
Chapter 8
Covid-19 and Schools

8.1 Problems with School Closures

8.1.1 General

It has been pointed out in a joint report by UNESCO, UNICEF and TheWorld Bank1

that, largely as a result of lockdown and similar measures, the Covid-19 pandemic
has caused an unprecedented—at least in modern times—disruption of education
systems all around the world. This is believed to have affected the lives of more than
1.5 billion students and their families.2 In April 2020, UNICEF reported that an
estimated 3 billion people were in lockdown or under a similar containment measure
worldwide and that nearly 90% of the student population was out of school.3

By 2 February 1921—counting from 11 March 2020—schools were said to have
been fully shut down for an average of 95 instructional days worldwide, which
amounted to about half of the time that, in normal circumstances, is intended for
classroom attendance on a yearly basis. Countries in the Latin America and the
Caribbean region were reported to have been the most affected, with an average of
158 days of full school closure, followed by countries in South Asia with 146 days of
school closure. Countries in the Eastern and Southern Africa region were said to be
the third most affected, with an average of 101 days of school closure. Of the
20 countries with the longest complete school closures during this period, more
than half had been located in the Latin America and Caribbean regions. On a global
scale, 214 million students following pre-primary to upper secondary education in
23 countries were believed to have missed at least three quarters of classroom time

1This report was based on a survey among 108 countries for which responses were received from
15 July 2020 until 15 October 2020, with 20 August 2020 being the average date on which countries
responded. (Cf. UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 6.)
2UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 12.
3Roe et al. (2021); Marinoni et al. (2020), p. 8.
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Fig. 8.1 Time-series of school closure status fromMarch 2020 to February 2021 [Source: UNICEF
2021, p. 5]

since March 2020. Of these 214 million students, 168 million spread over 14 coun-
tries had not been granted any classroom instruction time because of perpetuated
school closures. Countries with the longest school closures, moreover, tended to
have a low prevalence of school-age children with access to a fixed internet
connection at home, implying that these children not only missed physical classes
but also lacked the technology for attending online classes instead.4

By 2 February 2021, around 53% of the world’s countries had fully (re)opened
their schools and almost 25% of the world’s countries had partially (re)opened their
schools. Still, around 196 million students from 27 countries (accounting for 13% of
the school going children on a global scale) were inscribed in schools that remained
fully closed. On average, in countries where schools still remained closed on
2 February 2021, almost 80% of classroom instruction was missed during a period
of 11 months that had begun in March 2020.5

4UNICEF (2021), p. 1.
5UNICEF (2021), p. 1.
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Figure 8.1 shows the evolution of school closures as of March 2020. From this, it
appears that, initially, schools had been completely closed in about 150 countries,
while about ten countries had only partially closed their schools, and another ten had
kept school completely open. According to UNICEF, this situation started to change
as of May 2020, due to a gradual decrease in the number of countries with complete
school closures, a measure that came with an increase in the number of countries
with partially or fully open schools. According to UNESCO, UNICEF and The
World Bank, from July until September 2020, a further decrease could be observed
in the number of full school closures, mostly because of overlapping school holi-
days. In addition, in October 2020—i.e., six months after the start of the first school
closures and at a time when in many countries, a news school year was about to
begin –, a reversal of this trend could be observed, with at the time about 100 coun-
tries having fully opened schools, while about 50 countries had partially opened
schools, and about 25 countries still had fully closed schools.6 This is illustrated by
Fig. 8.1, which gives a representation of a time-series of school closure status from
March 2020 to February 2021.

Already from March 2020 onwards, there had been several immediate policy
responses aimed at ensuring a continuous curriculum-based learning through a range
of distance learning modalities, including online, TV/radio, take-home materials,
and other approaches. Governments around the world responded to the challenges
posed by this hastened transition to distance learning environments by trying to
strengthen support for schools and teachers, as well as by adapting their own
assessment and examination policies. Specific measures were also resorted to for
ensuring the inclusion of children in populations at risk of exclusion from distance
learning platforms, as well as to promote overall student welfare. Of particular
concern was that in February-March 2020, when the Covid-19 response had first
started to affect schools, the expected duration of the school closures was unknown
and often depended on unpredictable elements, such as the severity of the Covid-19
pandemic in a specific country and its sub-regions,7 which made a planned policy
response extremely difficult.

Full closure of schools obviously had a huge impact on education, and soon
proved to be a highly controversial measure, that would continue to stir emotions in
many countries for the duration of the Covid-19 pandemic.

