

to the length of school closures. However, there is a great 

deal of heterogeneity, as illustrated in the figure below. Note 

that the studies that gathered data on learning loss are 

measuring learning in different grades, for different subjects, 

at different scales, with varying timelines and have relied on 

different designs (see footnote of Figure 4 for more details). 

However, the main takeaway remains: children around the 

world have experienced substantial learning losses. 

FIGURE 4. Changes in learning as shares of learning normally expected in one school year, non-standardized and 
standardized by the length of closures (selected Low- and Middle-Income countries)

Notes: (1) “Forgetting” refers to learning that students forgot during school closures, while “forgone” learning refers to learning that would normally take place but did not take place during school closures. While most studies report 
them in a combined measurement, some distinguish between the two, and a few only measured the forgetting; (2) Some studies track the results of the same students before and during the pandemic (using a panel or pseudo-panel 
design), while others compare the results of the same grade across different cohorts, a pre-pandemic cohort compared to a cohort affected by the pandemic (using a repeated cross-sections design); (3) G refers to grade, and the 
number denotes which grade. E.g., G2 = grade two; (4) L refers to language, M to math, S to science literacy; and (5) Selected countries are those for which the study provides data required to compute the effect in share of school year. 

Source: Authors’ calculations using data from multiple studies, all available in Table 1 in the appendix.
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Detailed data from São Paulo state in Brazil demonstrate 
the erosion of learning progress during school closures. 

A study from São Paulo in Brazil, shows that on average, 

students learned only 28 percent of what they would have in 

face-to-face classes and the risk of dropout increased more 

than threefold.37 São Paulo's state-wide exams in 2021 show 

learning losses across the board, with the 2021 cohorts 

scoring lower than the 2019 cohort in every grade, with 

larger losses for younger students.38 Figure 5a illustrates 

the learning trajectory for fifth graders in Portuguese, 

while Figure 5b shows math. These results are particularly 

striking, as they illustrate how the shock has eliminated a 

decade or more of steady learning progress.

FIGURE 5A: São Paulo: Timeline for 5th grade students in Math, National Basic Education Assessment System (SAEB) 
vs. sample evaluation

Source: authors’ calculations using data from SEDUC-SP, 2021.

FIGURE 5B: São Paulo: Timeline for 5th grade students in Language, National Basic Education Assessment System 
(SAEB) vs. sample evaluation in São Paulo

Source: authors’ calculations using data from SEDUC-SP, 2021.
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Beyond São Paulo, in a group of Brazilian states, the share of 
second graders who are off-track to become fluent readers 
increased from 52 percent to 74 percent, supporting the 
notion that the pre-pandemic learning crisis has worsened 
during the COVID-related school closures. With the support 

of civil society organizations, the Secretary of Education of ten 

Brazilian states decided to participate in a foundational skill 

assessment of second grade students.39 The main objective 

of this exercise was to define the baseline for the recovery 

as schools reopen and to use this information to define 

strategies to mitigate learning losses. The study showed that 

74 percent of second graders are pre-readers (meaning they 

can only read a maximum of 9 words per minute); this is a 

much higher share than in 2019, where 52 percent of 2nd 

graders were classified as pre-readers. 

Data from Annual Status of Education Report (ASER) 
assessments in rural Karnataka in India illustrates large 
learning losses in math and reading, with the share of grade 

three children in government schools able to perform simple 

subtraction falling from 24 percent in 2018 to only 16 

percent in 2020.40  Figure 6 shows learning losses in reading 

in Karnataka across grades between 2018 and 2020. 

FIGURE 6. Karnataka, India: a decline in the share of 
students able to read a grade 2 level text, by grade 
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Even in high-income countries able to quickly organize real-time 
online instruction, learning losses appear substantial. While 

the focus of this report is on low- and middle-income countries, 

there is also value in learning from patterns observed in some 

high-income countries. In Belgium, where schools were closed or 

partially closed for one third of the school year in 2020, evidence 

from standardized tests implemented before and after the start 

of the pandemic suggests losses of 0.17 standard deviations 

for math and 0.19 standard deviations for language, with larger 

learning losses in schools with high proportions of disadvantaged 

students.41 In the United Kingdom, results from autumn 2020 

showed a learning loss in reading akin to two months of learning, 

among both primary and secondary students.42 Data from an 

8-week school shutdown in the Netherlands show a learning 

loss equivalent to 20 percent of a school year.43 Evidence from 

Italy compares results in math for grade three students affected 

by the pandemic compared to a previous cohort. Students 

performed 0.19 standard deviations worse in math compared to 

the pre-covid cohort.44 Evidence from across the United States 
mirror the situation in Europe, with significant learning losses in 

math and reading.45,46 In Texas, only 30 percent of third graders 

tested at or above grade level in math in 2021, compared 

to 48 percent in 2019.47  Similar learning losses have also 

been observed in California,48 Colorado,49 Tennessee,50 North 
Carolina,51 Ohio,52 Virginia,53 and Maryland.54 Figure 7 illustrates 

learning losses in selected high-income countries, expressed in 

terms of the share of the school year that each loss represent.

Younger learners were adversely affected and typically had 
greater losses. Evidence from São Paulo and Karnataka 

illustrated in Figures 5-6 show greater losses among the 

earlier grades. Similarly, an eight-week school shutdown in 

Switzerland showed that primary school students learned 

more than twice as fast when attending school in-person 

compared to remote learning during school closures.55 By 

contrast, Swiss secondary students did not experience any 

significant decline in learning pace. Likewise, results from 

Mexico and the United States show larger absolute losses 

for students in the earlier grades.56,57,58 Comparably, sixth 

graders in Uganda experienced learning losses in math 

and English language compared to previous cohorts, while 

tenth grade students made gains.59 There may be multiple 

reasons behind this pattern: younger learners have less 

foundational knowledge to fall back on than older students; 

they require more learning support, making them less suited 

for remote learning; and they often make larger learning 

gains than older students while in school, meaning there 

is more potential learning to lose when schools close. 

However, when learning is measured relative to typical 

gains, emerging evidence suggests older students are doing 

worse in some cases, such as in the United States and 

the state of São Paulo.60,61 Results from Russia go against 

the overall trend, with older students experiencing large 

declines and younger students less affected or showing no 

loss at all.62 
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FIGURE 7. Changes in learning as shares of learning normally expected in one school year, non-standardized and 
standardized by the length of closures (selected High-Income countries) 

Notes: (1) “Forgetting” refers to learning that students forgot during school closures, while “forgone” learning refers to learning that would normally take place but did not take place during school closures. While most 
studies report them in a combined measurement, some distinguish between the two, and a few only measured the forgetting; (2) Some studies track the results of the same students before and during the pandemic 
(using a panel or pseudo-panel design), while others compare the results of the same grade across different cohorts, a pre-pandemic cohort compared to a cohort affected by the pandemic (using a repeated cross-
sections design); (3) G refers to grade, and the number denotes which grade. E.g., G2 = grade two; (4) L refers to language, M to math, S to science literacy; and (5) Selected countries are those for which the study 
provides data required to compute the effect in share of school year. 

Source: authors’ calculations using data from multiple studies, all available in Table 1 in the appendix.
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Learning impacts seem to vary by subject, with students 
often recording greater losses in math than in reading. For 

example, in rural Pakistan, there were some small losses 

in reading in home languages and math, while the share of 

children who could read sentences in English held steady 

between 2019 and 2021.63 The evidence from Mexico, São 

Paulo, Brazil, and Uganda all shows greater losses in math 

than reading. 64,65,66 This finding is in line with some of the 

existing literature on summer learning loss.67 A potential 

reason may be less exposure to math than reading in daily 

life outside school, another may be that caregivers are less 

able to support students in math than reading. 

TABLE 1. Unequal learning losses—Who is losing the most in low- and middle-income countries? 

DIMENSION OF INEQUALITY EXAMPLES

Geography Bigger losses for students in rural and disadvantaged areas:

Ethiopia: Learning of primary students in rural areas was one-third of the normal rate, compared with less than half in urban 
areas; evidence of widening gap the pre-primary level too

Kenya (EdTech program participants): Larger losses for students in “hardship” areas; slightly larger losses for rural schools

Gender Bigger losses for girls:

South Africa: Learning losses for girls were 20 percent and 27 percent higher than for boys in home language and English 
reading, respectively, in Grade 4; and girls lost 9 words per minute in reading speed, vs. 6 words per minute for boys

Pakistan (ASER districts): Learning losses were larger for girls than for boys across nearly all competencies  
and grades

Mexico (citizen-led assessment, 2 states): Larger learning losses for girls than boys (among low-income households, and in 
reading among high-incomes households) 

Bigger losses for boys:

Pakistan (small private-school sample): Boys suffered absolute losses, and bigger losses relative to expectated learning gains, 
whereas girls have not lost much relative to expected learning gains

No differential impact:

Ethiopia: No widening of gaps in primary or pre-primary 

Age / Grade Bigger losses for students in earlier grades:

Pakistan (ASER districts): Larger learning losses for Grade 1 and 3 students than for Grade 5 students in all 3 subjects: 
math, reading (Urdu), and English 

Kenya (EdTech program participants): Larger losses for Grades 4 and 6 than for Grade 8

Brazil (São Paulo): Larger absolute losses for grade 5 than for grades 9 and 12

Uganda: Learning losses in grade 6, but learning gains in grade 10

India (Karnataka): Larger losses in grades 3 and 5 than in grade 7

Mexico: Larger losses were observed for ages 10 and 11 than for ages 12-15

Bigger losses for students in later grades: 

