Accelerating Learning Recovery

ACCELERATING
LEARNING RECOVERY
AUGUST 2021
Taking urgent action to accelerate the recovery of learning loss is an essential element
of national COVID-19 response education strategies. It is critical to ensure that this
generation of students does not suffer a disadvantage in comparison to past and future
generations. There is a large number of policy options at the system and school levels to
achieve this goal. Given that the extent of learning loss is likely to vary across individual
students, teaching at the right level will be more important than ever to help students
catch up to grade-level standards. Tutoring programs, individualized self-learning
programs, and computer-assisted instruction have also been found to improve student
learning in various contexts, although countries will face the challenge of implementing
them at scale. Extending instructional time, such as by offering summer school, can
be effective if combined with approaches that align levels of instruction with goals and
needs of students. Grade retention by itself has limited effectiveness as a remediation
strategy unless combined with other targeted interventions.

Why Countries Should Prioritize
Accelerating Learning Recovery
Remedial or accelerated education services can help tackle the learning losses caused by extended school closures,
disruptions in the academic calendar, and uneven access to remote learning opportunities (Azevedo et al. 2020). There
is mounting global evidence of large learning losses precipitated by the COVID-19 pandemic, summarized in our Policy
Note on School Reopening. For example, low- and middle-income countries in Asia had lost an estimated 29% of a
year’s worth of learning by March 2021 (Asian Development Bank 2021). A study of five sub-Saharan African countries
which modeled short-term learning losses in oral reading fluency during COVID-19 estimated a loss equivalent to half
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a year to over one year (Angrist et al. 2021). Even in countries like the Netherlands and Switzerland, where schools
transitioned swiftly to online learning during school closures and student access to digital technologies is high, learning
losses were substantial (Engzell, Frey and Verhafgen 2020; Tomasik, Helbling and Moser 2021). Overall, the World
Bank estimates that the global rate of Learning Poverty—defined as the percentage of children who are unable to read
and understand a simple text by age 10—increased from about 53% to approximately 63% since the beginning of the
pandemic.
In addition to these effects on learning, the pandemic also precipitated other negative impacts. There are reports of
rising dropout rates in many countries, an issue that disproportionately affects girls and vulnerable populations; up to
24 million children were predicted to drop out as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic (UNESCO 2020a). Additionally, the
global prevalence of anxiety and depression symptoms among children and adolescents has soared as a result of social
isolation, school closures, family stress and other disruptions (Racine et al., 2021), which has prompted school systems
to expand psychosocial supports and prioritize socioemotional skills development. Finally, learning losses due to school
shutdowns will also have economic consequences if not treated: early predictions from 2020 estimated that a fivemonth school shutdown could cause learning losses that could translate over time into US$10 trillion in lost earnings,
representing a loss of 16 percent of public investment in basic education for this cohort of students (Azevedo et al. 2020).
It is critical to ensure that this generation of students does not suffer a disadvantage in comparison to past and
future generations. To ensure that this cohort of students fully recovers learning lost during the pandemic, countries
should prioritize remedial or accelerated education approaches to address these challenges and get all students
to grade-level proficiency. It is necessary to promote greater efficiency in our education systems through actions
such as consolidating the curriculum within and across subjects, increasing instructional time, and implementing
effective pedagogies for remediation, including teaching at the right level, tutoring and others. Different approaches to
remedial education for learning recovery are possible; examples for countries to consider, depending on local context
and needs, are provided below. The evidence presented in this section comes from both pre-pandemic and current
experiences, and elements can often be combined as part of a national remediation strategy.
.

