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E
ven before the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
 world was living a learning crisis. Before the 
 pandemic, 258 million children and youth 
 of primary- and secondary-school age were out of 
 school.1 And low schooling quality meant many who 
 were in school learned too little. The Learning Poverty 
 rate in low- and middle-income countries was 53 
 percent—meaning that over half of all 10-year-old 
 children couldn’t read and understand a simple age-
 appropriate story.2 Even worse, the crisis was not 
 equally distributed: the most disadvantaged children 
 and youth had the worst access to schooling, highest 
 dropout rates, and the largest learning deficits.3 All 
 this means that the world was already far off track 
 for meeting Sustainable Development Goal 4, which 
 commits all nations to ensure that, among other am-
 bitious targets, “all girls and boys complete free, equi-
 table and quality primary and secondary education.”

The COVID-19 pandemic now threatens to make 
 education outcomes even worse. The pandemic has 
 already had profound impacts on education by closing 
 schools almost everywhere in the planet, in the larg-
 est simultaneous shock to all education systems in our 
 lifetimes. The damage will become even more severe 
 as the health emergency translates into a deep global 
 recession. These costs of crisis are described below. 


But it is possible to counter those shocks, and to 
 turn crisis into opportunity. The first step is to cope 
 successfully with the school closures, by protecting 
 health and safety and doing what they can to prevent 
 students’ learning loss using remote learning. At the 
 same time, countries need to start planning for school 
 reopening. That means preventing dropout, ensuring 
 healthy school conditions, and using new techniques 
 to promote rapid learning recovery in key areas once 
 students are back in school. As the school system sta-
 bilizes, countries can use the focus and innovative-
 ness of the recovery period to “build back better.” The 
 key: don’t replicate the failures of the pre-COVID 
 systems, but instead build toward improved systems 
 and accelerated learning for all students. 



Unprecedented global  shocks to education


The twin shocks of school closures and global re-
 cession could have long-term costs to education 
 and development, if governments do not move 
 quickly to counter them. The school closings shock 


will lead to learning loss, increased dropouts, and 
 higher inequality; the economic shock will exacer-
 bate the damage, by depressing education demand 
 and supply as it harms households; and together, they 
 will exact long-run costs on human capital accumu-
 lation, development prospects, and welfare. 


School closures:  As of late April, schools have 
 closed in 180 countries, and 85% of students world-
 wide are out of school.4 Without aggressive policy 
 action, this will have immediate costs on both learn-
 ing and health of children and youth: 


∞ Learning will decline and dropouts will in-
 crease, especially among the most disadvan-
 taged. Students will largely stop learning academic 
 subjects, and the decline may be greater for pre-
 school-age children, whose families are less likely 
 to prioritize their learning during school closures. 


Learning inequality will increase, because only 
 students from wealthier and more educated fami-
 lies will have the support to learn at home. Finally, 
 dropout risk will rise, as the lack of encouragement 
 from teachers reduces the attachment to schooling 
 for marginal students.


∞ Health and safety will also suffer, without the 
 support and structure that schools provide. 


Student nutrition and physical health will be 
 compromised, because some 368 million chil-
 dren worldwide rely on school feeding programs. 


Students’ mental health may also suffer, due to iso-
 lation during social distancing and the traumatic 
 effects of the crisis on families. Youth out of school 
 may engage in more risky behavior, and adolescent 
 fertility may increase.


Economic shock: The IMF projects that the global 
 economy will shrink 3 percent in 2020, a much big-
 ger drop than during the global financial crisis of 
 2008-09.5 This shock will have severe consequences 
 for both governments and households, and it will hit 
 both the demand for and supply of education:


∞ Student dropout will rise, with many students 
 leaving schooling forever, and the higher drop-
 out will be concentrated in disadvantaged groups. 


When schools reopened after the Ebola crisis cost 
nearly an entire academic year in Sierra Leone, 
girls were 16 percentage points less likely to be in 
school. Higher dropout will likely be accompanied 
by increased child labor and child marriage for 
children and adolescents. 



(6)∞ Learning will suffer even more, due to economic 
 pressures on households. Even for students who 
 do not drop out, households will be less able to pay 
 for educational inputs—such as books at home or 
 private lessons—until the economy recovers. And 
 parents may move their children from private to 
 public schools, adding pressure and lowering qual-
 ity in already over-stretched public-school systems. 


∞ On the supply side, the economic shock will hit 
 schools and teachers. Fiscal pressures will lead to 
 a drop in education investments, reducing the re-
 sources available to teachers. And teaching quality 
 will suffer (either online or when schools resume), 
 as the health crisis hits some teachers directly, and 
 as others suffer from financial pressures due to sal-
 ary cuts or payment delays. The lack of student as-
 sessments during the closures means that teachers 
 will be flying blind on learning as they try to sup-
 port their students remotely. Finally, the supply of 
 schooling may contract as a lack of revenue forces 
 private schools out of business.


Long-term costs: Left unchecked, these impacts will 
 exact long-term costs on both students and society. 


Given the likely increase in learning poverty, this crisis 
 could prevent a whole generation from realizing their 
 true potential. Students who are forced to drop out 
 of school or experience significant declines in learn-
 ing will face lower lifetime productivity and earnings. 


Inequality will rise, because these impacts will likely 
 be greater for students from poor and marginalized 
 households. The children who need education the 
 most to climb out of poverty will be the ones most 
 likely to be deprived of it by the crisis. This decline 
 in economic prospects could lead in turn to increase 
 in criminal activities and risky behaviors. Social un-
 rest among youth could also rise: in many low- and 
 middle-income countries the combination of a youth 
 bulge and poor prospects could prove a combustible 
 mix. These adverse impacts may reverberate for a long 
 time, as lower human capital in the current student co-
 hort—concentrated among the most disadvantaged—


perpetuates the vicious cycle of poverty and inequality.