Russia (Krasnoyarsk): No learning loss in grade 4, 3-4 months of learning lost in grade 6, and 1.5 years of learning lost in 
grade 8

Public/private Bigger losses for public-school students:

Pakistan (ASER districts): Larger losses for students attending government schools than for those attending private schools 

Pre-pandemic learning levels Mixed evidence: 

South Africa: In grade 2, more severe impact on the least proficient students than on those with higher initial reading 
proficiency; but in grade 4, larger impact on those with higher initial proficiency 

Pakistan (ASER districts): Larger losses for previously high- and low-performing students than for medium-performing

Socioeconomic status Bigger losses for lower-SES students

Pakistan (small private-school sample): Poorest children suffered absolute losses in learning and are far behind expected 
learning; richer students stayed roughly in line with expectations

Mexico (citizen-led assessment, 2 states): Larger learning losses for low-SES students 

No impact: 

Russia (Krasnoyarsk): No observed increase in inequality in learning losses (although SES still determinant of learning levels)

Uruguay: No observed increase in SES inequality in learning losses
 
Note: For sources, see citations in the body of this paper.
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Disadvantaged students were disproportionately affected 
by learning losses. Evidence from Italy shows that 

among children of low-educated parents, high-performing 

students and girls experienced greater losses during the 

pandemic.68 In the United Kingdom, secondary schools 

serving students from disadvantaged backgrounds 

had learning losses in reading 50 percent higher than 

those serving fewer students from disadvantaged 

backgrounds.69 Historically marginalized and economically 

disadvantaged students had larger declines relative to 

more advantaged peers in the United States as well.70,71,72 

In Czech Republic, students lost the equivalent of about 

three months of learning during the first year of the 

pandemic, based on tests in the Czech language and 

mathematics administered in 2020 and 2021 in grade 

five.73 Among schools with below-average results in 2020, 

the schools attended by more children with university 

educated parents saw their results fall significantly less 

than schools with less educated parents, highlighting 

the role parents played in stemming learning loss during 

school closures. In line with the findings from the Czech 

Republic, learning losses observed in the Netherlands 

were 60 percent larger among students from less-

educated homes,74 fueling concerns of the unequal 

impact of the pandemic, even in countries with high levels 

of equality and near universal broadband access. The 

pre-pandemic literature on summer learning loss offers 

a plausible explanation for this trend: learning resources 

can be considered in terms of a “resource faucet”, which 

is flowing for all students while in school, but which slows 

or stops completely for students from disadvantaged 

backgrounds during out-of-school periods.75 

In a few countries, the data indicates no learning losses 
or even small gains. For example, in Uruguay, there were 

marginal improvements for grade three and grade six 

students in math and reading between 2017 and 2020.76 

In Uganda, grade 10 students held steady in math and 

made significant gains in English between 2017 and 

2021.77 It is worth noting that unlike other studies reported 

here, which measured losses using a baseline just before 

or at the start of the pandemic, these two studies rely on 

a baseline measured three years before the pandemic hit; 

this means that they cannot show how learning changed 

during the pandemic specifically. The improvement or 

stability in learning levels could reflect pre-pandemic gains 

from between 2017 and early 2020, even if these were 

followed by pandemic-period losses. Pre-pandemic gains 

could reflect successful earlier policy interventions. For 

example, Uruguay has invested greatly in social inclusion 

and equity in educational technology through Plan Ceibal, 

an initiative that distributed laptops and no-cost internet to 

all students and teachers, along with digital skills training.78 

Such investments almost certainly increased preparedness 

for remote learning during the pandemic, but they could 

also have contributed to learning gains even before that. 

Uruguay was also the first country in Latin America to 

reopen its education system.79 Evidence from Australia 

indicates no overall learning losses, with students learning 

on average as much in math and reading in 2020 as 

had the previous cohort in 2019.80 However, students in 

disadvantaged schools lost an equivalent of two months of 

learning compared to the 2019 cohort, while their peers 

in more advantaged schools experienced two months of 

additional growth. 

©
 U

N
IC

E
F

/U
N

0
4

7
9

4
4

7
/K

A
R

K
I



THE STATE OF THE GLOBAL EDUCATION CRISIS: A PATH TO RECOVERY21

PART 3 

INEQUALITY IS GROWING IN 
LEARNING AND BEYOND
3.1 THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC EXACERBATED 
INEQUALITIES IN EDUCATION 

The length of school closures varies greatly across and 
within countries. At the start of the pandemic, countries 

implemented large-scale school closures to minimize 

the risk of virus transmission. Low- and middle-income 

countries, where the majority of the world’s school-age 

children live, experienced longer school closures than high-

income countries and were often less prepared to deliver 

remote learning.81 The duration of full school closures varied 

by region: children in South Asia and Latin America and the 

Caribbean missed nearly triple the education of children 

in Western Europe.82 Many education systems reopened 

schools, only to be forced to close them again due to newly 

imposed measures by governments, because of increased 

transmission of the virus. 

The problems caused by lost schooling is not confined 
to school systems that are fully closed. Many systems 

have reopened only partially, and these partial reopenings 

still leave many children without an option for in-person 

schooling. When both full and partial closures are 

accounted for, the average duration of disruption to 

education globally increases from 121 to 224 days.  
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For example, while the United States had zero days of full 

national school closures, partial school closures continued 

for more than 400 instructional days.83 More than seven in 

ten countries, home to 91 percent of the global school-age 

population, closed schools fully or partially for more than 

four full months; a majority of these children are in low- 

and middle-income countries with low learning outcomes 

before the COVID-19 pandemic.84 Some education 

systems prioritized the most vulnerable students in school 

reopening plans, many prioritized older students and those 

sitting for examinations. In Norway, schools remained open 

for students with disabilities, students whose parents were 

essential workers, and students facing risks at home, such 

as violence.85 Uruguay introduced a phased reopening 

approach prioritizing rural communities, vulnerable student 

populations, and early childhood in the earliest stages of 

reopening.86 Other countries, like Burkina Faso, Guinea, 

Kenya, Liberia, Madagascar, Sierra Leone, Zambia, 

and Zimbabwe, prioritized reopening schools for exam 

classes.87 Still, any reopening is better than continued 

closures. Evidence from Brazil suggests that opening 

schools, even partially, resulted in lower learning loss 

for middle and high school students than when schools 

remained fully closed.88,89

When schools closed, some countries were better 
equipped with resources and connectivity to offer remote 
learning. Around the world, 186 countries implemented 

remote learning programs to provide children with learning 

continuity while schools were closed.90 But implementation 

has varied across high-income and low-income countries 

and, within countries, across high- and low-income 

households. Globally, at least 463 million children could 

not be reached by digital and broadcast remote learning 

programs amidst school closures, with three out of four 

unreached students coming from rural areas and/or poor 

households.91 Lower-income countries tended to have 

higher shares of students not reached by remote learning 

measures than higher-income countries.92 

The digital divide became glaringly evident, with millions 
of children left behind during the shift to remote learning. 
School closures presented a “remote learning paradox,” 

in that many countries adopted technological solutions 

that were not well suited to their contexts. Globally, online 

platforms were the most common response for remote 

learning.93 Yet 1.3 billion school-age children do not have 

internet access at home, with households in rural areas 

systematically less likely to have internet.94 Digital divides 

between urban and rural communities were greatest in 

Eastern and Southern Africa, East Asia and the Pacific, 

and Latin America and the Caribbean.95 Inequalities across 

household income were also evident, even within high-

income countries. In ten European countries, fourth grade 

students from low socioeconomic status backgrounds were 

half as likely to have internet access at home compared 

to their more affluent peers.96 In West and Central Africa, 

Eastern and Southern Africa, and South Asia, internet 

access for children from the bottom wealth quintile is 

nearly non-existent.97 Countries with longer durations of 

school closures tended to have lower rates of school-aged 

children with internet connection at home,98 which affects 

access to remote learning if other modalities were not 

accessible or utilized.
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FIGURE 8: Share of joint survey respondent countries offering a remote learning modality across at least one education 
level, by income group

Note: The chart shows the per cent of countries with valid responses. The y axis shows the per cent of countries in a particular income group that responded as using a particular modality for at least one 
of the education levels (pre-primary, primary, lower secondary, and upper secondary). While the results represented in this Figure covers more than 50 per cent of the global student0-aged population, this 
may not apply to specific income groups. More information on the population coverage of each income group can be found in Annex 1.
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Many countries with low rates of internet connectivity 
utilized other remote learning modalities, but access 
and uptake still varied considerably across and within 
countries. Most low-income countries reported using 

broadcast media (television and radio) as a remote 

learning modality to reach learners.99 But a lack of access 

to devices remained the biggest barrier for learning 

through broadcast media, especially in rural communities. 