Potential Country Response
Establish Programs for Teaching at the Right Level
The shock of the COVID-19 pandemic has led to huge learning losses and missed
learning opportunities, but the impact has been highly heterogenous across and
within countries and schools. Even within a classroom, different circumstances
and personal characteristics imply widely different learning levels. Therefore,
addressing the needs of every child is critical for effective learning. One approach
to catering to individual students’ proficiency levels is known as ‘teaching at the
right level’; the fundamental principle underlying this approach is that children
are grouped by their level of proficiency, not by their age or grade. This approach
includes specific activities and instruction designed to move students to the next
level, with close tracking of children’s progress. These learning activities typically
focus on foundational skills in language and mathematics and are not exclusively
linked to the curriculum. The approach starts with the administration of a brief
assessment of reading or mathematics ability. In an extra dedicated hour of the school day, students move from gradebased classrooms to classrooms based on level or proficiency, as determined by the diagnostic assessment. In these
level-based classrooms, trained volunteers or schoolteachers deliver specialized instruction designed to help students
quickly advance from level to level. (Students continue in regular schooling while participating in these programs). When
used in India, in 50 days of focused teaching by lightly trained volunteers, this approach raised achievement levels
for students in grades 3 to 5 from close to the lowest achievement levels to the level of learning of the third-highest
achieving state (Banerjee et al. 2016). Similar positive results were achieved in Ghana using this approach under Ghana’s
Teacher Community Assistant Initiative (Lucas, Beg, and Fitzpatrick 2018).
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In Botswana and Zambia, programs that group children by their level of ability have been adapted in response
to COVID-19 to support learning recovery. In Botswana, where a Teaching at the Right Level (TaRL) program
supported by J-PAL had been a core intervention since before the pandemic, Ministry of Basic Education partners
in the North East region took the lead in reinstating the program following school re-openings in 2020, reducing the
implementation cycle from thirty to eight days. Despite this reduced intervention time, students demonstrated strong
learning gains that were almost equal to those from the 30-day cycle (Muyoki et al. 2021). In Zambia, the government’s
TaRL program is being scaled up, expanded to include more grade levels and combined with a condensed math and
language curriculum (UNESCO 2021).
Other countries have incorporated principles of ‘teaching at the right level’ into new pedagogical approaches. In
Cambodia, the Ministry of Education and local NGO partners developed a program that dedicates twelve hours per
month to addressing learning gaps through targeted exercises. They developed “remedial learning packages” that
begin with a diagnostic assessment of knowledge gaps around 5 core competencies in Khmer and Math each, and
then guide teachers to group students by proficiency (based on the assessment’s results) and implement active
student exercises at different levels of difficulty (KAPE 2021). In Chile, the Ministry of Education launched a national
program that helps schools implement a pedagogical approach that promotes mastery of key prior concepts
needed for grade-level learning. For each Learning Objective, the three-part methodology consists of a catch-up or
‘leveling’ phase, a phase where new content is learned, and a formative assessment; the results determine if the class
continues learning or returns to the catch-up phase (Ministerio de Educación de Chile 2021).

Provide Individualized Self-Learning Programs,
Including Computer-Assisted Instruction
Similar to teaching at the right level, self-learning programs can also enable
students to progress incrementally towards mastery of foundational
skills. These activities, which can be used with limited teacher input and
guidance, can be pencil-and-paper based, or in systems where the adequate
technology is available in schools or homes, remediation can occur through
computer-assisted self-learning programs.
Computer-assisted instruction can illustrate a concept through interactive
animation, sound, and demonstration, followed by opportunities for students
to complete tasks and solve problems at their own pace while providing
immediate feedback. Adaptive software programs assess students, assign
practice of particular skills, and monitor student progress. Students can work
asynchronously and at their own pace, which allows more flexibility. This
approach operationalizes teaching at the right level in a cost-effective way. It can be implemented during the regular
school day or after school. Examples from India and Uruguay show that that adaptive computer-assisted instruction
can increase learning, with suggestive evidence of positive impacts that were larger for students from disadvantaged
backgrounds (Muralidharan et al. 2018; Perera & Aboal 2019). Computer-assisted instruction can be used in teacher-led
classrooms, helping them tailor instruction to students’ learning needs, and can also be used remotely. In Ecuador, a
World Bank-funded project implemented an adaptive, computer-assisted remedial program in 2021 reaching almost
6,000 first-year students in technical institutes. Preliminary results from this remote program showed that proficiency
in key math concepts increased from 25% to 69% after 16 weeks (Angel-Urdinola, forthcoming).
In a randomized control trial in Bangladesh, an individualized, paper-and-pencil self-learning program was found to
significantly improve students’ mathematical abilities. The program, which uses the Kumon method of learning, first
assigns each student to an initial level based on their performance in a diagnostic test. Instructors then give students
a series of worksheets of gradually increasing difficulty, adjusting the worksheets based on each student’s progress.
The program was designed to ensure that each student works at the level that is appropriate for their individual skills,
advancing and learning new concepts in small steps through easily understandable hints and examples (Sawada et
al. 2020). In Jordan, where learning has largely taken place remotely throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, the blended
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‘Learning Bridges’ program promotes learning recovery by distributing printed, self-paced activity sheets every week
to students in grades 4-9. These contain cross-curricular exercises from that week’s curriculum, and QR codes
through which students can select media resources for areas in which they need to build up understanding from the
previous school year (UNICEF Jordan 2021).