The closure of schools as such was believed to have a wide range of negative
consequences for society as a whole, as well as for children in particular, such as
(1) disruption of schooling, (2) food insecurity regarding children (from poor
families) who relied on schools or teachers for daily access to healthy food, (3) a
variety of social and psychological implications rising from the fact that children
were unable to see one another, as well as their teachers, and even (4) an increased
exposure to violence and exploitation at home, besides (5) the challenges of

6UNICEF (2021), p. 5.
7UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 12.



establishing, maintaining and improving alternatives for physical classes, such as
distance or remote education.8
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As to the functioning of the labour market (cf. Chap. 7), the closure of schools
brought along certain risks of its own, such as permanent school drop-outs from
students (including the decreased labour market prospects this brought along),
besides the non-renewal of fixed-term contracts of young teachers who had not yet
been granted permanent employment in a given school. In addition, many intern-
ships and apprenticeships were cancelled upon the outbreak of Covid-19, which
added to a disrupted education of children and youngsters for whom such experi-
ences formed a part of their learning curriculum. Moreover, new graduates who
ended their education during the Covid-19 pandemic in many cases faced extreme
difficulties in getting a foothold in the labour market. In light of similar, past
experiences during the financial crisis of 2008–2009, prospects were rather pessi-
mistic, especially to the extent that the persistent high unemployment and underem-
ployment of young people in the aftermath of the 2008 global financial crisis had
pointed out that once young people lost touch with the labour market or got
marginalised in precarious jobs, it became extremely difficult to reintroduce them
in a normal labour circuit.9

As we shall see in this chapter, the debate on school closures and distant or remote
learning has often been driven by emotional and economic (side-)arguments, even to
the detriment of public health considerations (i.e., the fight against the Covid-19
pandemic itself) in general, or the safety of educational staff in particular.

8.1.2 2020 Joint Report by UNESCO, UNICEF
and the World Bank Measuring the Impact of School
Closures and Remote Schooling

8.1.2.1 Key-Elements on Assessing the Impact of School Closures

8.1.2.1.1 School Closures in General

According to a joint 2020 report by UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank,
hereafter referred to as “the Joint Report”, the key elements of assessing the impact
of school closures due to the Covid-19 pandemic may be divided into three catego-
ries, namely:10

8Roe et al. (2021).
9International Labour Organisation (2020).
10UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), pp. 6–7.

For a similar global survey, focusing in particular on higher education, cf. Marinoni et al. (2020).
Indeed, in order to better understand the disruption caused by Covid-19 on higher education and to
investigate the first steps taken by higher education institutions worldwide for responding to the
Covid-19 crisis, already at an early stage of the Covid-19 pandemic, the International Association of

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-92901-5_7
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(1) Lost learning opportunities: Overall, the 108 countries that partook in the Joint
Report reported having missed an average of 47 days of “face-to-face” instruc-
tion as a consequence of school closures at the time of the survey. This number
of missed days of physical presence in schools, on average, amounted to about a
quarter of a normal school year. Countries where the academic year 2019–2020
was still running at the time of the survey had, moreover, reported more lost
face-to-face teaching days (more precisely, on average, 54 days) than those
where, at the time of the survey, the academic year 2019–2020 had already
ended (more precisely, on average, 40 days).

(2) Learning assessments: A large majority of the countries (more precisely, around
86%) that partook in the Joint Survey reported that student learning remained
monitored by teachers throughout the days of school closures. However, this did
not imply that there were no large differences between countries and country
groups. More in particular, only 3% of high-income countries indicated that
student learning progress was no longer monitored by teachers during the days
of school closures, compared to about 25% of the group of “low- and lower-
middle-income countries”.

At the end of the so-called “first wave” of the Covid-19 pandemic, in many
countries schools began to reopen as well, with most of these countries reporting
that they would be assessing, or planning to assess, their students through
school-based assessments, even if not in a systematic manner. However, in the
period immediately following the reopening of schools, the vast majority of
countries did not intend or plan to already conduct a systematic assessment of
children at a primary level. This was by some expected to reduce the ability to
measure the loss of learning during the days of school closures in a comprehen-
sive manner and in relation to the expected learning trajectory of the students
concerned.

(3) Re-opening support to address learning loss: The majority of the countries that
partook in the Joint Survey (more precisely, around 84%) pointed out that they
had introduced so-called “additional support programmes” in order to address
learning loss when schools would reopen. In as good as all income groups of
countries, but in particular within low-income countries, this learning loss
support most often took the form of remedial programmes aimed at helping at
least part of the students to catch up. By contrast, one out of four high-income
countries declared that they did not intend to resort to such methods of additional
support. High-income countries were on the other hand more likely to consider
distance learning as a sufficient substitute for formal school days (as noted in

Universities (IAU), decided to launch the so-called “the IAU Global Survey on the impact of Covid-
19 on higher education around the world”. This survey was available online and open from
25 March 2020 to 17 April 2020 (cf. Marinoni et al. 2020, p. 8). What made the IAU global survey
unique was that it attempted to capture a description of the impact of Covid-19 globally and on
higher education in a broad sense, including all areas of teaching and learning, research and
community engagement missions of universities and other higher education institutions (“HEIs”).
(Cf. Marinoni et al. 2020, p. 9.)
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Fig. 8.2 School closure status in number of days and by region, fromMarch 2020 to February 2021
(weighted average) [Source: UNICEF 2021, p. 6]

more detail in the Joint Report itself, to which further reference is made). Among
all groups of countries—including the high-income ones—were school closures
seen as leading to learning losses and widening the achievement gap.