In West and Central Africa, broadcast media was central in 

remote learning policies, yet only 26 percent of households 

in rural areas own a television compared to 73 percent of 

households in urban areas.100 In South Asia, on average 

50 percent of households own a television, but urban and 

rural divides in nearly all countries were larger than 20 

percentage points.101 Despite their widespread prevalence 

globally, mobile phones were the second-least-reported 

modality used by ministries of education to deliver remote 

learning, signaling a mismatch of available infrastructure to 

countries’ remote learning policies.102

Leveraging technology-enabled remote learning requires 
that households have access to electricity. Yet in sub-

Saharan Africa, only 47 percent of the population has 

access to electricity, compared to nearly universal access 

in high-income countries.103 Based on current trends, 

universal access to electricity in sub-Saharan Africa will 

not be achieved before 2081.104 Even within countries, 

disparities are vast. In some countries, less than ten 

percent of the poorest households have electricity.105 A 

lack of electricity, internet connectivity, affordable devices, 

and data all impede equitable access to digital learning.106 

Many countries adopted take-home learning materials 

to reach households without access to electricity or 

technology, but challenges with distribution and a lack of 

interactivity remained.107

Students with disabilities faced barriers to engaging 
in remote learning. Students with disabilities are 

disproportionately excluded if remote learning 

modalities are not adequately tailored for sign language 

interpretation, closed captioning, or braille, among 

others.108 Only 33 percent of low-income countries 

indicated they had taken measures to support learners 

with disabilities.109 A global survey conducted with 

learners with disabilities, their teachers and parents 

or caregivers, called attention to a wide range of 

environmental, educational, and health-related 

challenges that learners with disabilities faced at the 

onset of the pandemic and during school closures. 60 

percent of caregivers reported concern that learners 

with disabilities would fall behind in learning due to 

inaccessible distance learning modalities. Similarly, 

only 19 percent of teachers responded that students 

with disabilities were continuing to learn during school 

closures, while more than twice as many thought they 

did not continue learning.110
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Source: UNICEF. 2021. Reopening with resilience: Lessons from remote learning during COVID-19.
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In some countries, gender was a driver of inequality. Girls 

often have reduced access to devices and internet and 

have lower ICT knowledge and skills, limiting their ability to 

access and benefit from remote learning.111,112,113 Existing 

social norms in some countries and communities may 

create inequalities for girls in accessing and using digital 

devices. For example, fathers in Nigeria reported actively 

discouraging their daughters but not their sons from using 

the internet and were less likely to assist their daughters’ 

learning through technology during COVID-19.114 Gendered 

demands on girls’ time, including increased responsibilities 

at home, impede their ability to engage in remote learning 

and lead to less time for schoolwork.115 In Kenya, 74 percent 

of adolescent girls reported household chores distracted 

them from remote learning.116 However, emerging evidence 

from Ethiopia, India, and Vietnam suggests there are no 

significant differences in the remote schooling experiences 

of boys and girls and that socioeconomic status of the 

household was more likely to drive unequal remote learning 

experiences. In Peru, male students were less likely than 

female students to engage in distance learning.117

The youngest learners faced a double disadvantage, 
often left out of remote learning and school reopening 
plans. Despite robust evidence that investments in pre-

primary education can yield long-lasting benefits for 

children, pre-primary education was least likely to be 

prioritized for reopening.118 Between March 2020 and 

February 2021, 167 million children in 196 countries lost 

access to early childhood care and education services.119 

Low- and middle-income countries reported that, after 

schools reopened, pre-primary students were less likely 

than primary and secondary students to attend school 

in-person and less likely to receive support.120 At the 

same time, pre-primary students were less likely to have 

sufficient options for remote learning, with 120 million 

pre-primary students not reached by digital and broadcast 

remote learning.121 Only 60 percent of countries indicated 

having digital and broadcast remote learning options 

available for pre-primary students, compared to more 

than 95 percent of countries indicating these options 

were available for primary and secondary students.122 

Participation rates were also low, with fewer than one 

in five low- and middle-income countries reporting that 

more than 75 percent of pre-primary students engaged in 

remote learning.123 An estimated 10.75 million additional 

children fell “off track” in their early development 

as a result of early childhood education services 

being disrupted, with projected developmental losses 

concentrated in low- and lower middle-income countries, 

which risks further exacerbating inequalities.124

The youngest learners faced a double 
disadvantage, often left out of remote learning 
and school reopening plans. 
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3.2 HOUSEHOLDS’ ABILITY AND 
PREPAREDNESS TO WEATHER 
THE SHOCK VARIED GREATLY 
Household levels of engagement in learning during the pandemic 
varied. Parents and caregivers were positioned as first-responders 

for delivering children’s care and learning. Around 75 percent of 

countries indicated having measures in place to support parents 

and caregivers, yet 39 percent of low-income countries reported 

they had not introduced any measures to support parents and 

caregivers with the home learning environment.125 Students 

make greater progress when parents and caregivers are actively 

engaged in supporting learning.126 However, in West and Central 

Africa, more than half of surveyed parents reported offering 

little to no support to their children during at-home learning.127 

In some countries, at-home support is gendered and further 

disadvantages girls and women caretakers. In Ethiopia and 

Bangladesh, adolescent boys were more likely than adolescent 

girls to receive help from their family with their schoolwork.128 

Women caretakers often bore the weight of supporting at-home 

learning. Analysis from the United States shows mothers were 

more likely to reduce working hours than fathers and reported 

spending more time on at-home learning.129,130 Parents with lower 

levels of education faced additional challenges in supporting 

children to continue learning, including low levels of literacy, 

limited content knowledge, and low levels of confidence.131,132,133 

In Cote d’Ivoire, children in poorer households, children with 

fewer school supplies, and children with parents of lower 

educational backgrounds acquired foundational literacy 

and numeracy skills at lower rates, as measured through an 

assessment conducted upon school reopening.134

Within countries, children’s opportunities for educational 
stimulation were defined by conditions and resources at home. 
COVID-19 illuminated that in many low-income environments, 

income shocks can result in parents having less time and 

fewer resources135, exacerbating inequalities for poor students. 

High-income households have greater access to alternative 

learning resources that can help to mitigate learning loss, 

like computers, internet, radio, television, smart phones, and 

books; this creates conditions that further leave poor students 

behind.136,137,138 In Ghana, household phone surveys revealed 

that the wealthiest families were nearly ten times more likely 

to have hired private tutors than the poorest families.139 In 

Senegal, increases in private tutoring were also concentrated 

among the richest households.140 Additionally, parents took 

initiative to seek out additional educational resources for their 

child. In the United States, there was a sharp increase in 

searches for online learning resources when schools closed, 

but search rates were markedly higher in high-income areas 

than in low-income areas.141

3.3 SCHOOL CLOSURES HAVE 
NEGATIVE IMPACTS ON CHILDREN 
AND YOUTH BEYOND LEARNING
Many children may never return to school post-crisis. In the 

year after the Ebola crisis, 27 percent of Liberian secondary 

school students did not return to formal education .142 In 

Sierra Leone, when schools reopened after Ebola, girls 

ages 12–17 were 16 percentage points less likely to be in 

school.143 Girls are at heightened risk, as are older students. 

Data from Bangladesh show that one in ten girls aged 12-15 

reported not going back to school once systems reopened 

after COVID-19 induced school closures.144 In Brazil, one 

in ten students aged 10-15 are also not planning to return 

to schools.145 In Ghana, where national reenrollment was 

high at 97 percent, 60 percent of the dropouts were girls. 

Moreover, repetition rates in higher grades increased 

significantly.146 In Nigeria, the effects of COVID-19 

lockdown measures reduced children’s school attendance 

probabilities by nearly 7 percentage points. Students aged 

15-18, for whom education is no longer compulsory, were 

11 percentage points less likely to go back to school.147 

In Mexico, in the 2020-2021 school year, 5.2 million 

students between 3 and 29 years old (9.6 percent) were 

not enrolled in school due to the COVID-19 pandemic and 

lack of economic resources.148 In Chile, early simulations 

from the Ministry of Education indicated that dropout rates 

might double, increasing from 2.6 percent to 5 percent.149 

In Senegal150, COVID-19 related disruptions do not seem 

to be associated with an increase in dropout rates vis-à-vis 

historical trends, however, it seems that repetition is in some 

grades is virtually doubling compared to historical rates. For 

more details, see Table 2.
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TABLE 2: Evidence on school engagement across countries and groups: Drop-outs and Repetition

TYPE INDICATOR COUNTRY POPULATION TOTAL BOYS GIRLS NATIONALLY 
REPRESENTATIVE SOURCE

Drop-Out Will not go back to 
school when the 
system reopens

Bangladesh 12-15     10.0% No Population Council

Brazil  10-15 9%     Yes Fundação Leman; 
Instituto Natura; 
Datafolha

Increase in Dropout 
rates by previously 
enrolled (p.p.)

Chile* Primary 
and lower 
secondary

2.5% Yes Ministry of Education

Ghana Overall 2.8% 3.3% 2.2% Yes CGD

C4 2.0% Yes CGD

C6 6.0% Yes CGD

JHS3 8.0% Yes CGD

Kenya  10-14 3.0% 1.0% 5.0% No Population Council

15-19 32.0% 37.0% 26.0% No Population Council

Mexico  3-29 10.0%     Yes INEGI

Senegal Overall 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% Yes CGD

Impact of schools’  
closure on school  
attendance (p.p.)

Nigeria  5-11 5.0% 5.0% 6.0% Yes NSO

15-18 11.0% 13.0% 8.0% Yes NSO

Repetition Increase in Repetition 
Rate (p.p.)

Ghana Overall 7.0% Yes CGD

c4 9.0% Yes CGD

c6 6.0% Yes CGD

JHS3 7.0% Yes CGD

SHS3 18% Yes CGD

Senegal 2nd Grade 5%     Yes CGD

8th/9th Grade 13%     Yes CGD

Note: (i) all estimates are based on household surveys conducted before and during the pandemic except for Chile which reports a projection based on historical data from Student Based Census. (ii) For 
sources, see citations in the body of this paper; and, (iii) N.S.: non-statistically significant result.  