From crisis to opportunity: 



Stop the damage, then  build back better


These severe consequences—and especially the 
 long-term impacts—are not inevitable. There is no 
 doubt that there will be significant costs to education, 


and virtually everything else that societies value, in 
 the short term. But if countries move quickly to sup-
 port continued learning, they can at least partially 
 mitigate the damage. And with the right planning 
 and policies, they can use the crisis as an opportunity 
 to build more inclusive, efficient, and resilient educa-
 tion systems. 


The policies to turn this around can be grouped 
 in three overlapping phases: Coping, Managing 
 Continuity, and Improving and Accelerating. 


Phase 1: Coping: For the first phase, as countries 
 cope with sudden school closures, the priority is 
 to protect student health and safety and prevent 
 learning loss. 


∞ In addition to protecting students and families 
 from infection, many countries are putting in place 
 supplemental nutrition or cash transfer programs 
 to ensure that students who ordinarily depend on 
 school feeding programs do not go hungry. 


∞ To prevent learning loss, emergency remote-
 learning programs have been deployed across 
 the world, from Nigeria to Norway. The best use 
 platforms (such as TV, radio, and smartphones) 
 that can reach every child, regardless of household 
 income. These inclusive approaches are critical: 


without explicit policies to reach disadvantaged 
 households, only wealthier and more educated 
 families will be able to cope with the shock.


∞ Beyond providing remote learning, education sys-
 tems should proactively prevent dropout through 
 communication and targeted financial support 
 for at-risk students. Outreach to families can also 
 be an important channel for providing guidance 
 and resources on how best to support children at 
 home while schools are closed. 


∞ Finally, countries should draw on their universi-
 ties and other post-secondary institutions for 
 technology support (for example, to ramp up re-
 mote learning), rapid training (such as training of 
 nurses and laboratory technicians), and access to 
 global knowledge.


Phase 2: Managing Continuity: As rules around 
 social distancing are gradually relaxed, systems 
 need to ensure that schools reopen safely, student 
 dropout is minimized, and learning recovery starts. 


Reopening of schools may be a complex process, with 
staggered openings and possibly cycles of re-closing 
during flareups. Systems need to start planning for 



(7)this, learning from the experience of systems like 
 China and Singapore that have been through the 
 process. Beyond ensuring healthy schools, much 
 more needs to be done:


∞ In many low- and middle-income countries, re-
 opening would need to be preceded by reenroll-
 ment  campaigns to minimize student dropout. 


Groups that may be at higher risk of dropout 
 (such as girls or students from marginalized com-
 munities) should receive targeted support and 
 communications. 


∞ Once students are back in school, learning recov-
 ery is a top priority, to prevent permanent impacts 
 on the opportunities of children and youth. This 
 will require a raft of measures targeted at reversing 
 learning losses, from improved classroom assess-
 ment to more focused pedagogies and curriculum 
 (to allow teaching at the right post-closures level) 
 to blended use of teaching and technology. These 
 efforts will need clear system-level guidance and 
 materials, as well as focused, practical training for 
 principals and teachers. It will also require sub-
 stantial resources, meaning that education budgets 
 must be protected, at a time when families will be 
 less able to support education at home and the de-
 mands on public schools might increase. 


Phase 3: Improving and Accelerating: The crisis 
 also offers an opportunity to build back education-
 al systems stronger and more equitable than before. 


∞ After the pandemic, parents, teachers, mass me-
 dia, the government, and others will have changed 
 their views and perceptions about their role in 
 the education process. For example, parents will 
 have a better understanding of the need to work 
 jointly with the schools to foster the education of 
 their children. Equity gaps will have been made 
 more evident, along with the urgent need to nar-
 row them. There will be a better understanding 
 of the digital divide—the differences in access to 
 hardware, connectivity, and the right software, but 


also the huge shortfall of teachers with the digital 
 skills. 


∞ This will create an opening. It is important to use 
 it to build back better. Innovations in the Coping 
 and Continuity periods will have shown what is 
 possible when countries focus on the most effec-
 tive and equitable approaches to close learning 
 gaps for all children. It is crucial to learn from 
 those successes and integrate them into regular 
 processes—including through more effective use 
 of technology in remote-learning systems; early-
 warning systems to prevent dropout; pedagogy 
 and curriculum for teaching at the right level and 
 building foundational skills; and ramped-up sup-
 port for parents, teachers, and students, including 
 socioemotional support.



The drive for better 



education has to start now


Every education system in the world is in emer-
 gency-response mode. This is entirely appropriate, 
 given how suddenly this crisis arrived. The immedi-
 ate priority is coping—which means first protecting 
 health and safety and then doing everything possible 
 to keep students engaged through remote learning 
 and other connections with the school. 


But the planning for a better future has to start 
now. Even as systems cope with school closures, 
they need to start planning how to manage conti-
nuity when schools reopen and how to improve and 
accelerate learning. The guiding principle should be 
to use every opportunity, in each phase, to do things 
better. By learning from innovations and emergency 
processes, systems can adapt and scale up the more 
effective solutions. In doing so, they could become 
more effective, more agile, and more resilient. A vi-
sion and proactive action will help not only mitigate 
the damage from the current crisis, but could turn 
recovery into real growth. Societies have a real op-
portunity to “build back better.” They should seize it.
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T
he COVID-19 pandemic has already had profound impacts on education by closing schools at all levels 
 almost everywhere; now, the damage will become even more severe as the health emergency translates 
 into a deep global recession. This note describes the shocks hitting education systems and outlines how 
 countries can respond to them.6

Even before the COVID-19 pandemic, the world was in a learning crisis.7 Most countries were seriously 
 off-track in achieving Sustainable Development Goal 4.8 That goal commits the world to ensure “inclusive and 
 equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning” for all by 2030, but so far even universal high-quality 
 schooling at the primary level—let alone secondary, tertiary, or lifelong learning—has proven unachievable for 
 many countries. The Learning Poverty indicator showed that, before the pandemic, 53 percent of 10-year-olds 
 in low- and middle-income countries were not able to read and understand a simple text.9 And the crisis is 
 not equally distributed: the most disadvantaged have the worst access to schooling, highest dropout rates, and 
 lowest-quality schooling. 