The duration of “school closures”, by definition, indicates the total number of
school days on which pupils were not physically present at schools in order to enjoy
classroom teaching. From data collected by UNICEF on the academic year
2019–2002, it appears that different regions had been disproportionately affected
by the extent of school closures (cf. Fig. 8.2). In the period from 11March 2020 until
2 February 2021, the average number of days of disruption of classroom teaching
had been the highest in the Latin America and Caribbean region, followed by the
South Asia and Eastern and Southern Africa regions. By contrast, in the North
America region, schools had in many cases only been partially closed. Globally,
during the academic year 2019–2020, schools had been closed for an average of
95 days (about half of the academic year), which was believed to account for a large
part of scheduled classroom time.11

Still according to UNICEF, after the summer of 2020, the status of school
closures, as well as the differences between countries and groups of countries,
drastically altered. Some countries after the summer of 2020 initially still kept all
schools closed, to reopen them shortly afterwards. Other countries decided to keep
relying on total school closures for most of the rest of the calendar year since the start
of the Covid-19 pandemic. Data point out that, e.g., as mentioned before, more than
half of the top 20 countries with the highest number of ongoing days of full school

11UNICEF (2021), p. 6.



closure were concentrated in the Latin America and Caribbean region, while the
number of days of full school closure was also high in Jordan and Panama, ranging
from 148 days to 211 days respectively.12
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As of 2 February 2021, school closures because of the pandemic remained in
effect in many countries. In fact, a full year after the spread of the Covid-19 virus had
been declared a pandemic, only half of the world’s countries had managed to fully
reopen their schools. In 37% of the countries, schools were still partially or fully
closed.13

8.1.2.1.2 Closures of Higher Education Institutions in Particular

For higher education institutions (sometimes abbreviated as “HEIs”) in particular,
Marinoni, van’t Land and Jensen have pointed to the fact that almost all the HEIs that
had responded to their own survey—hereafter also referred to as to the “HEI
Survey”—had been affected by Covid-19 at the time of the survey (which had
taken place in March-April 2020 already). Only one HE institution out of
424 (an HEI located in Burundi) had responded that it had simply remained open
as usual, without any special Covid-19 related measures in place. By contrast, 59%
of the surveyed HE institutions had responded that all their on-campus activities had
ceased and that their institution had been fully closed.14

From the HEI Survey, it moreover appeared that the region with the highest
percentage of full HEI closures due to Covid-19 was the African region (with more
than three quarters of HEIs or, to be more precise, 77% of HEIs fully closed).15

Marinoni, van’t Land and Jensen thereby pointed to the fact that this result has been
somewhat surprising, as at the time of the HEI Survey, Africa was the region of the
world with the lowest number of reported Covid-19 contamination cases, with the
most affected regions being Asia, the Pacific and especially Europe where there were
less full HEIs closures. In the opinion of said authors, these results may indicate that
African HEIs where inclined to resort to a policy (or were forced to do so by their
respective governments) of closing their campuses as a precautionary Covid-19
measure much earlier than HEIs located in other regions.16 By contrast, the percent-
age of HEIs with fully closed campuses in said three other regions was about the
same (notably 55% in Asia-Pacific and Europe, and 54% in the Americas).17

12UNICEF (2021), p. 7.
13UNICEF (2021), p. 11.
14Marinoni et al. (2020), p. 16.
15Marinoni et al. (2020), p. 16.
16Marinoni et al. (2020), p. 16.
17Marinoni et al. (2020), p. 16.
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8.1.2.2 Key-Elements on Assessing the Impact of Distant Learning

As schools around the world were forced to close in February-March 2020 in order
to contain the spread of the Covid-19 virus, many governments responded quickly to
this unprecedented situation by providing learning and teaching alternatives in the
form of so-called “distant” or “remote” learning. These included online learning
platforms, educational programmes that were broadcasted on television and/or radio,
and paper-based home packages. Countries however soon had to recognize that
these options were not equally, or similarly, accessible to all. Countries, therefore,
went through huge efforts for stimulating equal access to these alternative learning
environments, as well as for supporting students, teachers and parents/caregivers to
obtain (more) access to them.18

The Joint Report mentions the following main points on country experiences on
how their schools deployed distance education options with or without relying on
corresponding support measures, including:19

(1) Distant or remote learning systems and their effectiveness: Almost all countries
that partook in the Joint Report, indicated that they had included distant learning
as part of their educational response to Covid-19. The methods mostly resorted
to included using online platforms, TV/radio programmes and/or take-home
packages. E-learning was thereby mentioned as a solution—for at least a part
of the students of a given country—by all high-income countries. By contrast,
systems of e-learning were not as consistently indicated by countries belonging
to other income groups. In addition, almost 75% of the countries that partook in
the Joint Report, indicated that distant learning days counted as official school
days. However, the latter was the case in only one in five of the low-income
countries.