In addition to providing education, schools promote 
children’s overall wellbeing. In many countries, 

schools provide children with meals and supplements, deliver 

health services and vaccinations, allow children to develop 

their socioemotional skills and provide psychosocial support, 

all creating additional incentives for parents to send their 

children to school. Evidence from COVID-19 and past health 

crises has shown that school closures reduce children’s 

access to critical services and safe spaces and have 

detrimental effects on child protection outcomes.151  

Child and youth mental health has become a crisis within a 
crisis. Schools also provide opportunities for students to build 

positive relationships with their peers and teachers, which 

can foster inclusion and positively impact mental health and 

wellbeing. Around the world, children experienced social 

isolation, disruption to daily routines, stress associated with 

parental employment, and feelings of uncertainty about 

their future. A growing body of evidence shows high rates of 

anxiety and depression for children and youth because of 

COVID-19, with some studies finding that girls, adolescents, 

and those living in rural areas were disproportionately 

affected.152,153,154,155,156,157,158 Global estimates suggest that 

mental health challenges have likely doubled as a result of 

the pandemic.159 Play can be an effective way of supporting 

children experiencing stress and adversity and can improve 

equity for children160, but access to playful spaces may have 

been limited amidst school closures. 

During school closures, violence against children risks 
going undetected and unreported. Lost employment and 

reduced household income also increase the risk of violence 

against women and children.161 Schools and educators play 

an important role in detecting and reporting cases where 
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children experience domestic violence, suggesting that in 

some cases, instances of violence may be underreported. 

A recent study from Mexico found that reporting of child 

abuse decreased by approximately 30 percent during the 

school closures, with larger reductions among women and 

in municipalities with high poverty rates.162 The reduction in 

reporting of child abuse could have long-term detrimental 

effects on education and labor outcomes and has the 

potential to exacerbate inequality. 

In countries across the world, school meal schemes 
were disrupted. For many children in low-income 

households, school meals are a reliable source of daily 

nutrition that helps to prevent wasting and stunting, 

but at the peak of the pandemic, 370 million children 

missed school meals.163 As of October 2021, this figure 

remained at 187 million children globally.164 Low-

and middle-income countries have experienced an 

estimated 30 percent reduction in essential nutrition 

services such as school meal programs, iron and 

folic acid supplementation, deworming, and nutrition 

education. Malnutrition and hunger negatively affect 

children’s immediate and long-term growth, development, 

and learning.165 Poor households are most affected, as 

falling household incomes and increasing food prices 

heighten food insecurity and cause families to ration 

food and/or choose less nutritious options.166 The most 

pessimistic scenarios estimate that an additional 40 

million children may suffer from wasting and an additional 

seven million children may be stunted by 2030 as a result 

of inadequate food access and nutrition.167 In addition, 

school closures may have differential impacts depending 

on countries’ income levels. There are concerns about 

increased pediatric obesity in middle- and high-income 

countries, while undernutrition is expected to deepen in 

poor countries, threatening years of global progress.168 
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Rising poverty levels could drive more children into child 
labor. At the beginning of 2020, 160 million children were in 

child labor, with nearly half engaged in hazardous work that 

directly endangers them. Past school closures have sometimes 

increased child labor; for example, child labor by girls 

increased by 19 percentage points after the Ebola outbreak.169 

Globally, nine million additional children are at risk of being 

pushed into child labor by the end of 2022 as a result of rising 

poverty triggered by the pandemic.170 Children engaged in paid 

employment face additional challenges in returning to formal 

education and are likely to remain out of school.171 

The pandemic risks reversing decades of progress towards 
advancing gender equality. Education protects girls from 

child marriage and provides reproductive health services 

that prevent unplanned pregnancy. Evidence from past 

epidemics like the Ebola crisis in West Africa demonstrates 

the interrelated nature of poverty, school dropout, early 

marriage and early pregnancy.172 School closures and 

economic hardships create incentives for families to marry 

their daughters early to offset financial burden, especially 

when families believe that education has limited immediate-

term value.173 As a result of COVID-19, an estimated ten 

million more girls are at risk of early marriage over the 

next decade.174 Increases in adolescent pregnancy during 

COVID-19 school closures have been evident, threatening 

to keep many adolescent girls barred from education even 

when they reopen175,176,177. While drivers of adolescent 

pregnancy vary, economic hardships have led girls to 

engage in transactional sex for basic goods, increasing their 

risk of sexual exploitation and pregnancy.178 Intersecting 

inequalities put displaced and migrant girls at a heightened 

risk of never returning to school.179

Disruptions due to COVID-19 affected more than 220 
million higher education students around the world.180 

The disruptions led to a major increase in online learning, 

as higher education institutions around the world shifted 

to online, distance or hybrid modes of instruction. In 

addition, due to international travel restrictions, the 

pandemic dramatically limited the international mobility of 

students and faculty. A survey on higher education through 

UNESCO National Commissions showed that while most 

countries experienced no significant difference in university 

enrollment, 14 countries in the study experienced up to 

20 percent decreases in enrollment, and three countries 

(Armenia, Venezuela, and Hungary) reported decreases in 

enrollment between 21 and 40 percent.181 Undergraduate 

enrollment in the United States in the spring was down 

by 6 percent in 2021 compared to 2020. Community 

colleges were especially hard-hit, seeing a decrease of 10 

percent in the fall and 11 percent in the spring.182 In Brazil, 
the Brazilian National Examination of Upper Secondary 

(Examen Nacional do Ensino Médio, ENEM) for university 

entry saw the lowest number of applicants since 2007. Four 

million students registered to take the exam compared to 

over six million in 2020. The number of black, brown, or 

indigenous students declined as a share of the total number 

of applicants, risking exacerbating existing inequalities 

in university admissions.183 In Colombia, enrollment in 

Technical and Vocational Education Training institutions 

decreased by 50 percent between 2019-2020 (Figure 11).184

0

100000

200000

300000

400000

500000

600000

700000

20202019201820172016201520142013201220112010

CERTIFIED STUDENTS ENROLLMENT

FIGURE 11: Enrolment and certification of students in technical and vocational education training institutions  
in Colombia

Source: Sistema de Información de la Educación para el Trabajo y el Desarrollo Humano – SIET, Colombia (May/2021)
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PART 4 

POLICY RESPONSES FOR MITIGATING 
THE EFFECTS OF SCHOOL CLOSURES
4.1 POLICY RESPONSES TO THE 
PANDEMIC WERE HETEROGENOUS

Most countries have reopened schools, which is an 
essential element of the learning recovery process. With 

adequate safety measures in place, the evidence points in 

favour of reopening education institutions. As described 

above, the costs of keeping schools closed are steep for 

children and youth. School closures led to significant 

learning losses that risk exacerbating inequalities between 

students, both within and across countries, with potentially 

detrimental long-term life outcomes for children. Multiple 

studies conducted during the pandemic suggest that the 

incidence rate of the virus among children and adolescents 

is relatively lower than among adults.185,186,187 With the 

Delta variant of the virus, there have been increases in the 

number of children who become infected, and careful study 

is needed, as children’s role in transmission is not yet well-

understood.188 Nevertheless, according to evidence from 

countries where schools remained open or have reopened, 

schools are not high-risk environments for education 

personnel and the risk for adults contracting COVID-19 

within a school setting is no greater than contracting it in the 

community or a household.189 A recent large-scale study in 

Scotland shows that teachers are not at increased risk of 

hospital admission with COVID-19 when compared to similar 

adults of working age.190 In addition, evidence suggests 

that reopening schools has not been a driver of increased 

community transmission.191,192,193,194 Teachers at all 

education levels should be prioritized in country vaccination 

plans. While reopening schools, countries should ensure 

that adequate water, sanitation, and hygiene measures are 

in place and that handwashing facilities, soaps, sanitizers, 

and personal protective equipment, including masks, are 

available in all schools. 

Multiple national policy measures were deployed to 
minimize infection transmission in schools, but not all 
regions and countries were able to use the same strategies. 
Many countries created health and hygiene guidelines to 

support schools to prepare for safe reopening. However, 
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only half of countries globally had enough soap, masks, 

clean water, and WASH facilities to assure the safety of 

learners and school personnel—and this figure drops to 

a mere 6 percent of low-income countries.195 Evidence 

suggests that when consistently and correctly worn, 

masks are highly effective in reducing the transmission of 

COVID-19 in community settings, and some evidence—

although more limited—suggests they are effective in 

school settings as well.196,197,198 Improved ventilation can 

also reduce the spread of the virus. Evidence from the 

United States suggests that incidence of COVID-19 was 

lower in schools that required masks and in schools that 

improved ventilation.199,200,201 Some countries, including 

Spain,202 France,203 and Italy,204 require masks for primary 

and secondary students. Many schools adopted physical 

distancing measures, with many high-income countries 

reducing class sizes to facilitate physical distancing.205 

Where physical distancing is difficult, some schools and 

education systems adopted a shifts system, providing 

students with in-person instructional time but for a limited 

portion of the day.206,207 

Many countries were particularly challenged in ensuring 
learning continuity for technical vocational education and 
training (TVET). The COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated 

many changes, such as digitalization, already under way 

in training systems and labour markets, and created or 

strengthened public-private partnerships.208 Nevertheless, 

countries struggled to deliver on some of the key features 

of TVET during the transition to remote learning, including 

practical skills development and work-based learning. Some 

countries kept offering limited in-person opportunities 

for training. For example, in Armenia, some workplaces 

remained open, and apprentices could go to their workplace 

on a part-time basis or meet their professors to get tasks 

and continue coursework. Other countries are offering plans 

to recover lost hours of practical training; in Mongolia, for 

example, there is a plan to recover lost hours of practical 

training through internships and increased hours of 

classroom training activities. 

