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Taking urgent action to accelerate the recovery of learning loss is an essential element of
national education responses to the COVID-19 pandemic. It is critical to ensure that this
generation of students does not suffer a disadvantage in comparison to past and future
generations. A coherent Learning Recovery Program at the system and school levels
can help countries achieve this goal. The starting point should be to assess students’
learning levels to understand the particular content areas where there are weaknesses.
Next, education systems should rely on three flexible policy levers. The first lever that can
be used to ensure students recover essential building blocks for learning is consolidating
the curriculum across and within subjects to prioritize foundational skills and knowledge.
The second lever is to increase the efficiency of instruction. The extent of learning loss
is likely to vary from student to student, which is why targeting instruction to match
students’ learning levels will be more important than ever. Structured pedagogy is
another instructional approach that has consistently led to improved learning outcomes.
Tutoring programs and self-guided learning programs have also been found to improve
student learning in various contexts. Finally, the third lever is extending instructional time,
such as by offering summer school. Extending instructional time is effective if combined
with approaches that align levels of instruction with the goals and needs of students.
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Why Countries Should Prioritize
Accelerating Learning Recovery
Learning Recovery Programs can help tackle the learning losses caused by extended school closures, disruptions in
the academic calendar, and uneven access to remote learning opportunities. There is mounting global evidence of large
learning losses precipitated by the COVID-19 pandemic, summarized in a recent World Bank, UNICEF and UNESCO
report. Evidence from Brazil, rural Pakistan, rural India, and South Africa, among others, shows significant losses in
math and reading. 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 Verhagen 2021; Tomasik, Helbling and Moser 2021). World Bank simulations show 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—may increase to as much as 70%, compared to 53% pre-pandemic (Azevedo, Rogers, Cloutier et al. 2021).
Beyond learning, the pandemic 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 because of social isolation, school
closures, family stress and other disruptions (Racine et al., 2021). Finally, learning losses due to school shutdowns
will also have economic consequences if not treated: the impact could amount to as much as $17 trillion in present
value in lost future earnings (Azevedo, Rogers, Cloutier et al. 2021).
It is our duty to ensure that this cohort of students gets an education equivalent to that received by previous
generations, despite lost time. To ensure this cohort of students recovers the learning lost during the pandemic,
countries should prioritize accelerated education approaches to get all students to grade-level proficiency. We
propose countries adopt Learning Recovery Programs, consisting of a contextually suitable mix of evidence-based
policies to recover learning. Three policy levers can be leveraged to accelerate learning recovery: consolidating
the curriculum, increasing the efficiency of instruction and expanding instruction time. The policy mix should be
developed based on data from learning assessments that point to current learning levels and knowledge gaps, as well
as the capacity of the education system. This note offers a brief overview of what such policies could look like and
points to country examples from around the world.

Learning Recovery Programs
Measuring Learning
As students return to school, countries should measure student learning
levels. Learning assessment – gathering and evaluating information on
what students understand, know, and can do – will help educators identify
the learning needs of their students and help policymakers target resources
within and across schools. Measuring learning will help policymakers
understand which groups might require greater attention, as the size of the
losses varies across grades, subjects, social groups, and education systems.
It will help identify any essential building blocks to future learning students
have yet to master. It can create a baseline upon which recovery efforts can
build and be monitored against. Most importantly, understanding students’
learning levels will allow teachers to adjust instruction to meet students’
needs. Strategies for learning recovery like targeted instruction and tutoring
build on adapting instruction to students’ level; to do so, teachers must
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understand what students know, and what they have yet to learn.
The state of São Paulo in Brazil has continuously measured student learning, including learning losses incurred during
school closures, and are using the data to help guide recovery. In Indonesia, the national assessment agency provides
teachers with diagnostic assessment tools in local language for core subjects and guidelines to score and interpret
results. Once countries make use of learning assessments to diagnose student learning levels and needs, they can
define and implement policy responses to accelerate learning recovery. The three policy levers below constitute a
menu of options that countries can select from and adapt according to their specific context.
Learn more about assessment in the policy note Learning Assessment and High-Stakes Exams.