Without aggressive policy action, the shocks to schooling and the economy will deepen the learning crisis. 


Children and youth who are forced out of school may not return; those who do return will have lost valuable 
 time for learning and will find their schools weakened by budget cuts and economic damage to communities. 


Many students would have lost their most important meal. And with the poorest households hit hard by the 
 ensuing economic crisis, the opportunity gaps between rich and poor will grow even larger. Beyond these short-
 run impacts on schooling and learning, countries will ultimately suffer significant long-term losses in education 
 and human capital. 


But there is much that can be done to reduce these immediate costs, and ultimately to turn the crisis re-
sponse into long-run improvements in education. This paper describes the main shocks hitting the education 
sector as a consequence of the pandemic, and it lays out policy responses—policies that can dampen the harm 
to students and communities in the short run; drive learning recovery as schools reopen, with an emphasis on 
closing the learning and schooling gaps that could have widened; and help education systems “build back bet-
ter” as they regain their footing, accelerating their path of improvement and moving out of the learning crisis. 
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T
he COVID-19 pandemic will threaten ed-
 ucation through two main types of shocks: 

(1) the immediate impacts of school and 
 university closures, and (2) the impacts of the eco-
 nomic recession sparked by the pandemic response, 
 which have already begun and will deepen for some 
 time to come. These shocks will threaten all the main 
 drivers of learning—prepared and engaged learn-
 ers, effective and supported teachers, well-equipped 
 classrooms, safe and inclusive schools, and good sys-
 tem management. Unless countries mount major ef-
 forts to respond, together the shocks will exact long-
 run costs on human capital and welfare. Figure 1.1 
 summarizes these impacts.



School closures


Most countries have closed all their schools, 
 while others have closed part of their systems. In 
 the absence of effective mitigation programs—for 
 example, distance-learning programs and nutri-
 tional supports—the school closures will have many 
 detrimental impacts on children and youth. Some 
 of these impacts will be exacerbated by social dis-
 tancing policies, which could prevent students from 
 benefiting from community or other sources of 
 support.



Learning impacts 


For most children and youth, academic learning 
 will come to a halt. As of April 24, 2020, schools 
 have closed in 180 countries, with many countries 
 announcing extension of closures through the end 
 of April or May.10 In the Northern Hemisphere, in 
 many systems classes are finished for the year, and 
 in the Southern Hemisphere uncertainty is high. 


These school closures are affecting approximately 
 85 percent of the world’s student population.11 Even 
 though students in many low- and middle-income 
 countries learn far less per year of schooling than 
 in the highest-performing countries, learning does 
 take place in even the poorer-performing systems. 


One indication of this is the significant learning loss 
 that students ordinarily experience during school 
 breaks, for example among early-grade students in 
 Malawi.12 Moreover, the time out of school can ac-
 tually lead to learning losses that continue to accu-
 mulate after schools reopen. In the four years after 
 a 2005 earthquake in Pakistan that closed schools 
 for about 3 months, students who had lived closest 
 to the fault line lost learning equivalent to 1.5 to 2 
 years of schooling.13 In the current crisis, if a quarter 
 of the school year is lost due to school closures, the 
 number of 10-year-old children in learning poverty 
 in Brazil will rise by an estimated 84,000 (or 6 per-
 cent)—even if the learning losses stop when schools 
 Figure 1.1: Shocks to education
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reopen.14 These losses in cognitive domains (such as 
 literacy, numeracy, and reasoning skills) will be easi-
 est to quantify, but there could be costs to learning in 
 socioemotional areas as well.


In tertiary education, too, academic and research 
 activities have basically come to a halt. As of April 
 8, universities and other tertiary education institu-
 tions are closed in 175 countries and communities, 
 and over 220 million postsecondary students have 
 had their studies ended or significantly disrupted due 
 to COVID-19.


Early childhood education and foundational learn-
 ing in early primary school, in particular, are likely 
 to be negatively impacted. As most households and 
 education systems will prioritize continued learning 
 for older children while schools are closed, emphasis 
 on early childhood education may decline. This may 
 also be because children at this age (0–8 years) are 
 less able to independently take advantage of remote-
 learning programs and tools. This period of child 
 development and initial instruction for literacy and 
 numeracy is essential for the development of foun-
 dational learning skills on which all future learn-
 ing rests. Student learning is cumulative: if they fail 
 to acquire foundational skills in early grades, chil-
 dren may find it much more difficult to learn later.15
 Hence a crisis-driven weakening of early childhood 
 development and foundational learning in early pri-
 mary school will mean lower learning trajectories for 
 a whole generation. Stress caused by the crisis could 
 compound these learning problems: stress hormones 
 can disrupt early brain development and cause long-
 term damaging effects on learning, behavior, and 
 health.16


Learning inequality will increase. High levels of 
 learning inequality are already a feature of many 
 low- and middle-income systems, but the closures 
 will exacerbate this problem. The most educated and 
 wealthiest families will be better able to cope with 
 the challenges posed by the crisis and sustain their 
 children’s learning at home. They are more likely to 
 have computer equipment and connectivity, a space 
 to work, and books and other learning materials at 
 home; they are more likely to have the knowledge 
 necessary to support their children and teach them 
 academic subjects themselves, as well as to provide 
 emotional and motivational support; and in some 
 systems, they will more likely hire virtual private 
 tutors to keep the instruction going. In the Latin 


America and Caribbean region, for instance, only 30 
 percent of children from low-socioeconomic-status 
 (SES) families have access to a computer, compared 
 with 95 percent of children from high-SES families. 


Even for a lower-tech item, a desk, the gap in access 
 is wide: 50 percent versus 91 percent.17 All this means 
 that when schooling restarts, disadvantaged children 
 will find themselves even further behind their peers. 


In non-crisis settings, this pattern is evident during 
 school breaks: children from disadvantaged families 
 show higher rates of summer learning loss during 
 school vacations, perhaps because of differences in 
 time use and support.18 During the crisis, differen-
 tial access to remote learning and conditions at home 
 could widen this gap further.