Several countries have stressed the gender dimensions 
in their policy response. Rwanda included a measure to 

ensure that pregnant adolescents or adolescent mothers 

are re-integrated into national education systems.209 

South Sudan’s plan calls for establishing referral systems 

for gender-based violence that links schools to health 

and other social services. Risk mitigation for gender-

based violence and other forms of abuse, exploitation, 

and neglect are also mentioned in the plans for Malawi, 

Pakistan, and Somalia. In Ghana, the government’s 

COVID-19 Coordinated Education Response Plan calls for 

communication campaigns to change norms and reduce 

gender-related barriers to studying during school closures. 

In Honduras, the Secretariat of Education is providing 

educational resources incorporating a gender approach 

to the education community; this includes the “Learning 

Passport” hosted on the government’s online learning 

platform, which contains teaching resources including 

videos, comics, and games with a gender focus. 

Countries have deployed massive stimulus packages 
in response to the health crisis, but limited resources 
are allocated to the education and training sector. 
Although a total of US$16 trillion was invested in 

stimulus packages worldwide since the start of the 

COVID-19 pandemic, only US$467 billion of those 

additional resources were invested in education – with 

97 percent of these investments occurring in high-

income countries.210 As of June 2021, the education and 

training sector had been allocated less than 3 percent 

of global stimulus packages. This global imbalance in 

investments to support education and training risks 

worsening the disparities in education and learning 

outcomes for learners that already existed across 

countries prior to COVID-19 pandemic outbreak. Within 

the limited investment in education, digital learning was 

a priority across regions and country income groups, 

and of all levels of education, basic education was 

prioritized worldwide. Other priorities varied by region, 

from enhancing sanitation measures in African countries, 

to investing in higher education in the Arab States, to 

supporting the most marginalized in Asia and the Pacific. 

In England (United Kingdom), for example, support for 

education recovery consisted of a mixture of flexible 

funding and specific interventions: £650 million universal 

catch-up premium and a £302 million recovery premium 

targeted towards disadvantaged pupils, which they can 

use to support pupils' mental health and wellbeing and 

academic recovery. Over £1 billion has been allocated to 

tutoring interventions as part of the education recovery 

investments. Côte d'Ivoire has disbursed 4.5 billion CFA 

(approximately US$ 8.2 million) for distance learning 

through television for examination-year classes. The 
Republic of Korea has dedicated over 4 percent of 

the total stimulus packages to education and training, 

including for deployment of digital infrastructure for K-12, 

support of remote learning for universities, strengthening 

teacher capacities in remote teaching and development 

of Korean MOOC content.
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FIGURE 12: Allocation to education in total COVID-19 
stimulus packages, by region
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4.2 THE EFFECTIVENESS OF POLICY 
RESPONSES TO SUPPORT LEARNING 
CONTINUITY HAS VARIED

Countries have implemented a variety of policy measures 
and programs to engage educators, learners, and families 
in the teaching and learning processes during school 
closures. In Botswana, additional interaction between 

instructors and families through texting and phone calls 

during the lockdown was beneficial for learning.211 In 

Vietnam, learning content and lessons were organized 

locally and broadcast through 28 television stations 

across the country. In the United Kingdom, the National 

Tutoring Program (NTP) was launched to provide 

catch-up programs with a focus on disadvantaged pupils 

introducing a longer school day, offering tutoring for 

struggling students and improving teacher quality through 

professional development. Belgium offered free summer 

school for all in summer 2020. In the Philippines, summer 

schooling was offered in 2020 to students who had 

received a grade lower than 75 percent in the previous 

school year.212 More evidence on their effectiveness 

during the pandemic is still needed, but interventions like 

tutoring programs, self-guided learning programs, targeted 

instruction, structured pedagogy, along with expanded 

instructional time and condensed curricula, have enough 

past research supporting them that they can be worth 

trying as part of at-scale learning recovery programs (see 

discussion below).213

Many countries provided increased professional 
development support for teachers, but support in low-
income countries was limited. Most countries offered 

teachers instructions on distance education (71 percent), 

professional development on pedagogy and effective use 

of technology (61 percent), professional, psychosocial, 

and emotional support (61 percent), and teaching 

content adapted to remote teaching (58 percent). 

However, teacher professional development support 

varied greatly by region: while nine out of ten countries 

in East and South-East Asia offered teachers additional 

support, fewer than three out of ten countries in sub-

Saharan Africa did so. The provision of professional 

development support to teachers in low-income countries 

was generally uncommon. No additional support was 

provided to teachers in thirteen percent of countries 

globally. Training provided covered online learning and/

or communication platforms established by Ministries, 

as in Belize, Estonia, Libya, and Uruguay; and/or 

licensed from the private sector (e.g., Google Classroom, 

Microsoft Teams and Zoom), as in Bhutan, Honduras, 

Mexico, and Mongolia. In countries with fewer resources, 

training concentrated on television-based instruction, 

as in the Solomon Islands, and the use of radio, as in 

Liberia. Mauritius provided training on pedagogical skills 

specific to remote teaching, including how to engage 

with students remotely. Despite these efforts, evidence 

is lacking on the effectiveness of teacher training and 

support programs for implementing remote learning.214 

Growing evidence emphasizes the importance of 

meaningful teacher-student interactions for successful 

remote learning.215 Yet globally, 18 percent of countries 

reported they did not encourage interactions between 

teachers, students, and their caregivers.216

Most countries prioritized teachers in their vaccination 
efforts. Globally, 71 percent of countries have included 

teachers in one of several priority groups to be vaccinated, 

but only ten percent of countries included teachers in the 

first priority group.217 Teachers were not allocated to any 

priority group in 29 percent of countries. In almost one out 

of two countries in sub-Saharan Africa, teachers were not 

included in a priority group. High-income countries that 

prioritized teachers in the first phase tend to have very high 

proportions of vaccinated teachers, while some developing 

countries that do not prioritize teachers have very low rates 

of vaccinated teachers.



THE STATE OF THE GLOBAL EDUCATION CRISIS: A PATH TO RECOVERY32

0 20 40 60 80 100

DOMINICAN REPUBLIC

GUATEMALA*

CHILE

COSTA RICA**

BOLIVIA

BARBADOS

COLOMBIA

MEXICO**

PANAMA

ECUADOR

URUGUAY

PERU

GUYANA**

ARGENTINA

HONDURAS

VENEZUELA

INDIA*

IRAN (ISLAMIC REPUBLIC OF)

MAURITANIA

CABO VERDE*

ESWATINI

SOMALIA*

KENYA*

UGANDA

PORTUGAL

NETHERLANDS**

ITALY

AUSTRIA

FRANCE

NORTH MACEDONIA

CROATIA

SERBIA**

BOSNIA AND HERZEGOVINA

BULGARIA

CAMBODIA

MALAYSIA

THAILAND

JAPAN

MONGOLIA

PHILIPPINES

INDONESIA
MOROCCO

PALESTINE

QATAR

SAUDI ARABIA

UNITED ARAB EMIRATES

OMAN

CYRPUS

AZERBAIJAN

GEORGIA

ALGERIA

N
O

RT
H

ER
 A

FR
IC

A
 A

N
D

 W
ES

TE
RN

 A
SI

A
EA

ST
ER

N
 A

N
D

 
SO

U
TH

-E
A

ST
ER

N
 A

SI
A

SU
B

-S
A

H
A

RA
N

 A
FR

IC
A

SO
UT

H 
AS

IA
EU

RO
PE

LA
TI

N
 A

M
ER

IC
A

 A
N

D
 T

H
E 

CA
RI

B
B

EA
N

FIGURE 13: Percentage of teachers fully vaccinated, by country, September 2021 or latest data available

Source: UNESCO & Teacher Task Force. 2021 World Teachers’ Day fact sheet
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Countries made difficult decisions regarding national 
examinations and assessments. Many countries rely 

on examinations to make decisions regarding students’ 

progression to the next grade level or certification, 

qualification, and graduation. Compared to 2020, 

the number of countries that maintained summative 

assessment has increased. At the end of the 2020/21 

school year, 66 percent of countries surveyed maintained 

exams for primary education as planned, while 19 

percent of countries decided to postpone the exams. At 

the lower and upper secondary levels, some countries 

modified exams by reducing content or providing more 

flexibility for students. In France, students passing the 

upper-secondary school-leaving exams could choose 

from four subjects instead of three for the written part 

of the philosophy exams. In Austria, the number of 

compulsory modules of the general and professional 

higher education entrance qualification was reduced 

from four to three. In Germany, federated states agreed 

to provide more time for exams, reduce the content and 

to adapt the content to the actual curricula at school. 

Moreover, the United Kingdom and Ireland applied an 

alternative grading system while in the Netherlands, 

lower and upper secondary students had the possibility 

to retake one exam in core topics. In the Caribbean 

countries that participate in the Caribbean Examinations 

Council (CXC), the passing requirements were reduced by 

up to 50 percent in some subjects.
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4.3 REMOTE AND HYBRID 
EDUCATION IS HERE TO STAY
The pandemic revealed how digital technologies make 
the world more deeply interconnected and interdependent 
than ever before, but also more divided. Narrowing the 

digital divide both between and within countries remains a 

huge challenge. Only 25 percent of low-income countries 

compared to 96 percent of high-income countries reported 

regular or extra expenditure on digital learning.218 Countries 

best able to respond to COVID-19 educational disruptions 

were those that could build on the implementation of 

long-established ICT in education masterplans and the 

continuous development of digital learning systems, digital 

learning resources, and teachers’ pedagogies for digital and/

or distance learning. For example, China, the Republic of 
Korea, and Singapore have been implementing national ICT- 

in-education masterplans for more than two decades, with 

significant teacher training in the use of ICT. These countries 

reported minimal or zero loss of learning hours, due to their 

readiness to shift to large-scale online learning.219 China, 

Finland, the Republic of Korea, and Saudi Arabia provided 

in-kind and financial assistance to low-income families to 

access digital devices or connectivity and took measures 

to ensure learning for students with disabilities, such as 

accessible online content and providing home visits.