Policy Lever 1: Consolidating the Curriculum
The first policy lever of Learning Recovery Programs involves consolidating
and adjusting the curriculum to prioritize the most important skills and
knowledge that students must master to succeed in their academic
trajectories. Consolidating the curriculum involves prioritizing two types of
content: foundational learning – key skills in reading and math that are the
daily gateway to subsequent learning in an expanding number of subjects—
and antecedents or prerequisites, content that must be mastered prior to
learning subsequent material in the learning series. Since the onset of COVID,
several countries have adopted curricular adjustments. South Africa’s threeyear Curricular Recovery Plan is implementing adjusted Annual Teaching Plans
based on a trimmed curriculum, a focus on learning losses from previous
grades, and more frequent diagnostic assessment. Guyana also has unveiled
a four-year Consolidated Curriculum for grades 1-9 that streamlines curricular
content. Chile’s Prioritized Curriculum, introduced in 2020, makes available
adjusted didactic guides and learning objectives in every subject and grade,
though it does not replace the official curriculum; it is valid through the end of
2022.

Policy Lever 2: Increasing the Efficiency 			
of Instruction
Support Teacher Capacity
The pandemic has caused stress and anxiety for all, but teachers more than
most. As education systems pivoted to remote learning, many teachers
experienced increased demands and heightened job complexity. As schools
have opened, teachers are working with children suffering from mental health
issues and children who are far behind in learning. Teachers need support
from education systems and school leaders so that they can support their
students and accelerate learning. Supporting teacher capacity involves
supporting teachers (1) instructionally, (2) technologically, and (3) supporting
their resilience.
First, teachers will need instructional support to implement strategies such
as structured pedagogy and targeted instruction, including technical guidance
for assessing student learning levels. Offering high-quality professional
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development opportunities that provide continous support to teachers is more important than ever. A program
featuring frequent monitoring and coaching support to teachers improved student outcomes in the Gambia.
Additionally, as schools closed globally and education systems shifted to remote education, teachers’ lack of access
to technology and technological skills became a barrier to effective remote learning. Hybrid learning is here to stay
to enhance education delivery and prepare systems for future shocks. To support teachers technologically, digital
skills training is essential. For example, in addition to ensuring students and teachers have access to hardware and
software, Plan Ceibal in Uruguay has helped teachers build digital skills. In Turkey, Kenya and South Africa, platforms
like Whatsapp and Facebook have been used to facilitate teacher peer support. Finally, education systems and
schools can support teacher resilience by monitoring their wellbeing, limiting burnout, providing opportunities for peer
learning and fostering intrinsic motivation. Stir Education partners with governments to boost teacher motivation in
India and Uganda, through peer networks, action and feedback, and reflection. HealthyMinds@Work in Mexico is a
pilot program that helps teachers improve their psycho-social well-being.
Explore the Preparing and Supporting Teachers note for more examples of how to support teachers.