Attachment to schooling may also fall. For some 
 children and youth, being out of school may cause 
 disengagement and reduce their schooling persis-
 tence. Children who were already tenuously con-
 nected to school could be further discouraged, mak-
 ing them especially vulnerable to dropping out as the 
 economic shock hits. For instance, interest in going 
 back to school may be much lower for vulnerable 
 or struggling students if they feel they will not be 
 able to catch up due to school closures and if schools 
 do not offer extensive support for remedial learn-
 ing. School access for learners with disabilities was 
 already a major challenge before the crisis,19 and the 
 number of out-of-school children with disabilities is 
 likely to grow. Because persons with disabilities face 
 higher rates of multidimensional poverty,20 with an 
 especially strong relationship in low-income coun-
 tries, they could be especially vulnerable.21



Health and safety impacts


Student nutrition and physical health will be com-
promised. Although COVID-19 itself does not af-
fect children and youth as severely as it does adults, 
as school feeding programs close, children who rely 
on them for nutrition may go hungry and malnour-
ished. School feeding programs are found in nearly 
every country in the world. In 2013, approximately 
368 million children worldwide relied on these pro-
grams.22 With the COVID-19-related school clo-
sures, within the United States alone, around 30 mil-
lion children from disadvantaged households who 
rely on school feeding programs for vital nutrients 
will be at risk of going hungry.23 In Latin America 
and Caribbean, it is estimated that for 10 million 
children, school feeding programs constitute one of 
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the most reliable daily sources of food.24 These pro-
 grams are hugely important for determining chil-
 dren’s total caloric and nutrient intake.25 A quasi-
 experimental study from the Philippines showed 
 that each additional calorie provided in school led to 
 an identical increase in the total calories consumed 
 by the student during the day.26 Similar results were 
 found in school feeding programs in India27 and 
 Bangladesh,28 which may explain why after the 2008 
 financial crisis, the World Bank experienced unprec-
 edented demand to strengthen support for school 
 feeding programs.29 Finally, school closures will also 
 shut down crucial deworming programs in many 
 low- and middle-income countries. These programs, 
 administered through schools, have been highly ef-
 fective in preventing parasitic worm infections that 
 are common in Africa and South Asia.30


Student mental and emotional health will suffer. It 
 is estimated that 10 to 20 percent of children and ad-
 olescents around the world suffered from mental dis-
 orders before the pandemic.31 Moreover, research has 
 consistently shown that children often experience 
 psychological stress following natural disasters and 
 other crises.32 School closures, fear of COVID-19, 
 and the social and economic disruptions that 


accompany the pandemic will likely increase stress 
 within the family and lead to anxiety and depres-
 sion, including among children and youth.33 They 
 may suffer fear and grief after experiencing sickness 
 or the loss of friends or family members.34 Research 
 shows that prolonged stress can impair students’ 


learning and threaten their future development.35
 Furthermore, parents and teachers may have difficul-
 ty responding adequately to threats to students’ men-
 tal and emotional well-being during the pandemic, 
 given that they lack the necessary training and are 
 likely to experience elevated levels of stress and anxi-
 ety themselves. According to a recent quick survey 
 that the Organisation for Economic Co-ordination 
 and Development conducted of decision makers in 
 330 educational organizations across 98 countries, 
 including many developing countries, education sys-
 tems have been facing enormous challenges in ad-
 dressing students’ emotional health.36


Students’ vulnerability to violence and other threats 
may increase (e.g., in refugee camps). For many stu-
dents, and especially those living in fragile contexts, 
school can provide a (relative) haven from violence 
and other external threats, as well as access to ser-
vices such as psychosocial support. With the closure 



(14)of schools, children may be more exposed to gender-
 based and other violence, including in the home.37
 Stress among parents is associated with child abuse 
 and neglect, and there is some suggestive evidence 
 that domestic violence has already increased since the 
 COVID-19 crisis began.38 Experiencing or witness-
 ing violence can have long-term consequences for a 
 child’s health and overall well-being.39 There is evi-
 dence that during the Ebola outbreak in West Africa, 
 as school closures were put in place, adolescent girls 
 were vulnerable to coercion, exploitation, and sexual 
 abuse, some of which resulted in an increase in un-
 wanted pregnancies.40  Even outside of fragile con-
 texts, student vulnerability is likely to increase dur-
 ing school closures. Teachers are often the only other 
 caregivers who can sound the alarm if a child is ex-
 posed to violence or abuse; with schools closed, chil-
 dren do not have access to this layer of protection.


Youth may increase risky behaviors that have long-
 term consequences, and adolescent fertility may 
 increase. If student disengagement and dropout in-
 crease because of the school closures, risky behaviors 
 such as participation in criminal activities may in-
 crease.41 Students may also be more likely to abuse 
 substances as a way to cope with chronic stress and 
 loss.42 Evidence from exogenous shocks to school-
 ing—whether negative shocks like the Ebola crisis 
 or positive shocks like girls’ scholarship programs—


shows that being out of school also increases the 
 likelihood that adolescent girls will become preg-
 nant. In many countries, school closures are part of 
 a broader strategy of social distancing and general 
 lockdowns. However, in low- and middle-income 
 countries, enforcement is complicated, particularly in 
 densely populated areas and in areas with high shares 
 of overcrowded households. Hence, even though 
 students are not in schools, social interactions might 
 continue. During the Ebola outbreak, there was a 
 significant increase in adolescent fertility linked di-
 rectly to the school closures,43 and in affected villages, 
 girls were nearly 11 percentage points more likely to 
 become pregnant.44



Economic crisis


It is not only school closures that will worsen edu-
 cation outcomes, but also the economic crisis that 
 is already hitting and will most likely continue af-
 ter school resumes. The IMF projects that the glob-
 al economy will shrink 3 percent in 2020, a much 


bigger drop than during the global financial crisis 
 of 2008–09.45 It is estimated that emerging market 
 countries will need at least US$2.5 trillion in finan-
 cial resources to get through the crisis.46 The eco-
 nomic downturn will exacerbate impacts on educa-
 tion, through household income as well as fiscal and 
 market channels. These channels will reduce both 
 the demand for schooling and the supply of quality 
 schooling, both during the closures and after schools 
 have reopened. 