Some countries and regions delivered innovative remote 
learning initiatives that education systems can learn 
from. COVID-19 emphasized the importance of countries 

choosing context-appropriate technological solutions to 

reach all learners. Many countries used multiple modalities 

of remote learning, including online learning, educational 

radio and TV programs, and mobile phones, which can help 

increase access for children from marginalized, rural, or 

low-income households.220,221 In Sierra Leone, where there 

is lower access to internet and TV, policymakers prioritized 

delivering remote learning through printed material and a 

radio learning program. Building on the radio program already 

in place during the Ebola crisis, new learning sessions were 

created with support from teachers and delivered through 

12 community radio stations to maximize reach, especially 

to remote communities. To allow for two-way interaction, a 

‘live’ phone line allowed children to call for free with their 

questions and created two-way interaction. Brazil combined 

low-tech and high-tech modalities to establish meaningful 

two-way interactions; for example, a mobile application was 

developed to encourage teacher-student interaction for a 

limited amount of time after each TV learning session, and 

telecommunication operators zero-rate this mobile application 

so that students and teachers can access it from any 

device, without paying for the bandwidth. This application 

is combined with printed take-home material. In Peru, 

communications campaigns provided parents with guidelines 

and weekly schedules for remote learning through the 

national remote learning platform, social media, newspapers, 

TV, and radio. The Nigerian state of Edo launched Edo-

BEST@Home and leveraged public-private partnerships 

to deliver a mobile-based remote learning program and 

digital resources at no cost to students or teachers. In some 

contexts, mobile phones were used to create two-way 

communication channels between students, teachers, and 

parents, disseminate and facilitate learning activities and 

conduct learning assessments.222,223,224 Mobile phones can 

make remote learning more interactive and offer two-way 

communication channels when used in combination with 

broadcast media and print-based materials.225

More countries need to improve their readiness for remote 
learning. School closures are not unique to COVID-19 

and are likely to occur in the future as a result of climate-

related natural disasters, conflicts, and public health 

emergencies. Yet among 67 low- and lower-middle-income 

countries analyzed, about half are unprepared to deploy 

remote learning during emergency school closures, placing 

more than 200 million children at-risk of future learning 

disruption.226 In 23 of these countries, children face a high 

or extremely high exposure to climate and environmental 

risks, emphasizing the urgency to invest in alternative 

modes of delivering education beyond in-person instruction. 

Pre-primary education is the least prepared to transition to 

remote learning; this places the youngest learners at risk of 

not learning during school closures and of being unprepared 

to transition to primary school, which could jeopardize their 

long-term outcomes.227
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PART 5 

CREATING MORE RESILIENT SYSTEMS
5.1 LEARNING LOSSES CAN BE 
REVERSED, IF COUNTRIES ACT QUICKLY 
Countries should consider adopting re-enrollment 
campaigns and monitoring enrollment numbers. As schools 

reopen, there is a need to establish early-warning systems to 

monitor absenteeism or non-return of students and develop 

referral systems in response. Several countries have rolled 

out back-to-school campaigns to get children back to school 

and learning. In Kenya, initially low re-enrollment numbers 

led the government to appoint an inter-ministerial task force 

that led community-based household mobilizations. Over 

96 percent of learners eventually re-enrolled. Similarly, the 

Togolese government embarked on back-to-school media 

campaigns and mobilization of communities. To date, 98 

percent of students in primary and lower secondary schools 

have returned. In addition to monitoring re-enrollment, back 

to school campaigns and targeted outreach, alternative 

strategies to boost reenrollment include conditional cash 

transfers, which ties cash support to families to school 

enrollment, as have proved effective in Mexico and Brazil.228 

Because some students will not return to school, countries 

will also need to ramp up support and skill-building 

opportunities for the increased number of out-of-school 

children and youth.
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As students return to school, assessing their learning levels 
is paramount. To accelerate learning recovery, countries 

will need to understand students’ current learning levels. 

Yet only 38 percent of countries reported that they have 

taken steps to measure learning levels through standardized 

assessments for primary and lower secondary students. At 

the global and national level, data on learning loss could set 

the baseline for recovery efforts and mobilize resources to 

where they are needed most. At the school and classroom 

level, diagnostic assessment data is essential to enable 

teachers to identify the level of learning and develop 

learning activities aligned to student needs, to accelerate 

learning progress. 

Without action, learning losses can compound over 
time. As discussed in Section 2, learning is a cumulative 

process, where new learning builds on previously 

acquired knowledge and skills. When children miss out 

on foundational learning because of school closures and 

weaknesses in remote learning, it may leave no foundation 

to build on when schools reopen. Therefore, learning 

losses incurred during the pandemic may continue to 

accumulate post-pandemic, unless governments act to 

recover learning once children return. 

The World Bank, UNESCO, and UNICEF recommend that 
each country adopt a learning recovery program of 
evidence-based strategies to accelerate learning. As 

children return to in-person schooling after the worst 

education disruption in a century, providing a concrete 

program to accelerate learning is necessary to prevent this 

generation of children from being worse off than previous 

ones. Each country will need to customize a learning 

recovery program appropriate to their context. No single 

intervention will achieve this, which is why a more systemic 

approach is necessary. Each program should incorporate 

a suitable policy mix of evidence-based strategies, with 

considerations for capacity and budget constraints and 

other relevant factors. While results on learning recovery 

post-pandemic are still nascent and the effectiveness of 

post-pandemic learning acceleration strategies limited, 

evidence from previous crises and successful interventions 

to boost learning for students with low learning levels offer 

a way forward. 

To accelerate learning, countries can implement strategies 
that employ three broad policy levers: 1) consolidating 

the curriculum; 2) extending instructional time; and 3) 

improving the efficiency of learning. 

FIGURE 15. Three policy levers to accelerate learning recovery
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TABLE 3. Levers to accelerate learning recovery

LEVER 1: 

Consolidating the curriculum. A growing body of evidence shows that consolidating the curriculum and teaching material in line with 
learning levels rather than curricular standards are effective methods to increase learning.229,230 The pandemic shock represents a crucial 
opportunity to conduct much-needed reforms to better align curricula with pressing needs. It will require covering essential material 
students have missed while out of school, even if the content is usually covered in earlier grades. 

How? Consolidating the curriculum would require countries to form Curricular Committees to set priorities and decide which material should 
ideally be taught and learned in each grade, across and within subjects. They should consider which skills, knowledge, and competencies 
are prerequisites for later learning, so that each child has the opportunity to learn what is needed before being exposed to new material. 
The emphasis should be on foundational learning such as literacy, numeracy, and socioemotional competencies. At the most basic level, 
this may involve measures like providing 5th grade students with a 4th grade textbook, to ensure students don’t miss out on building blocks 
for future learning. 

Examples: Tanzania’s curriculum for grade 1 and 2 was consolidated in 2015, reducing the number of subjects taught and increasing time 
on foundational numeracy and literacy. Preliminary results suggest that the reform led to large positive effects in math and Kiswahili. 
Guyana’s Ministry of Education has launched a consolidated curriculum to facilitate students’ re-entry to the classroom, which started in 
fall 2021 and will last for up to four years, based on student success in catch-up.

LEVER 2: 

Extend instructional time. Pre-pandemic literature shows that increasing the time spent on instruction can improve learning outcomes.231,232,233,234 

How? Countries can go about this in several ways: by extending the school day, by modifying the academic calendar to make the school 
year longer, or by offering summer school for all students or those in need. Such actions will only yield results if take-up is high and 
students attend the additional instruction time. Therefore, it is important to carefully consider what actions would be most suited to the 
context, as well as the incentives and tradeoffs involved for teachers, students, and their families, to maximize attendance.

Examples: In Kenya, the government announced a two-year accelerated “crash program” that adds a fourth term to the usual three-term 
school year by shortening school holidays. In Mexico, the Ministry of Public Education announced planned extensions to the academic 
calendar to account for a recovery period. In Madagascar, the government scaled up an existing two-month summer “catch-up” program in 
2020, for students who reintegrate into school after having left the system.

LEVER 3: 

Improving the efficiency of learning. To improve efficiency, education systems need to support initiatives that increase the amount of 
learning happening within the classroom. Several effective interventions include: 

3.1 Targeted instruction, which requires assessing student learning levels and grouping students by level of proficiency, rather than age or 
grade, for specific periods of time during the school day and vacation periods. Teachers align instruction to the learning level of students, 
rather than an assumed starting point or curricular expectation. 

How? Targeted instruction approaches are flexible and can be modified to the context of schools and education systems. Models include 
groupings by learning level during certain periods in the school day, intensive learning camps during the school year, or summer camp models.