Utilize Targeted Instruction
The shock of the COVID-19 pandemic has led to huge learning losses,
but the impact has been 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 targeted instruction,
which groups children 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. While
there are a variety of ways to implement targeted instruction, the approach
typically starts with the administration of a brief assessment of reading or
mathematics ability. Then, in a dedicated period of the school day, students
move from grade-based classrooms to classrooms based on level, 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. In India, in 50 days of focused teaching by lightly trained volunteers, this approach raised achievement
levels significantly for students in grades 3 to 5 (Banerjee et al. 2016). Similar positive results were achieved using this
approach under Ghana’s Teacher Community Assistant Initiative (Lucas, Beg, and Fitzpatrick 2018).
Several countries have adopted targeted instruction to accelerate learning recovery. Brazil is currently piloting
targeted instruction that is implemented in four, 2-week camps of 1.5 hours per day, with plans to make this
intervention available to all schools with a vulnerable student population of least 70%. Uzbekistan is also rolling out
remedial programs with a focus on grouping students according to learning levels. Other countries have incorporated
principles of targeted instruction 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).
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Establish Structured Pedagogy Programs
Structured pedagogy programs are another approach that has proven
effective at improving foundational skills levels in different contexts.
Structured pedagogy is broadly defined as a coherent package of
evidence-based content that teachers can cover to support learning;
key components of these programs involve: (1) high-quality teaching
and learning materials, including scripted lesson plans, student activity
books and textbooks; (2) teacher professional development, including
continuous training and coaching; and (3) ongoing assessments of
students to generate feedback loops. An increasing number of countries
have adopted structured pedagogy in early grades and many of them have
demonstrated encouragingly positive effects on student performance (Kim,
Lee and Zuilkowski, 2020; Graham and Kelly 2020; Fazzio et al., 2021).
Kenya’s Tusome Early Grade Reading Activity, which combines teacher professional development and coach visits;
literacy textbooks given on a 1:1 student-to-textbook ration; and structured teacher guides, offers several lessons for
countries seeking to implement such programs.

Provide Self-Guided Learning Opportunities,
Including Computer-Assisted Instruction
Similar to targeted instruction, self-guided learning programs 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 instruction. 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 targeted instruction in a cost-effective way and can be
implemented during the regular school day or after school. Examples from India and Uruguay show that adaptive
computer-assisted instruction can increase learning, with 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 Bangladesh, a paper-and-pencil self-guided learning program was found to significantly improve students’
mathematical abilities. The program, which uses the Kumon method of learning, assigns each student to an initial
level based on their performance on 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 hints and examples (Sawada et al. 2020). In Jordan, the blended
‘Learning Bridges’ program promotes learning recovery by distributing printed, self-paced activity sheets weekly to
students in grades 4-9. They 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 understanding from the previous
school year (UNICEF Jordan 2021).
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Establish Small Group Tutoring Programs
Strong evidence demonstrates that tutoring can improve student
achievement significantly, especially among low-achieving students, but
the efficacy of this approach depends on group size and the frequency of
sessions. Therefore, scaling up tutoring programs can be a challenge. Highdosage tutoring, defined as groups of six or fewer students who meet at
least three times per week (equivalent to 50 hours or more over 36 weeks),
has been found to produce substantial increases in test scores (Fryer, 2017).
Some 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.
Overall, the Global Education Recovery Tracker estimates that 1 in 3 countries have used tutoring to support remote
learning since the beginning of the pandemic. In 2020 the United Kingdom launched the National Tutoring Program,
which offers high-quality tutoring services to students in public primary and secondary schools. 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 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 tutoring 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), implemented in 2020,
that had positive effects on academic performance (Carlana & La Ferrara, 2021). Finally, telementoring using phone
calls and SMS to students and parents has emerged as a promising, low-cost alternative to virtual or in-person
tutoring. Such low-tech interventions have boosted student learning outcomes in Botswana and Bangladesh (Angrist,
Matsheng & Bergman, 2021; Hassan, Islam, Siddique & Wong 2021).

Policy Lever 3: 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 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 targeted instruction 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).
In the Philippines, 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 ‘catch-up’ 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). In 2021 the United States launched the Summer
Learning & Enrichment Collaborative, which provides $1.2B for states to use on educational summer programming.
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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. Since 2020,
Kenya is implementing a two-year, accelerated “crash program” designed to 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. The normal school calendar will resume in 2023. Finally, Mexico extended
its 2021-22 school year to include 10 additional days of school.

Useful Resources
Targeted Instruction

• 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

Structured Pedagogy

• Structured pedagogy: For real-time equitable improvements in learning
outcomes
• Series of How-To Guides on Structured Pedagogy
• Effectiveness of teachers’ guides in the Global South
• Identifying the essential ingredients to literacy and numeracy improvement:
Teacher professional development and coaching, student textbooks, and
structured teachers’ guides

Small Group Tutoring

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

Self-Guided 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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