Impacts on demand for education


Student dropout could rise, with many students 
 leaving schooling forever. Widespread unemploy-
 ment and income loss will severely test households’ 


ability to pay to keep students in school. One miti-
 gating factor is that the poor job market will reduce 
 the pull factor for youth who are thinking of drop-
 ping out to work. But for the poorest households, 
 budget constraints may cause them to keep their 
 children out of school even when schools reopen. 


Estimates from some recent crises show significant 
 increases in student dropouts:


∞ In rural Ethiopia, the coffee price shock after the 
 2008 global financial crisis increased school drop-
 out probability of children of age 15 and older by 
 nearly 8 percent, with effects reaching 13 percent 
 for girls.47


∞ The risk of dropping out may be more pronounced 
 for older students. During 2005–2015 in Brazil, 
 among households who experienced an economic 
 shock, risk of dropping out was 8 percent higher 
 for secondary students and 20 percent higher for 
 tertiary students. In Argentina, it was 15 percent 
 higher for tertiary students.48 An older study from 
 Brazil, using data from 1982–1999, shows that af-
 ter a household head becomes unemployed, about 
 29 percent of 10- to 16-year-old children in those 
 households fail to advance to the next grade in 
 school the next year, and many drop out or enter 
 employment.49


∞ In Sierra Leone, schools were closed for almost an 
 entire academic year during the Ebola outbreak. 


When schools reopened, girls ages 12–17 were 16 
 percentage points less likely to be in school.50


∞ In  Venezuela, after an economic crisis erupted 
due to low oil prices and production, the number 
of out-of-school children increased by 56 percent 
and the number of out-of-school girls by 60 per-
cent between 2015 and 2017.51



(15)∞ During the Asian crisis of 1998–99, secondary 
 school enrollment rates in Philippines fell by 
 nearly 7 percent for boys and 8 percent for girls.52
 Increases in student dropout rates could also lead to 
 social unrest and instability, if there are large cohorts 
 of youth out of school and unemployed, with poor 
 economic and social prospects.53


School dropout is linked with increased child la-
 bor, child marriage, and even transactional sex for 
 children and adolescents. These are not directly ed-
 ucation effects, but they are intertwined with lack of 
 viable educational alternatives and lack of resources. 


In Sierra Leone, child labor by girls increased by 19 
 percentage points after the Ebola outbreak.54 There 
 are also reports of increases in unwanted and trans-
 actional sex during this time.55


Likelihood of school dropout will be significantly 
 higher for those whose families are also hit directly 
 by health shocks. While COVID’s health impacts 
 are most severe on older populations, younger adults 
 can also suffer serious illness or death. For children 
 who lose parents or other caregivers, these economy-
 induced demand-side shocks will be even greater. 


Longitudinal evidence from South Africa shows 
 that during the HIV/AIDS crisis, children whose 
 mothers died were significantly less likely to re-
 main enrolled in school and had less spent on their 
 education.56


A decline in schooling and learning during eco-
 nomic crises is not inevitable;57 it can be avoided 
 through proactive government action. However, 
 this can happen only if schools remain active, are 
 perceived as safe, and provide what parents perceive 
 to be quality education. 


Even for students who do not drop out, households 
 will be less able to pay for educational inputs un-
 til the economy recovers. Many children benefit 
 from household-financed educational inputs, such as 
 books and other learning materials or private lessons. 


These expenditures will drop, potentially exacerbat-
 ing the supply-side shocks from school closures and 
 (later) reduced school quality. 


Parents may move their children from private to 
 public schools, adding pressure and lowering qual-
 ity in already overstretched public-school systems. 


Many households would no longer be able to afford 


private schools (and many private schools may also 
 close; see next subsection), causing already struggling 
 public systems to accommodate a large inflow of new 
 students, thereby hurting quality.



Impacts on supply and  quality of education


Cuts in education investments may worsen the 
 quality of schooling. Even in the best-case scenari-
 os, the economic shock will reduce planned increases 
 in education budgets. However, in many countries, 
 education budgets could fall in absolute terms, as 
 governments grapple with lower economic growth 
 and revenues. If fiscal constraints reduce education 
 investments—whether in textbooks, learning ma-
 terials, or infrastructure improvements—this could 
 further degrade teaching and learning. Usually non-
 salary expenditures are quickly cut, and in some cases 
 even teachers’ salaries and contracts can suffer. In the 
 United States, during the Great Recession of 2008, 
 national public-school per-pupil spending fell by 
 roughly 7 percent and took several years to recover. 


This decline can directly be linked to lower test scores 
 and lower college-going rates, with larger impacts for 
 children in poor neighborhoods.58 In Sub-Saharan 
 Africa, public education spending per child could 
 fall by an estimated 4 to 5 percent in 2020 due to 
 the economic crisis. Education spending is also likely 
 to decline as a share of the budget, as governments 
 prioritize health, social protection, and labor mar-
 ket programs; this has already started happening in 
 some countries. In Ukraine, the education budget is 
 expected to be cut by 4 percent in 2020, and reports 
 from Nigeria suggest the Federal government’s bud-
 get for the Universal Basic Education Commission 
 will be cut by approximately 45 percent.59


Teaching quality will likely suffer. Various channels 
 will reduce the availability and quality of teaching, 
 even once schools have reopened. The pandemic itself 
 may reduce supply of teachers, especially the most 
 experienced ones, due to illness or death. The fiscal 
 effects of the economic downturn may reduce teach-
 ing quality. Salary delays and cuts may reduce teach-
 ers’ motivation and ability to devote time to teaching.