3.2 Invest in structured pedagogy programs. Structured pedagogy refers to a comprehensive and coherent package that focuses on 
improving teaching and learning in the classroom. A review of interventions in education found structured pedagogy interventions to be 
yielding the most consistent positive results.235

How? Programs usually include teacher guides that provide daily lesson plans, training and coaching for teachers to reinforce skills to teach 
these lessons, and student materials provided at a 1:1 ratio. Usually, there are tools to monitor classroom learning progress and substantial 
support to schools and teachers. Technology can be used to facilitate structured pedagogy interventions, but only if pre-requisites like access 
to devices, software, a digital architecture, reliable connectivity, and digital skills are in place. In lower-capacity settings, a more promising 
short-run approach is to rely on existing technology to coach teachers in implementing the structured pedagogy programs.

3.3 Offering small-group tutoring programs. There is strong evidence that tutoring can substantially increase student achievement, 
especially among low-achieving students, but the efficacy of this approach depends heavily on group size and the frequency of sessions.236 

How? Tutoring is most effective with one to four students per tutor, who can be a teacher, hired assistant or volunteer. Tutoring can take 
place during school hours or after, face-to-face or online, depending on what suits the context. Tutoring will be challenging to implement 
at scale in many low- and middle-income countries but experimenting with adaptations that are feasible given contextual constraints could 
yield high returns. For example, even in low-capacity contexts, there is likely a pool of secondary school graduates who, with training, could 
serve as effective tutors for the younger children whose learning has suffered most during the pandemic. 

3.4 Offering self-guided learning programs. Like targeted instruction, self-learning programs enable students to progress incrementally 
towards mastery of foundational skills. Self-learning activities can be used with limited teacher input and guidance. 

How? The activities can be pencil-and-paper based, or in systems where adequate technology is available in schools or homes, remediation 
can occur through computer-assisted self-learning programs. These programs have shown promising results, but more evidence is needed 
on the enabling conditions and how to scale them effectively in low-income contexts. 

Examples: Structured pedagogy using teachers guides with lesson plans has proven to be highly effective in Kenya. Targeted instruction has 
been implemented at scale in Cote D’Ivoire. The United Kingdom is implementing a national tutoring program for all children, and remote 
low-tech options in Botswana and Bangladesh have been effective. Computer-assisted self-guided learning has been implemented at scale 
in Uruguay, and a program based on pencil-and-paper is showing promise in Bangladesh. A tablet-based self–guided intervention in Malawi 
has also shown promising results at the pilot stage.
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https://allafrica.com/stories/202108030053.html
https://www.entrepreneur.com/article/375031
https://www.unicef.org/lac/en/media/20191/file
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0305750X18300287
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/CDI-Final-Report_ENG_Web.1.pdf
https://nationaltutoring.org.uk/
https://www.nber.org/papers/w28205
https://users.monash.edu/~asaduli/pub/telementoring.pdf
https://ideas.repec.org/p/unm/unumer/2019007.html
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3471021
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.00485/full
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The success of interventions to accelerate learning recovery 
will largely depend on the skills and competencies of 
teachers. Teachers are on the frontline of designing and 

delivering learning recovery programs to address the learning 

loss and will need targeted professional development and 

continuous mentoring support to do so effectively. It is 

important to train teachers in using diagnostic assessments 

to identify students’ learning levels, knowledge, and skills 

gaps, and in adapting instruction accordingly, thanks to 

continuous formative assessment techniques. Targeted 

instruction and providing children with classroom instruction 

at the level they need requires significant organizational and 

pedagogical skills, and using structured lesson plans requires 

training and ongoing feedback. Training on the basic use of 

digital online platforms will not suffice, teachers will need 

training to organize and deliver remote and hybrid learning. 

In cases when the use of technology is feasible, teachers 

will need to learn how to use digital platforms for lesson 

planning, instruction, conducting formative and summative 

assessments, and facilitating group activities and discussions. 

They will also need to be provided with reliable access to and 

training on digital pedagogies. The use of online platforms 

and learning management systems generates useful data that 

can be harnessed to improve teaching and learning. Teachers 

who have a certain level of mastery should receive additional 

training in using data and learning analytics to better support 

students’ learning progress through data-informed targeted 

instruction. Education authorities and schools should find 

a way to make time available for teachers’ participation in 

continuous professional development (CPD), such as in the 

new measures in Rwanda allocating three hours weekly 

devoted to CPD237 and making better use of teachers 

between schools where skills gaps exist including in specific 

subject-matter as has been shown in Zimbabwe.238 

Teachers have also experienced additional stress as a 
result of COVID-19 and need support and resources to 
manage their own mental health and wellbeing. Evidence 

shows that teachers’ emotions and stress have been found 

to influence those of students and other teachers.239,240 It is 

important to attend to their need for psycho-social wellbeing 

and skills to support their own adaptation to changing 

teaching routines, so they can support the wellbeing of 

students and of other teachers.

5.2 COUNTRIES CAN LEARN FROM 
THE CRISIS, ACCELERATE LEARNING, 
AND MAKE SCHOOLS MORE EFFICIENT, 
EQUITABLE, AND RESILIENT 
A lesson of the pandemic is that systems must build 
resiliency and plan for learning continuity between 
the school and home environments. The pandemic has 

underlined that learning is a continuous process, and that 

children should receive the right stimulation both at school 

and at home. The role of parents, caregivers, and the 

community is critical, and public policy should strengthen 

their capacity to support the learning process. Improving 

learning conditions at home (including access to devices, 

connectivity, and availability of books) should be a public 

policy priority. Closing the digital divide — which was much 

needed even before the pandemic — is now an urgent 

development task. Closing the divide will facilitate a transition 

to hybrid learning models in which learning at school is 

complemented by learning at home. The pandemic has 

also shown that education is about social interactions, and 

that the role of the teacher is fundamental element to the 

learning process. Finally, to build resilience, countries must 

prioritize education in their stimulus packages. The following 

paragraphs elaborate on these necessary steps. 
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Highlight and reinforce the role of parents, families, and 
communities in children’s learning. Parents and caregivers 

are critical in supporting children’s learning and should 

consequently be involved and supported in the learning 

process.241 The home literacy environment and the quantity 

and quality of talking, interacting, and reading with a child 

during the early years are strongly associated with language 

and cognitive development, school readiness and academic 

performance.242 Yet children of less educated parents and/

or from poor households are less likely to receive learning 

support at home.243 The pandemic has highlighted the 

importance of the home learning environment, underling 

that the family and community around children are key 

players in children’s learning. Education systems should 

empower families and communicate that they can make a 

huge difference in their children’s lives and futures. Parents, 

families, and communities need guidance and support to 

better fulfill this role. They need access to information on 

evidence-based practices for supporting children’s learning, 

so that they can deliver stimulating learning environments in 

the early years and support children once in school.244 The 

pandemic has accentuated the need for resilient systems 

that ensure learning continuity beyond school walls, which 

requires the right conditions at home. Countries must bridge 

the digital and electricity divide and help provide families 

and communities with appropriate learning resources. There 

are examples of successful and cost-effective ways to boost 

the role of the home learning environment. For example, 

an intervention in rural Kenya that provided low-literacy 

households with culturally and linguistically appropriate 

books and dialogic reading training for caregivers increased 

reading frequency and the quality of caregiver-child 

interactions for pre-school aged children, including for 

families with illiterate caregivers.245 The World Bank’s 

Read@Home program will deliver reading, learning and play 

materials to hard-to-reach homes and encourage caregivers 

to support children’s learning at home.246 

Invest in the enabling environment to unlock digital 
learning for all students. When carefully planned and 

adequately resourced, digital and hybrid learning has 

the potential to support learning continuity in the face 

of future school closures. Countries must systematically 

invest in strengthening the enabling environment that 

advances digital learning for all students, especially the 

most marginalized. This includes closing the digital divide 

by increasing access to affordable devices, internet 

connectivity, and electricity and reducing direct costs 

to teachers and students to ensure uptake of remote 

learning.247 Achieving electricity and connectivity for all 

can be accelerated through public-private partnerships, as 

seen through the Giga initiative, which maps connectivity in 

schools around the world, works with governments to find 

financing and delivery models and partners with industry 

to advise on technical solutions to help connect all schools. 

Digital learning programs must be designed in a way that 

is age-relevant, interactive, contextualized, and aligned to 

learners’ needs and should be inclusive for all students, 

including girls, students with disabilities, ethnic minorities, 

and displaced learners. Social and cultural barriers that 

prevent some students, especially girls, from accessing and 

using technology must be addressed. Adequate safeguards 

should be put in place to protect children’s wellbeing, safety, 

and security when engaged in digital learning and mitigate 

the risk of violence, abuse, or exploitation online.248

Strengthen and support the teacher workforce. The 

crisis revealed that, in most countries, teachers were not 

ready to ensure continuity of learning. Teachers require 

high-quality initial teacher education and continuous 

professional development that prepares them to assess 

student learning, target instruction to the level of the 

child, address the diverse needs of all children through 

inclusive education, and identify and support children’s 

mental health and wellbeing. Teachers must also be 

effectively trained in digital pedagogies and information and 

communication technologies to enhance the effectiveness 

of online and hybrid learning. Education systems should 

ensure the professionalism of the teacher workforce and 

incentivize high-quality candidates to the profession through 

remuneration, rewards, and adequate working conditions. 

Effective deployment strategies for teachers are needed to 

reduce urban and rural disparities and to align teachers’ 

skills and subject specialization to school’s needs.