Establish 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 critically on group size and the frequency of sessions. In that
regard, the scaling up of tutoring programs, particularly if there is little country
experience, is a challenge. High-dosage tutoring, defined as groups of six or
fewer students who meet at least four times per week (equivalent to 50 hours
or more over 36 weeks), has been found to produce substantial increases in
test scores. Other evidence shows that the most successful tutoring programs
happen during the school day, and when students remain with the same tutor
throughout the year (Education Endowment Foundation 2018a). One-to-one
tutoring can also increase achievement, but it is significantly more costly.
Tutors can be college students or even high school students (for the lower
grades) who receive training to follow a structured tutoring program.
Some countries are implementing tutoring as a strategy for recovering learning during the COVID-19 pandemic. For
example, in 2020 the United Kingdom launched the National Tutoring Program, which offers high-quality tutoring
services to public primary and secondary schools, providing additional support to students who have missed
out the most because of school closures. Subsidized or free tutoring is offered through both contracted service
providers (tuition partners) and individuals (academic mentors) to provide additional instruction in six subject areas.
Teachers and school leaders decide which approach best fits their needs, which partners with whom to work, and
which students will benefit most from additional tutoring. In Latin America, two countries have leveraged their
university community for tutoring. In Chile’s national ‘Tutors for Chile’ program, students pursuing teaching degrees
can complete their teaching practicums virtually by providing tutoring to small groups of students who need extra
support (Ministerio de Educación de Chile, 2020). In the Dominican Republic, J-PAL is partnering with the Ministry of
Education to pilot an online tutoring program that pairs high school students from disadvantaged backgrounds with
volunteer university students to receive personalized academic support through a secure platform (JPAL 2021). This
is an adaptation of Italy’s Tutoring Online Program (TOP), which was implemented by researchers in 2020 and had
positive effects on academic performance (Carlana & La Ferrara, 2021). Overall, the Global Education Recovery Tracker
estimates that 1 in 3 countries have used tutoring as a remote learning support since the beginning of the pandemic.