Learning measurement has largely come to a halt 
as a result of school closures. While children are out 
of school, formative, summative, standardized, and 
large-scale assessments are generally not being con-
ducted. This means teachers, students, parents, and 
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policy makers are flying blind on learning. At a time 
 when high-stakes exams have, in most places, also 
 been cancelled or postponed, students and parents do 
 not have a fair, equitable, valid, and reliable way to 
 gauge student knowledge and skills.60


Supply in the education sector may contract as pri-
 vate schools close. The demand shock could have 
 longer-term effects on supply. In some countries, 
 private schools are responsible for a large share of 
 the provision of basic education, and shares can be 
 even larger for post-basic education. Overall, nearly 
 28 percent of secondary students in low- and mid-
 dle-income countries go to private schools, and the 
 share reaches 51 percent in India and 58 percent in 
 Liberia.61 While public schools are not likely to shut-
 ter permanently as a result of the economic down-
 turn, this is not the case for private schools. Contract 
 teachers in private schools are especially vulnerable. 


Low-cost private schools that serve the poor are 
 generally small operators with small margins, and 
 they will not be able to ride out the school clo-
 sures. For instance, in the case of Pakistan, where 38 
 percent of students are enrolled in private schools,62
 the average fee charged is 500 rupees per month 
 (less than US$1 per week). These schools typically 
 do not have assets or savings to sustain wages for 
 teachers for more than a few weeks. There is al-
 ready anecdotal evidence that schools are closing.63
 In countries with large shares of students in private 
 schooling, this could hurt the supply of schooling 
 substantially, and consequently lead to a sharp re-
 duction in school enrollments. Even if government 
 schools absorb many of the former private-school 
 students, the quality of those public schools could 
 drop further if they become overcrowded. A similar 
 dynamic may occur in higher education, given that 
 many countries have seen rapid growth in private 
 tertiary institutions.



Long-run costs


Thus, the COVID-19 crisis threatens to worsen 
 education-related outcomes on many fronts, with 
 large potential costs to human capital accumula-
 tion. If the effects of these shocks are not blocked 
 through mitigation measures, the result will be low-
 er productivity and employment, increased inequal-
 ity, poorer health outcomes, and increased social 
 unrest. 


In countries that do not act in the short run, learn-
 ing poverty will increase. Building of human capital 
 is one of the first things to suffer when economic cri-
 ses occur. Such crises can prevent whole generations 
 from realizing their potential. For instance, during 
 the 1980–83 crisis in Costa Rica, cohorts that were of 
 secondary school age during the crisis period even-
 tually had lower attainment levels than cohorts that 
 hit secondary school age before or after the crisis.64
 This would have lowered the lifetime income of this 
 cohort significantly, because economic returns to sec-
 ondary school completion have generally been high 
 (around 19–20 percent) for low-income households.65
 Students who drop out of school or experience sig-
 nificant decline in learning will face lower lifetime 
 productivity and earnings. They will also have less 
 cushion against future crises. In Argentina, during 
 1992–2002, the earnings of less-educated workers 
 were more affected by crises than the earnings of 
 more-educated workers.66 Similarly, in the United 
 States, the real annual earnings and employment rates 
 of less-educated workers fall more during recessions 
 than those of more educated workers.67 One possible 
 reason for this is that educated workers are better 
 able to adapt to changing economic conditions. In 
 Indonesia during the 1997–98 crisis, educated adults 
 were better able to smooth consumption and less like-
 ly to become poor.68 In the 2008 recession also, youth 
 with higher education were less negatively impacted 
 in terms of employment and hours worked, regardless 
 of whether labor markets were rigid or not.69


The burden of increased learning poverty will be 
 borne disproportionately by students from poor 
 and marginalized families. There is evidence that 
 after the Great Recession of 2008 and related cuts 
 to education spending, U.S. school districts serving 
 higher concentrations of low-income and minority 
 students experienced greater declines in achievement 
 from school-age exposure to the recession.70


Within households, girls may be more likely to lose 
out on education. In the Indonesian economic crisis of 
the late 1990s, the drop in student enrollment was twice 
as large among families in the poorest quintile than the 
average.71 If there are higher (perceived) returns to in-
vesting in sons than in daughters, and if credit mar-
kets are imperfect, then parents in poorer households 
are more likely to cut back on investing in girls.72 In 
Cameroon, during economic crises in the 1980s and 
1990s, girls were 83 percent more likely than boys to 
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drop out of primary school, and 56 percent more likely 
 to drop out of secondary school.73 In Brazil, the impact 
 of household head’s unemployment was significantly 
 greater for girls’ education in the poorest areas.74
 These impacts could increase crime, especially 
 among youth. A drop in schooling could increase 
 crimes committed by adolescents and youth.75 This 
 could be through two mechanisms. First, decline in 
 education attainment decreases potential earnings, 
 thereby driving down the opportunity costs of crime. 


Second, less schooling may increase crime simply 
 by increasing the time available for young people to 
 commit a crime. Among 16- and 17-year-olds in the 
 United Kingdom, school dropouts are three times 
 more likely to commit crimes than those who have 
 stayed in school, and this gap remains well into their 
 early 20s. In Sweden, the United Kingdom, and the 
 United States, completing high school makes youth 
 less likely to commit crimes, and education is linked 
 with lower crime rates elsewhere—such as in Mexico, 
 where high school dropouts were more caught up in 
 the violence of the war on drugs.76


These risks loom especially large in countries that 
 are experiencing a youth bulge, and these countries 
 could also see increased social unrest. An increase 
 in youth dropout during an economic downturn 
 could prove combustible, because of the lack of em-
 ployment opportunities at a time when social media 
 has reduced the costs of political activism.