Increase the share of education in the allocation of 
stimulus packages and boost the efficiency of spending. 
National fiscal responses to education have been largely 

insufficient to mitigate and prevent a generational 

catastrophe for children. Education and training must be 

prioritized in national fiscal response. Increasing efficiency 

is also critical, and many of the interventions advocated 

here can boost efficiency by improving outcomes 

significantly for a given level of spending. But even with 

efficient policies, more financing will be necessary so that 

countries can target support to vulnerable populations and 

prevent a surge in dropouts, build skills for a green and 

inclusive economic recovery and structural transformation, 

and make smart investments in flexible and resilient hybrid 

learning systems.

https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/education/brief/read-at-home
https://gigaconnect.org/
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5.3 TIMELY AND RELIABLE DATA, 
KNOWLEDGE, AND EVIDENCE IS NEEDED 
TO CREATE EFFICIENT, EQUITABLE, AND 
RESILIENT EDUCATION SYSTEMS
Behind the global learning crisis, there is a learning data 
crisis. COVID-19 increased the need for timely, comparable 

data to assess the impact of school closures on students’ 

learning. Yet in many low- and middle-income countries, 

learning data are not collected frequently and, in some 

countries, not collected at all. In sub-Saharan Africa, data 

is lacking for over half of school-age children to assess 

whether they are reaching a minimum level of reading 

proficiency. Even when data are collected, the comparability 

and validity of the data and the capacity to analyze and 

use it for decision making remains a big challenge. Without 

regular and reliable data to measure foundational learning, 

countries cannot monitor learning progress and whether 

their investments and policies are working for all children. 

Efforts are needed to ensure that data are disaggregated by 

sex, age, location, socioeconomic status, and other relevant 

characteristics. Governments should be supported to 

analyze learning data to inform evidence-based policies and 

plans. UNESCO, UNICEF, and the World Bank are uniting 

forces to establish the Learning Data Compact (LDC) to 

support coordinated efforts to close the learning data gaps 

that still exist worldwide. 

Countries should try to measure learning losses. This 

evidence shows that learning losses are real, but that 

the size of the losses varies across grades, subjects, 

social groups, and effectiveness of the education system. 

Measuring learning loss would allow for: (1) understanding 

which grades, subjects and groups were affected the most, 

and might require greater attention; and (2) creating the 

baseline upon which recovery efforts will build on and be 

monitored against. 

Further evidence is needed on the success and failures 
of recent policy interventions during COVID-19 response. 
While this report has highlighted policy interventions that 

align with best practices and available evidence, evidence 

emerging from COVID-19 responses is partial at best and 

offers limited insights on the effect policies have had on 

mitigating learning loss. Rigorous evaluations of recent 

policy interventions and their implementation are needed 

to better understand their effectiveness across different 

settings and their potential to mitigate learning loss amidst 

future shocks. Monitoring efforts should also focus on the 

most marginalized groups, who were often excluded in 

policy response. 

Building resilient education systems will require 
more systematic implementation research. Research 

should be co-created with governments and from the 

outset to generate evidence of what works, under what 

conditions, and for whom. Evidence generation should 

align with national policies and priorities and should be 

embedded within existing systems to improve uptake 

and use. Stakeholders at all levels should be empowered 

to continuously generate and use evidence for decision-

making and implementation. Research on implementation 

is also critical and can identify bottlenecks and capacity 

constraints at various levels of the system (national, 

sub-national, and school-level) that prevent policies from 

achieving their full potential. 

There is a clear need for a stronger multisectoral response 
to education development and better global collaboration 
on research and development in education. During this 

crisis, data on public health has been widely available, 

researchers have collaborated across borders and the latest 

insights regarding the virus have been shared quickly and 

efficiently. Vaccines were produced at a speed previously 

unthinkable. Given the success of the global public 

health community in collaborating in R&D and beyond, 

the education community should look for avenues to 

improve knowledge sharing and collaboration in the field of 

education, including through co-creation approaches. 

The pandemic exposed the need for systemic risk analysis 
for education systems to identify and prepare for future 
shocks . COVID-19 school closures exposed just how 

vulnerable education is to shocks and the importance of 

contingency planning to support learning continuity. As 

natural disasters and other shocks resulting from climate 

change become more common, education systems must 

become more resilient and be ready to adapt. Undertaking 

systems diagnostics, such as a hazard and conflict analysis, 

can enable education systems to identify future risks to 

delivering education and the mechanisms available to 

strengthen resilience.249 Other system-level analyses, like 

UNICEF’s Remote Learning Readiness Index, can offer 

critical insights into a country’s readiness to deliver remote 

learning and can support them to identify weaknesses 

and build partnerships to strengthen their remote learning 

readiness.250 This crisis has also exposed how education 

systems often fail to protect their most vulnerable students 

and emphasized the need to strengthen the focus on 

inclusion and equity. Drawing from lessons learned, 

education sector planning and systemic risk analysis should 

aim to better prepare systems for future disruptions.
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PART 6 

CONCLUSION: ACT NOW TO 
RECOVER LEARNING

T
he COVID-19 school closures, compounded by 
the economic and health impacts of the 
pandemic, have had major negative impacts on 
children’s learning, wellbeing, and their 
expected future livelihoods. The learning 

losses from COVID-19 school closures are very 

real, as the evidence in this report has shown. In virtually 

every low- and middle-income country, and most 

high-income countries too, the data that is now 

accumulating shows that children learned less during the 

pandemic and that the impacts are exacerbating 

inequalities. Unless swift action is taken, this generation 

might be permanently scarred, within-country inequality of 

opportunities might expand (as the less well-off had much 

less quality education stimulation during the closures), and 

younger students might be impacted more. There is 

evidence also that girls learning has been impacted more 

than boys in terms of learning achievement. In general, 

countries have invested relatively little of their overall fiscal 

recovery packages on education, but in low- and 

middle-income countries, the share has been particularly 

low, reaching less than 3% of the additional spending. 

As schools reopen, it can be tempting to resume business 
as usual, on the assumption that once children are back 
in classrooms their learning will soon get back on track. 
This would be a mistake. The consequences for today’s 

generation of children and youth will be long-lasting if we 

do not act quickly. First, the process of school reopening 

must be accelerated. The costs of keeping schools closed 

vastly outweigh the benefits; however, school should always 

maintain all required safety measures, adjusting them as the 

pandemic conditions evolve in each country and locality. 

To prevent losses from becoming permanent—or, worse 

still, continuing to grow even after schools reopen because 

students are not able to understand the curriculum—
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countries need to focus on reversing those losses. It is 

essential that countries implement a learning recovery 

package; even if the specific set of interventions might be 

different, they should share the objective of assuring that 

children and youth stay in school and reach at least the 

same level of competencies as did previous generations that 

were not exposed to the pandemic. There are concrete tools 

for achieving this, including consolidating the curriculum, 

expanding instructional time, and making evidence-based 

changes in pedagogy, once a country has made learning 

recovery a priority. 

Beyond the immediate recovery, much more needs to 
be done to reimagine education. The pandemic has 

illuminated the fragility of education systems worldwide, 

as well as the low learning levels and the stark inequalities 

that existed across and within countries even long before 

the onset of the pandemic. The need to make education 

systems more equitable, efficient, and resilient has 

never been clearer than it is now. And the opportunity is 

clear too. Despite inadequacies in the policy responses, 

the pandemic has highlighted that innovation within 

education is both necessary and possible. With a strong 

learning recovery program—one that benefits from these 

innovations and takes equity seriously—countries can truly 

begin to rebuild better. 

One important element of both the immediate response and 
longer-term improvement is better learning data. This report 

has been able to document learning losses thanks to the 

small but growing number of countries (and regions) that 

have already conducted necessary learning assessments. 

This is a crucial first step to help students recover lost 

learning and help schools narrow the learning gaps that 

widened inequalities during the pandemic. Without such 

data, countries will be flying blind; other countries therefore 

now need to follow these pioneers and carry out their own 

assessments to measure learning loss. Our organizations 

are committed to supporting those efforts through the new 

Learning Data Compact.

Beyond improving data, we are committed to supporting 
governments with ongoing COVID response through the 
Mission Recovery plan launched earlier this year. The plan 

focuses on bringing all children back to schools, recovering 

learning losses, and preparing and supporting teachers so 

they can support students. With government leadership 

and support from the international community, there is 

a great deal that can be done to make systems more 

equitable, efficient, and resilient. But to do that, we must 

make children and youth a real priority amidst all the other 

demands of the pandemic response. Their future—and our 

collective future—depends on it. 
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APPENDIX
FIGURE A.1. Learning Poverty is likely to get much worse

Notes: Low- and Middle-Income Countries (LMICs). For details on the simulation update see Azevedo, Cloutier et al (2021).
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FIGURE A.2. Learning Loss vs Learning Gap

Note: (1)“Forgetting” refers to learning that students forgot during school closures, while “forgone” learning refers to learning that would normally take place but did not take place during school closures. 
While most studies report them in a combined measurement, some distinguish between the two, and a few only measured the forgetting; (2) In this paper we classify as measures of learning losses, studies 
track the results of the same students before and during the pandemic (using a panel or pseudo-panel design), while others compare the results of the same grade across different cohorts, a pre-pandemic 
cohort compared to a cohort affected by the pandemic (using a repeated cross-sections design); (3) one important distinction is how different authors have estimated the “forgone”. In some cases, the 
expected value of learning was empirically estimated based on past learning data, while in other cases, the counterfactual was criterion-based (normative), building on the expected levels of competences 
given the national curriculum. This normative case is actually a measure of learning gap, not learning loss. 

Source: Authors’ calculations using data from Standardized results for the State of São Paulo (SEDUC-SP, 2021).
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