(2) Policies for ensuring (more) access to e-learning: The majority of the countries
that partook in the Joint Report (amounting to 89% of all these countries)
indicated that they had been introducing at least one measure for improving
access to either the services or the hardware connectivity necessary for making
e-learning possible. In the majority of the cases, such support measures involved
making access to e-learning platforms or other e-learning systems available from
mobile devices, and/or offering internet access at a cheaper (governmental-
subsidised) price, or even completely free of charge. The majority of countries
that partook to the Joint Report (notably 91%) also pointed out that they had
taken steps for supporting population groups at risk of exclusion from distant or
remote learning systems. However, over 30% of low-income countries indicated
that they had not resorted to any special measures for supporting access and/or
for dealing with exclusion.

18UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), pp. 7–8.
19UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), pp. 7–8.
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(3) Teacher support policies: Three quarters of the countries that partook to the Joint
Report indicated that educators had been instructed to continue teaching in times
of school closures, however again with significant differences between income
groups of countries. The percentages of countries having mandated their
teachers to continue all teaching and related activities during days of school
closures, more in particular, amounted to over 90% for high and upper-middle
income countries, compared to only 60% for lower-middle income countries and
a mere 39% with regard low-income countries. Overall, the majority of the
countries declared to also having encouraged their teachers to interact with
students and their parents by resorting to messaging applications on mobile
devices and/or computers. In addition, more than half of the high-income
countries partaking in the Joint Report, indicated that they had recruited, or
were in the process of recruiting, additional staff members in order to support
distant or remote learning, or even for preparing school reopenings. The majority
of countries (notably 89%), furthermore, stated that they had taken special
measures for supporting teachers, although one in five low-income countries
indicated that it had not resorted to such special measures. This support, in most
cases, took the form of training sessions on how to deliver distant or remote
learning courses.

(4) Policies to support parents and caregivers: Around three quarters of the countries
that partook declared that they had resorted to specific measures for supporting
parents and/or caregivers. However, the differences between countries and
groups of countries were again considerable. Over a third of low-income coun-
tries had more in particular pointed to the fact that it had not introduced any such
learning-related measures. The most frequently used measures consisted in the
provision of advice or tips and in the handing out of materials for explaining
about learning and studying at home. In addition, more than a third of the high-
and middle-income countries declared that they had been following-up on
parents and caregivers through regular telephone calls. However, the latter
practice was only resorted to by a mere 22% of low-income countries.

8.1.2.3 The Debate on the Reopening of Schools

As has been the case with the debate on the reopening of economies (Cf. Chap. 7),
one of the most difficult debates in the field of education concerned the reopening of
schools, which especially started to resonate at the end of the first wave of the Covid-
19 pandemic. As the danger Covid-19 posed had at that time by no means
disappeared from the Western world, the question of whether or not schools still
had to close during future peaks of the Covid-19 pandemic, deeply moved the minds
of policymakers and everyone else involved.

Both the timing and strategies for reopening schools varied from country to
country, but they universally suffered from a lack of means. Almost all countries
that partook in the Joint Report survey declared that they needed additional funding
for adequate safety protocols in the education sector. In addition, countries started to

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-92901-5_7


rely on a wide variety of resources to meet these needs, while at the same expecting
their future education budgets to remain (heavily) affected.20
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We turn again to the survey on which the Joint Report was based. The main
highlights of how countries planned to safely reopen schools and to finance the
necessary measures for dealing with the impact of Covid-19-related matters were as
follows:21

(1) School reopening plans: As of September 2020, the majority of the countries that
partook in the survey (i.e., 73%) indicated that they had fully, or partially,
reopened schools, with a further 5% of the countries that had partook in said
survey indicating a future reopening date. The remainder of said countries had
either failed to comply with previously set reopening dates or had not reported
any reopening dates whatsoever. From the Joint Report, it moreover appeared
that the group of high-income countries had been more likely to reopen schools
and also to do so by resorting to a “hybrid approach” in accordance with which a
combination was to be made of distant or remote learning and face-to-face
learning. By contrast, low-income countries were said to be more likely to
delay the dates for the reopening of their schools, while in most cases planning
to return to face-to-face teaching and learning only.

(2) Health protocols during school reopenings: Across all income groups, almost all
of the countries declared that they had either produced or approved specific
health and hygiene protocols for when their schools would be effectively
reopening. The vast majority of these guidelines included measures such as
the promotion of physical and social distancing, hand-washing practices and a
wide variety of other measures aimed at reducing exposure of contact with the
Covid-19 virus. However, at the same time, fewer than one in five countries had
declared it had plans for testing children or students and staff members for
Covid-19 on school premises. In addition, more than a quarter of the countries
that partook in the survey on which the Joint Report was based, indicated that
they did not have sufficient resources to ensure the safety of all of their school
going children or students and school staff members, with again wide variations
among countries by income level.