Reduced human capital for disadvantaged chil-
dren could perpetuate intergenerational transmis-
sion of poverty and inequality. Gaps in education 
attainment can be one of the strongest mechanisms 
for transmitting inequalities from one generation to 
the next.77 This is because education mediates a sub-
stantial part of the association between social origins 
and destinations,78 and education outcomes for to-
day’s generation shape opportunities for tomorrow’s 
generation.79 There are also indirect impacts through 
other channels: for example, higher education levels 
of household heads are associated with better health 
outcomes in the family, meaning that, conversely, 
children in less educated households are more likely 
to be in poorer health. 
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T
he many potential costs of the crisis are not 
 inevitable; they can be countered effective-
 ly by a swift and aggressive public policy re-
 sponse, and many governments have already begun 
 work to mitigate them. This section identifies the 
 major categories of interventions that hold promise 
 for keeping children learning and, in the longer run, 
 in school. It also provides examples of programs and 
 policies that are already being implemented in each 
 of these categories. This is intended as a structured, 
 relatively comprehensive menu of options; from this 
 menu, policymakers would need to identify the mix 
 of policies and programs that best fit their context 
 and are technically and financially feasible. 

These policy responses can be classified in three 
 overlapping categories: (i) coping policies, while 
 schools are closed; (ii) policies for managing con-
 tinuity, as schools reopen; and (iii) policies for im-
 proving and accelerating learning, which should be-
 gin now and continue after the system stabilizes and 
 schools are reopened permanently (figure 2.1). 



Coping policies


This first set of policies is designed to help educa-
 tion systems cope with the immediate impacts of 
 school closures. Their aim is to help protect students 
 during school closures, prevent learning losses, and 
 put education systems in the service of the country’s 
 immediate efforts to contain the pandemic. 



Policies to protect health and safety


The first priority of policy right now is to control 
 the pandemic. Education systems have key assets 
 that allow them to contribute to this effort, includ-
 ing personnel throughout the country and the trust 
 of communities. By participating in the campaign 
 to keep people safe, education systems will hasten 
 the day when schooling and learning can return to 
 normal.


Key mechanisms for promoting the health of fami-
 lies and communities during the period of school 
 closure include the following: 


∞ Hygiene campaigns. First, students should be 
 kept healthy and safe, and kept from transmitting 
 the virus. Virtually all systems have already closed 
 schools to promote these goals, but they may also 
 be able to contribute through hygiene and health 
 campaigns. Because of their built-in networks to 
 reach large number of families directly and quickly, 
 education systems can be important platforms for 
 such campaigns. Head teachers and teachers, as 
 trusted community leaders, can also be trained for 
 coordinated community response.


∞ Supplemental nutrition programs. Various op-
 tions are being considered by international and 
 local organizations to mitigate nutritional deficits 
 arising from school closures and the suspension 
 of school feeding programs. The United Nations 
 Food and Agriculture Organization recommends 
 Figure 2.1: The three overlapping phases of the education response


While schools are closed:


•  Protect health, safety, and 
 nutrition


•  Prevent learning loss 
 through remote learning


•  Draw on tertiary education


As schools reopen:


•  Prevent increase in dropout


•  Protect health and safety at 
 school


•  Prepare for staggered and 
 partial reopenings


•  Prepare teachers to assess 
 learning losses and close 
 learning gaps


•  Provide adequate financing 
 for recovery needs, especially 
 for disadvantaged students


Throughout, seize 


opportunities to improve the 
 system for the long term:


•  Scale up effective 


COVID-response approaches 
 (e.g. incorporate remote 
 learning, teach at the right 
 level, track at-risk students to 
 prevent dropout)


•  Focus on creating 


build-back-better education 
 systems


•  Protect and enhance 
 education financing



Coping



Managing continuity



Improving and accelerating


Seize opportunities to make education more inclusive, 
 effective, and resilient than it was before the crisis



GOAL: 



(20)that during school closures, governments consider 
 food distribution to the most vulnerable families 
 through mobile units and home delivery, if pos-
 sible, from local agriculture.80 These can be aided 
 by the use of digital tools (georeferenced applica-
 tions) to improve communication regarding ac-
 cess points for food deliveries, distribution times, 
 and recommendations for the proper use of food. 


Other recommended strategies include increas-
 ing the economic allocation of social protection 
 programs (such as cash transfers) by an amount 
 corresponding to the cost of food rations delivered 
 by school feeding programs and providing exemp-
 tions from taxes on basic foodstuffs for families 
 with school-age children, especially for workers in 
 the most affected economic sectors. 


∞ Outreach and guidance for parents and students 
 on how to help children during school closures. 


During the crisis, there will be greater need to sup-
 port all children as they cope with anxiety and stress 
 surrounding the pandemic and school closures. 


The World Health Organization, Interagency 
 Network for Education in Emergencies, and U.S. 


Centers for Disease Control provide guidance 
 materials for parents, teachers, and caretakers to 
 respond to anxiety, stress, and depression among 
 children and youth. Immediate support to pri-
 mary caregivers, so that they can support children 
 under 5 with good parenting techniques, is also 
 important.


∞ Deployment of teachers and use of closed 
 schools  to support community activities around 
 containment and recovery from the pandemic. 


However, this should only be done when these 
 frontline service providers are not involved in de-
 livering remote learning.



Policies to prevent learning losses


Even as they contribute to the fight against the 
 pandemic, education systems must also launch 
 a campaign against learning loss. Without effec-
 tive action, these losses will likely be serious, both 
 because of student disengagement and dropout and 
 because most households will not be able to sustain 
 learning as well as schools can. 


Since learning depends on remaining in school, 
 it will be important to prevent student dropout 
 through communication and targeted financial 
 support. Unless systems are very effective in track-
 ing students, it may be hard to gauge the level of 


student engagement while schools are closed, and 
 there is a risk of dropout that becomes visible only 
 once schools reopen. Media campaigns to keep stu-
 dents engaged in the meantime may help. As one 
 example, Indonesia launched a “Stay in School” 


media campaign during the 1990s economic crisis; 


there is some anecdotal evidence that this campaign 
 helped maintain educational outcomes.81 But in ad-
 dition to that, systems should prepare to provide tar-
 geted financial support for the most at-risk students 
 when that becomes relevant. Indonesia also did this, 
 launching the Jaring Pegamanan Sosial (JPS) schol-
 arship and fee-forgiveness program during the 1990s 
 economic crisis to prevent dropouts.82 The JPS schol-
 arship reduced drop-outs in lower secondary grades 
 by 38 percent.83 In some cases, to prevent a wave of 
 dropouts due to private school closures, governments 
 may also want to consider temporary policies to help 
 those schools stay open, for example, through con-
 cessional financing or debt relief.