Extending Instruction Time
Pre-pandemic literature shows that increasing the time spent on instruction can
significantly improve learning outcomes (Cerdan-Infantes and Vermeersch 2007;
Andersen et al. 2016; Hincapie 2016; Lavy 2020). Increasing instructional time can
be achieved by extending the school day, week or year (see our Policy Note on
Restructuring the Academic Calendar).
Holding classes during the summer is one approach to providing more instructional
time for remediation, and an opportunity to implement targeted approaches such
as teaching at the right level and small group tutoring. While summer school is a
fairly common intervention, it may need to be expanded to more students due to
COVID-19 disruptions, as some countries have done (Perry 2020). Belgium offered
free summer school for all in summer 2020 (UNESCO 2020b). In the Philippines,
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summer schooling was offered in 2020 to students who had received a grade lower than 75% in the previous school
year (UNESCO 2020b). In Madagascar, the government scaled up in 2020 an existing two-month summer ‘catchup’ program for students who reintegrate into school after having left the system and is collaborating with UNICEF
to integrate targeted instruction into the program (UNICEF Madagascar 2020; Angrist et al. 2021). Summer school
programs are associated with learning gains when they are intensive, well-resourced, involve small group instruction
by trained and experienced teachers, and focus on academic content (in contrast to recreational or extracurricular
activities). One risk area for summer school programs is ensuring regular attendance, which is more difficult owing to
the voluntary nature of summer school.
Another approach to extending instruction time involves making changes to the academic calendar. Kenya’s
experience shows how one country is extending its academic calendar in efforts to get students back to grade
learning. In March 2020, three months into the school year, Kenyan authorities closed schools and announced that
the academic year was canceled and would be repeated in January 2021 (Dahir 2020). Distance education services
were offered throughout the year, but access was largely unequal (Isbell 2020). The controversial decision was later
partially reversed in late 2020 when the Ministry of Education announced a two-year, accelerated ‘crash program’
that would help students catch-up without having to repeat prior classes—adding an additional fourth term to the
usual three terms per school year by shortening holidays and expanding learning time within terms (Nabwile 2020).
In October 2020, upper grade students picked up where they had left off, while all other grades started in January
2021. The normal school calendar will resume in 2023. This approach, which allayed some prior concerns about class
repetitions, has also been criticized for being “too heavy” for teachers and students and for the financial burden it
poses on parents (K24 Kenya).

A note on grade retention
Given the extraordinary challenge posed by extended school closures
and the reduction in instructional time, many have considered grade
retention as a potential option to remediate students who have fallen
behind. Evidence on the impact of grade retention on short- and longterm outcomes is mixed, and it is generally understood that the effects of
retention vary by the student’s abilities and the timing of retention. Some
research shows that the benefits of retention are unclear and that the risk
of negative socioemotional outcomes, such as increased stress and lower
self-esteem, is high (Brophy 2006; Peixoto et al. 2016; Mariano, Martorell,
and Berglund 2018). Other research shows that student experiences with
retention improve greatly when complementary programs, such as early identification of at-risk students,
small-group instruction, after-school programs, assessments, and summer school, are part of the remediation
package. Overall, the available evidence points to using retention only when students are truly unprepared
for the next level of instruction and when complementary remedial interventions are provided (Education
Endowment Foundation 2018b; Valbuena et al. 2020).
However, most of this research has focused on the effects of retention on individual students, and much
less is known about the potential applications of whole-cohort grade retention in situations of prolonged
school disruption. Adopting such an approach in the context of COVID-19 is likely to be costly, given that the
combination of returning and incoming students into one grade would expand the system, requiring more
resources (or diluting existing ones). Therefore, a better approach would instead focus on getting returning
students back on track through a combination of expanded time spent on instruction; consolidating of the
curriculum across subjects and within subjects to prioritize key concepts; and the application of effective
pedagogies such as teaching at the right level, self-learning programs and tutoring. (For more information, see
our Policy Note on Adapting the Curriculum).
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Useful Resources
Teaching at the Right Level

• Teaching at the Right Level: Strengthening Foundational Skills to Accelerate
Learning
• Aligning Levels of Instruction with Goals and the Needs of Students (ALIGNS):
Varied Approaches, Common Principles
• School Practices to Address Student Learning Loss

Small Group Tutoring

• Evidence summary
• Apart but Connected: Online Tutoring and Student Outcomes during the
COVID-19 Pandemic

Individualized Self-Learning
Programs, Including ComputerAssisted Instruction

• Fighting the Learning Crisis in Developing Countries: A Randomized
Experiment of Self-Learning at the Right Level

Summer School

• Summer school toolkit

• Disrupting Education? Experimental Evidence on Technology-Aided
Instruction in India
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