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School closures

Mid-April 2020: 192 countries 
closed schools and universities, 
affecting more than 90% of 
world’s learners: 1.5 billion 
children & young people



UNESCO



Every year of schooling 
raises earnings 8-10%

Psacharopoulos, Patrinos 2018



Cost of school closures

Learning loss Earnings loss





School closures result in learning loss

Early simulations:

• COVID-19 impact on learning: loss of 0.3 - 0.9 years of schooling 

adjusted for quality, bringing down effective years of schooling from 

7.9 to 7.0 years

• If learning in grade 3 is reduced by 1/3 learning levels in grade 10 

would be a full year lower than would have been the case in the 

absence of COVID-19
Belot & Webbink 2010; Baker 2013; Azevedo et al 2020; Kaffenberger & Pritchett 2020



These losses may translate to 
greater long-term challenges

• A decrease in learning could 

decrease future employment 

prospects

• Lower scores can lead to 

significant reductions in earnings

• Learning loss could lead to 

increases in poverty over time
Currie & Thomas 2001; Chetty et al 2014; Psacharopoulos & Patrinos 2018



Earning loss due to 
conflicts, pandemics

• Loss in wages equivalent to 

between 5-9% due to 1918 

Influenza

• School disruptions due to war & 

teacher strikes associated with 

earnings losses 2-9%

Almond 2006; Schwandt 2017; Ichino & Winter-Ebner 2004; Jaume & Willén 2019; Islam et al 2016; Galdo 2013



All pandemics affect 
economic output

•Black Death (1347-1352) – 75 

million dead – reduction in labor 

but higher agricultural wages

•Spanish Flu (1918-1920) – 100 

million dead – lower income, etc.



Negative effects of 
pandemics are long-lasting

•Pandemics reduce income

•Loss of GDP

•1918 influenza generated impacts 
lasting into 1980s



Learning loss 
during Covid-19



Mitigation…but

•Limited capacity

•Weak student connectivity

•Constrained interactions

•Poor attendance



Findings (up to March 2021)
8 studies identified learning loss amongst at least some students

• Belgium: losses of 0.19 SD in math and 0.29 SD in Dutch

• Netherlands: average 0.08 SD learning loss in math, spelling, reading

• Switzerland: learning losses 0.20 SD

• USA: 0.19 SD in university

• Australia: no loss on average but low income schools lost more

• Germany: losses of 0.07 SD in reading comprehension, 0.09 in operations, and 0.03 in numbers

• Spain: learning gains but in 1 university 1 faculty



Learning loss

0.14 standard deviations



Learning Loss

0.14 standard deviations

or

1/3 of a year’s worth of schooling

Gore et al. 2020; Maldonado & De Witte 2020; Schult et al. 2021; Engzell et al. 2021; Tomasik et al 2020; Gonzalez et al 2020; Kuhfeld et al. 2021



Learning loss has 
occurred



Updates



Belgium
• 2 years later

• For math, the impact of the COVID-19 school closures is 
halted, but not reversed yet

• For science, students in the 2021 cohort have started 
catching up (though insignificantly)

• Scores improved significantly for social sciences

• Math scores of best-performing students significantly 
declined

• Remedial actions (summer school) focusing on most 
vulnerable successful in halting attainment deficits

Gambi and De Witte 2021



Denmark

• Students’ online reading behavior 
increased significantly during closures

• Inequality in reading behavior during 
COVID-19 increased exclusively during first 
lockdown

• Only a short-term increase in inequality 
on children’s actual reading activity during 
COVID-19

Reimer et al 2021



France

• 2020: learning loss

• By 2021, scores rebounded

• Results will be returned to 

parents, along with progress 

report, with advice so that they 

can better help them progress

OECD



Sweden

• Did not close schools

•Reading ability of primary school 

students was not affected during 

the pandemic

Fälth et al 2021



USA
• -0.23 SD average learning loss

• Pass rates declined compared to prior years

• Declines larger in districts with less in-person instruction

• Passing rates in math declined by 14 percentage points 

• But decline 10 percentage points smaller for districts 
fully in-person

• Significantly larger declines in districts with larger 
populations of students who are Black, Hispanic or 
eligible for free and reduced price lunch

Halloran et al 2021; Kogan, Lavertu 2021



Europe:
Learning loss of 1/3 to 1/2 year of schooling
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Global losses
We also have evidence that learning losses occurred in other countries, 
including:

• Bangladesh
• Brazil
• China
• Ethiopia
• Ghana
• Indonesia
• India
• Japan
• Kazakhstan
• Kenya
• Mexico
• Pakistan
• South Africa
• Uganda
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Implications

• Negative effect of school closures 

on student achievement

• Especially younger students and 

from families with low 

socioeconomic status



Long term implications

• Long-term, nation-wide school 
closures result in learning losses

• Students could lose 1/3 to a full 
year of education

Simulations on project earning loss

• Globally: $15 - $17 trillion losses



Economic implications

• Time and money spent on education builds human capital

• Loss of a year over school children’s life

• 10% earnings loss

• 0.3 years of learning loss – conservative estimate –

translates to at least 3% earnings loss



Cost of School 
Closures

Annual per student loss $450 

Lifetime per student loss $11,000 

Total loss $15 trillion

Losses over lifetime as % 
current year GDP

18

Annual losses as % of GDP 0.8



Differentiated effects

Level of 
education Annual loss Lifetime loss

Primary $272 $7,000 

Secondary $363 $9,000 

Tertiary $725 $18,000 



Theory behind Differentiated Effects

• Educational attainment increases cognitive skills

• Educated workers are better able to cope

• Educated seek information about jobs



• 5.53 million years of life lost (USA)

• Mental health

• Childcare issues

• Inequality: women dropping out of labor market

Other costs of school closures



Context

• $50 Billion to Vaccinate the World 
(OECD)

• G-20 countries spent $10 trillion on 
support (IMF)

• Total lifetime student earning loss: $15 
trillion

• Benefit-Cost ratio of vaccination? Very 
high!



Response

1.    Implement learning recovery 
programs

2.    Protect the education budget

3.    Prepare for future shocks

Most importantly, before doing any 
of these things, measure learning 
outcomes
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