(3) Funding: A very large majority of the countries (notably 95%) pointed to the fact
that additional financial (re)sources would be needed for ensuring an adequate
response to the demand for education, especially in a context of school
reopenings whereby Covid-19 measures would still remain in force. For at
least 75% of the responding low- and lower-middle-income countries, this
support was to be searched among external donors. By contrast, more than
75% of the high-income countries declared having access to additional govern-
ment funding in support of education.22

20UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 9.
21UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), pp. 9–10.
22According to the Joint Report, reallocations within the education budget were announced to take
place in about two-thirds of middle-income countries, and half of high-income countries. While,
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8.1.3 Evaluation of the Effectiveness of School Closures
as NPIs

According to the European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control, based on a
(fast) screening of 23 official documents on prevention and the management of
specific cases in the context of primary and secondary schools throughout the EU,
school closures are generally seen as the measure of last resort for dealing with the
spread of Covid-19.23

In the further opinion of the European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control,
there was at the time no direct method for evaluating preventive school closure
(by which reference is made to closures of schools and child day-care centres that
happen at an early stage and in a planned way in order to contain the transmission
and the spread of the Covid-19 virus in schools and throughout the community) as a
stand-alone so-called “NPI” (or “non-pharmaceutical intervention”). The reason for
this is that school closures have often been introduced in conjunction with other
containment measures, which made it impossible to point out what effects were
related to which measures.24 Notwithstanding these limitations, as well as diverging
study results, many of the studies referred by the European Centre for Disease
Prevention and Control still came to the conclusion that school closures help
reducing the spread of the Covid-19 virus. However, it also appeared from these
combined insights that school closures as such did not suffice to contain the Covid-
19 pandemic, albeit that they have been found more effective when used as part of a
package of a variety of NPIs.25

The reduction in social mix resulting from school closures in particular was
inferred by several studies referred to by the European Centre for Disease Prevention
and Control. E.g., from an age-structured model with regard to the situation in The
Netherlands, it appeared that, presuming unaltered contacts outside the school
context, the closure of schools as measured in November 2020 was found to reduce

moreover, only 19% of the responding high- or middle-income countries had already experienced,
or anticipated, decreases in the education budget for 2020 and 2021, more than a third of low- and
lower-middle-income countries had reported this situation. (Cf. UNESCO, UNICEF and TheWorld
Bank (2020), p. 10.)
23European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (2020), p. 21; European Centre for Disease
Prevention and Control (2021), pp. 13–14.
24According to the European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control, there still were many
modelling studies on the impact of school closures on reducing SARS-CoV-2 transmission which
share some common limitations, such as: varying assumptions about children’s susceptibility and
infectiousness; difficulties in distinguishing the impact of school closure from that of other NPIs
(including workplace closures and teleworking policies); the scale of analysis tends to be national,
whereas transmission and NPI measures may vary at sub-national levels; and difficulties in
accounting for (or not accounting for) different mitigation measures at school. Another general
limitation was that models did not generally distinguish between the closure of different types of
schools, e.g., between primary and secondary schools. (Cf. European Centre for Disease Prevention
and Control 2020, p. 21.)
25European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (2020), p. 21.
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the contagion-factor by 8% for pupils from 10 to 20 year old, by 5% for pupils 5–10
year old and in a negligible manner for children 0–5 year old. The study, hence,
came to the conclusion that the greatest effect on community transmission of Covid-
19 was feasible by decreasing social contacts in secondary schools.26

According to the European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control, the
effectiveness of school closures probably arises from two main causes. First, chil-
dren who remain at home have less social contact than children who go out to school.
Secondly, and according to the European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control
probably more important, school closures have an indirect effect on parents with
smaller children who—or at least one of them—have to remain at home themselves
to keep an eye of their children, which reduces their own social contacts and, hence,
contamination risk, as well. However, according to the quoted research, it was
impossible to decipher between these two elements. A particularly difficult aspect
has in this regard been that, within the European context, school closures have often
been introduced in parallel with teleworking orders and the closing down of physical
working places. In addition, it was pointed out that it was unclear whether older
children, especially those between 16 and 18 year old, also decreased their social
contacts when schools were closed or when subject to remote learning.27

Another modelling study referred to by the European Centre for Disease Preven-
tion and Control examined the transnational impact of a series of NPIs in the period
between 22 January 2020 and 30May 2020. This study pointed to a positive effect of
school and university closures when resorted to jointly. However, this study failed to
differentiate between the relative contribution to this positive effect of school and
university closures. The study also failed to make a distinction between the direct
and indirect consequences of the closures concerned.28

A further Dutch age-structured model, again referred to by the European Centre
for Disease Prevention and Control, was based on the at the time predominant
circulating strains of the Covid-19 virus. From this study, it appeared that the
greatest effect on community transmission was obtained by reducing social contacts
among children attending secondary schools.29

26European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (2020), p. 21.
27European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (2020), p. 21.
28European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (2020), p. 21.
29European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (2021), p. 14.