To mitigate the learning loss of those who remain 
 engaged, it will be essential to put in place effective 
 and inclusive remote learning systems. Although 
 nothing can replace an in-person schooling expe-
 rience, education systems can engage students in 
 meaningful and productive ways to enhance their 
 learning. Many countries are already moving rapidly 
 and creatively to use education technology to deliver 
 remote-learning solutions (see box 2.1). Some prin-
 ciples to keep in mind are the following:84


∞ Use existing infrastructure to provide remote 
learning opportunities that can work for all stu-
dents. As these remote learning options are devel-
oped, equity considerations need to be central to 
the design, so that students with poor access are 
not neglected. Equally important is assessing the 
current capacity and resources of the system to en-
sure that the solutions can be scaled up rapidly and 
accessibly; remote learning that depends on tech-
nology that has not been used before is unlikely to 
be successful in an emergency. Part of this process 
involves creating an inventory of existing content 
to be deployed by remote learning, aligning it to 
curriculum, and organizing it in such a way that 
learning opportunities correspond to learning ob-
jectives. Throughout the process of curating and 
organizing existing contents, the design should 
take into account which remote learning opportu-
nities will be suitable for different educational lev-
els. For instance, older students are better prepared 



(21)for independent study, whereas younger children 
 may need more visual or audio stimulation, or 
 both. If overall instruction time and quality are 
 unavoidably reduced, it is especially important to 
 preserve and maintain instruction for younger stu-
 dents who are in the middle of building founda-
 tional literacy and numeracy. These considerations 
 can help in prioritizing the different experiences 
 and modalities for different age groups to maxi-
 mize engagement and learning for all students. It 
 is also important to provide learning in a way that 
 is accessible to students with disabilities. The best 
 way to do this will vary by context, but an example 
 is using technology that allows visually impaired 
 students to use online studying materials in differ-
 ent formats, such as scanned versions that convert 
 texts into sound or Braille characters.85


∞ Ensure remote learning opportunities are mul-
 timodal and specific to the country context. 


Because of the lack of access to high-speed broad-
 band and digital devices in resource-constrained 
 environments, education systems need to consider 
 alternative modalities to ensure they reach all stu-
 dents. In country contexts with no technological 
 infrastructure, offline remote learning models may 


represent the best and only option. These could 
 include distributing printed materials for students 
 to learn from at home. If technology allows, these 
 could be distributed electronically. In countries 
 where broadband access is limited, broadcast re-
 mote learning via educational radio or TV is an 
 option that many countries are already considering 
 or implementing. Such broadcasts can be paired 
 with additional learning materials like text mes-
 saging to distribute schedules, guidance, and/or 
 additional exercises. Where infrastructure, fund-
 ing, and capacity allows, online and mobile remote 
 learning models are effective solutions. In these 
 contexts, increasing access to digital resources by 
 improving connectivity, providing content through 
 a variety of devices, supporting low-bandwidth so-
 lutions, and providing consolidated one-stop-shop 
 sites to access content are factors to prioritize in 
 the design of these solutions.


It is essential to provide support to parents and 
 teachers, so they can help children sustain their en-
 gagement with education and learning. The intro-
 duction of emergency remote learning for children 
 will place a greater burden on parents to help with 
 Box 2.1: Using EdTech to prevent learning loss during COVID—Three examples


Argentina’s Seguimos Educando program began broadcasting educational content on April 1, 2020. It airs 14 hours a day 
 of television content and 7 hours a day of radio content specially produced for students as a result of school closures. 


Each broadcast lesson includes a teacher and a conductor (journalist, artist, scientist), in addition to the dissemination of 
 teaching materials. For students without access to technology or connectivity, this television and radio programming is 
 supplemented with “notebooks” packed with learning resources that have been delivered to student homes. The program 
 also makes available a collection of on-demand digital educational materials and resources on the Ministry of Education’s 
 Educ.ar website. A section on the website, called "the class of the day," provides a comprehensive daily plan for student 
 learning aligned with the television program and printed notebooks. It also has a section on virtual reality that provides a 
 collection of videos in 360° format to give the user an immersive educational experience. 


India’s multimodal approach includes multiple platforms. The DIKSHA portal contains e-Learning content for students, 
 teachers, and parents aligned to the curriculum, including video lessons, worksheets, textbooks, and assessments, in 
 multiple languages. QR codes in textbooks encourage students to go beyond the book. The application is also available 
 for offline use. Then there is e-Pathshala, a learning application for classes 1 to 12 in multiple languages, which provides 
 books, videos, audio, etc. aimed at students, educators, and parents. The learning platform Swayam hosts 1,900 complete 
 courses, including teaching videos, weekly assignments, exams, and credit transfers, aimed both at school (classes 9 to 
 12) and higher education (undergraduate and postgraduate) levels. Swayam Prabha is a group of 32 direct-to-home chan-
 nels devoted to telecasting of educational programs round the clock and accessible across the country. The channels air 
 courses for school education (classes 9–12) and higher education (undergraduate, postgraduate), as well as for out-of-
 school children, vocational education, and teacher training.


Kenya is rapidly innovating. In addition to radio and TV, education programming is made available as both livestream and 
 on-demand content via EduTV Kenya YouTube channel. In partnership with the Kenya Publishers Association, the govern-
 ment has made electronic copies of textbooks available for free on the Kenya Education Cloud for all students. To provide 
 wider internet coverage to all students and families, the Kenya Civil Aviation Authority, in partnership with Alphabet Inc. 


and Telkom Kenya, has deployed Google’s Loon Balloons carrying 4G base stations over Kenyan airspace. A single balloon 
 can provide internet connectivity across an 80km-diameter area. 


Source: World Bank. 2020. “How Countries Are Using Edtech (Including Online Learning, Radio, Television, Texting) to Support Access to Remote Learning 
During the COVID-19 Pandemic.” Online brief, accessed April 13.
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