A Danish study of a much later date was based on the assumption that children under 10 years of
age were 50% less susceptible to Covid-19 infection than adults. This modelling study indicated
that, under the presumption that all other containment measures were kept constant, the opening of
only primary schools (grades 0-4) in February 2021 would not have led to a substantial increase in
new Covid-19 contamination cases or hospitalisations, provided that the transmissibility of the
B.1.1.7. variant increased by only 40% compared to previously circulating strains of the Covid-19
virus. By contrast, if the relative infection rate was 1.55 or 1.7, there would be a substantial increase
in new daily cases and hospitalizations by April 2021. (Cf. European Centre for Disease Prevention
and Control 2021, p. 14.)
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In the assessment of the European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control,
empirical studies on school closure, although relatively limited in number, also
pointed to a heterogeneity of results. One American study pointed to a correlation
between school closure and reduced numbers of Covid-19 contamination cases and
Covid-19 related deaths measured on a weekly basis. Another American study
indicated that there was a rise in Covid-19 related mortality risk when school
closures got delayed, while a further European study pointed to the fact that school
closures were associated with lower Covid-19 incidence rates. However, also with
regard to these studies, it was observed that, because the school closures had been
introduced in conjunction with other containment measures, it was difficult to assess
the effect of each individual NPI. Meanwhile, from another study on the situation in
Japan, it appeared that school closures did not have a significant effect on Covid-19
transmission, while research in Finland indicated that child day-care centre closures
decreased children’s hospital admittance, but that the subsequent reopening of these
child day-care centres did not lead to an increase in children’s hospital admittance.30

The European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control also pointed to the fact
that during the Covid-19 pandemic, a wide range of containment measures were
implemented on school premises in order to reduce the potential spread of the Covid-
19 virus in school settings. It was, thereby, pointed out that most of the modelling
studies with regard to the effect of school closures on Covid-19 transmission, had
failed to take these types of measures into sufficient consideration. One exception to
this finding concerned a modelling study regarding Shanghai, from which it
appeared that schools could indeed be reopened without causing excessive trans-
mission of Covid-19, provided that the daily contacts between children aged
between 10 and 19 years could be diminished to 33% of baseline levels.31

The European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control also remarked that,
while many European countries had decided to close their schools during the first
wave of the Covid-19 pandemic, they had in most cases chosen to keep their schools
open during the autumn of 2020, a period that for many (European) countries
coincided with the second wave of the Covid-19 pandemic. However, it was pointed
out that such reopened primary and secondary schools could not be seen as similar to
regular school settings from before the Covid-19 pandemic (without any preventive
measures yet in place). Although in many EU countries schools remained open in the
autumn of 2020, there was generally a wide range of separate IPNs installed that also
needed to be taken into account.32

Finally, it was noted that “reactive” school closures (i.e., school closures in
response to increased community transmission of Covid-19, and/or a localised
Covid-19 outbreak in a single school, and/or because of increased absenteeism
among staff members and/or students making it difficult to maintain education)

30European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (2020), p. 21.
31European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (2020), p. 21.
32European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (2020), p. 21.



could also be seen as a NPI and even as a more useful and targeted measure than
closing all schools by means of a preventive (proactive) measure.33
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8.2 Problems Resulting from School Closures

8.2.1 Lost Learning Opportunities

Around the world, school closures due to Covid-19 have been assessed as depriving
students of learning opportunities.34

One estimate referred to in the Joint Report even suggested that the global
educational losses resulting from four months of school closures may have
amounted to USD 10 trillion in lost earnings. Other studies also referred to in the
Joint Report indicated that students as well as countries stood to lose significant
amounts of money over the lifetime of the students involved.35

In the 2020 survey referred to in the Joint Report, an attempt was made to track
the timing and duration of school closures in response to Covid-19, based on
countries’ self-reported values on the duration of school closures in relation to the
precise duration of the school year of each of the countries involved. From these
data, it appeared that the severity of the effect of a school closure on students varied
depending on when school closures began in terms of the school calendar and in
terms of their duration. At the same time, the data also revealed whether the
respondents to the survey had deemed distant or remote learning methods to be
viable alternatives for in-school teaching and learning methods. It was believed that,
considered jointly, these two pieces of information would not only allow to make an
estimation of the severity of school closures, but also to explain some of the policy
choices governments were facing when developing a menu of policy responses to
compensate for lost school days.36

Figure 8.3 shows that school closures had different effects in countries around the
world. In some countries, school closures came at the end of the school year, while in

33European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (2020), p. 21.
According to the European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control, more powerful empirical

and modelling studies comparing the first and second waves of Covid-19 with regard to several
countries were expected to provide additional information on the effects of school closures on
Covid-19 transmission. E.g., studies that model a range of assumptions about child infectivity,
distinguish between primary and secondary school closures, consider school closures in a range of
community transmission scenarios, and distinguish between the direct and indirect impact of school
closures on Covid-19 transmission if other measures (such as workplace closures and
telecommuting) are in place, were thereby to be given priority. (Cf. European Centre for Disease
Prevention and Control 2020, p. 21.)
34UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 14.
35UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 14.
36UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 14.
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Fig. 8.3 School closures varying by length, starting date and moment in the academic year
[Source: UNESCO, UNICEF, The World Bank 2020, p. 14]

Fig. 8.4 Average days of instruction missed, by income level [Source: UNESCO, UNICEF, The
World Bank 2020, p. 15]

other countries they delayed the start of a new school year. In still other countries,
school closures largely overlapped with a previously planned vacation period (e.g.,
the summer holidays). Figure 8.3 shows the timing of school closures for a number
of countries which have been selected in order to highlight the variety of these
situations. Even neighbouring countries located in a same region were thereby
reported to have very different duration and timing of school closures.37

Moreover, the patterns largely varied between countries of the northern and
southern hemispheres. Specifically, Fig. 8.4 indicates that, regardless of the income
position of the countries concerned, on average, 40 school days were lost in case the
academic year was already (as good as) over at the time of the survey, which was
often the case for countries located in the northern hemisphere. By contrast, in
countries where the academic year was still ongoing at the time of the survey, an
average of 55 days were reported as being lost, which was the case for many of the

37UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 14.
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Fig. 8.5 Share of instruction days missed by income level

countries located in the southern hemisphere. On average, for all responding coun-
tries, school closures lasted for the duration of one quarter of a normal school year.38

The latter is further illustrated by Fig. 8.5,39 which gives an overview of the share of
instruction days missed by income level (Fig. 8.5).

The Joint Report, furthermore, revealed a wide variation of both experiences and
responses to the survey referred to in said report at a national level. E.g., the duration of
school closures varied from country to country. Some considered school closures to be
a problem as they considered that distant learning systems did not provide a viable
alternative. The assessment of school closures also varied depending on a variety of
factors such as (1) whether the academic year was (almost) over, (2) whether countries
considered distant learning methods to be effective, (3) the income group of the
country, and (4) the hemisphere in which the country was located.40

According to Borkowski et al., the loss of schooling and learning has particularly
been problematic for girls who, considered globally, were already under normal
circumstances at greater risk of not going to school or of being withdrawn prema-
turely from school.41

In the United Kingdom, the category of young people “not in education, employ-
ment or training” has already for a long time been referred to as “NEET”. It was
pointed out that the NEET rate had been relatively stable before the outbreak of
Covid-19. However, the NEET rate among young men rose by 1% between
February/March 2020 and July/September 2020. It was, furthermore, predicted
that this rate was likely to increase further, to the extent that employment and
training possibilities shrank further because of Covid-19. Moreover, in the United
Kingdom—and most likely also in many other European countries—apprenticeships
were of particular importance for the most deprived groups of society, as such

38UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 15.
39
“Respondents answered the surveys during the period July–October. While there is a possibility

that durations of school closure could be correlated to when the survey was filled out, there is no
clear pattern in the data that would indicate a bias in either direction in the numbers reported here.
Caution is advised in generalizing the results represented in the figure as the countries that
responded to this question cover less than 50% of the total 4–17 year old population” [UNESCO,
UNICEF, The World Bank 2020, p. 15]
40UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 16.
41Borkowski et al. (2021), p. 6.



apprenticeships may help to decrease inequities in employment and income. These
apprenticeships have been hit hard by the Covid-19 crisis. E.g., the Sutton Trust
reported that by May 2020 (1) less than 40% of apprenticeships were proceeding as
normal, (2) more than a third of apprentices had been put on furlough, (3) one in
12 had been made completely redundant, and (4) prospects for future apprenticeship
recruitment were looking bleak. Meanwhile, youth services, which for reasons of
neoliberal austerity had been severely cut in the decade to 2020, faced further
difficulties as funding from the part of local governments and charities was drasti-
cally diminished. Many of the still remaining youth services, which offer services for
supporting young people, improving participation in both school and employment
and reducing youth crime, were threatened with closure.42
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8.2.2 Learning Assessment and Monitoring

8.2.2.1 Learning Assessment andMonitoring in Primary and Secondary
School Settings

According to the Joint Report, learning assessments and monitoring of educational
progress are essential tools for measuring what children are effectively learning.
When designed properly, such assessment and monitoring tools may moreover help
to evaluate the performance of the education system as such, and to inform policy
makers and education officials about possible future reforms and pending needs of
schools. Learning assessments and monitoring systems may also allow for feedback,
enabling all stakeholders in school settings, including teachers and other staff
members, to comprehend what is being learned and how teaching and learning in
the classroom could be further enhanced.43

According to the Joint Report, there exist different types of learning assessments,
each serving different objectives:44

(1) Formative and summative assessments allow teachers and educators to adapt
their teaching strategies and/or serve as a means of providing individual assess-
ment to students at the end of a given teaching period.

(2) Examinations are used to certify or select students belonging to a given grade or
age group with regard to further education, training or employment.

(3) Large-scale system-level assessments help to provide feedback on the general
health of the educational system for a given group of students (ranged by age
and/or grade), in a given academic year, and in a limited number of areas. This
type of assessments has been indicated as the most relevant type of assessment of
learning loss due to school closures on a consistent basis.

42Marmot et al. (2020), p. 32.
43UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 16.
44UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 16.
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It will not come as a surprise that the Covid-19 pandemic and the school closures
resorted to for fighting it, have had a huge impact on learning assessments and
monitoring systems. According to information provided in the Joint Report, espe-
cially during the first wave of the Covid-19 pandemic, more than half of the
partaking countries had decided to delay and/or reschedule high-stakes exams, for
a duration ranging from four weeks to more than 12 weeks. A few countries even
pointed out that they had simply cancelled their exams altogether. By contrast, about
a quarter of the countries that partook in the survey, indicated that they would hold
high-stakes exams as scheduled (although this number was smaller for primary
schools), but half of them announced that they intended to reduce the curriculum
content to be examined.45

A second set of questions in the joint survey covered the following issues:

(1) teachers’ monitoring of learning outcomes and the corresponding
monitoring tool;

(2) the types of assessment methods that existed before Covid-19, notably forma-
tive/summative assessments, examinations, and large-scale system-wide assess-
ments with regard to primary and secondary education; and

(3) whether students were assessed (or planned to be assessed) after the reopening of
schools at school, sub-national, and national levels and by educational level.

Overall, 14% of the countries that partook in the survey indicated that students’
learning progress was not monitored by teachers/schools during times of school
closures. However, there were large variations in monitoring and assessment prac-
tices between income groups of countries. E.g., only 3% of high-income countries
indicated that the learning progress of students had not been monitored by teachers.
This percentage amounted to 25% with regard to low-income countries and to 27%
with regard to lower-middle-income countries.46

When schools reopened, most countries partaking to the survey indicated that
they were effectively assessing, or planning to assess, students’ learning outcomes
based upon school-based assessments. Although it was believed that such school-
based assessments were less suited for providing a clear and nationwide picture of
learning losses arising from school closures in response to Covid-19, they were still
considered as being of great value for helping teachers understand where their
individual students stood, so that they could start supporting them accordingly. In
particular for the primary level, the proportion of countries which had been
assessing, or had been making plans to assess, primary school pupils through
sub-national or national assessment methods, was considered extremely low, with
only 10-30% of the surveyed countries planning to assess primary school pupils in
such a manner. According to the Joint Report, this formed an indication that a large
majority of the surveyed countries were not preparing to undertake system-wide
assessments as schools reopened and may, as a result, not have been able to make

45UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 17.
46UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), pp. 17–18.



accurate estimations and to compare effective learning losses against the normally
expected learning trajectory of students.47
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According to the Joint Report, when schools began to reopen, assessment and
monitoring of learning was to be considered more important than ever. However, the
Joint Report found that the large differences that already prevailed for day-to-day
learning monitoring and for firm system-wide learning assessment systems between
countries in times before Covid-19, had only been further exacerbated by the
pandemic and by the school closures this had caused. Furthermore, to the extent
that access to distant or remote learning channels varied, so did their adoption and
effectiveness once implemented.48

8.2.2.2 Learning Assessment and Monitoring in HEIs

Regarding examinations in HEIs, the HEI survey49 pointed out that just over half of
the HEIs would still go through with examinations as planned for the semester that
was going on at the time of the survey. The majority of the surveyed HEIs that were
planning to still conduct examinations, indicated that this would happen through
new measures or systems, while only 6% of these HEIs said that examinations would
go through as usual. 14% of these HEIs planned to conduct only some of the planned
examinations, while other examinations would be postponed. In about a quarter of
the surveyed HEIs, reviews were to be completely postponed or temporarily put on
hold. Europe had the highest numbers of HEIs planning to conduct exams during the
at the time of the survey pending semester, with 80% of the surveyed European HEIs
planning to act in such a manner. Of these, 56% planned to conduct these examina-
tions by resorting to new measures or systems, 5% by conducting examinations as
usual, and 19% only with regard to some examinations. Only 8% of the surveyed
European HEIs declared that they would postpone reviews or put them completely
on hold. By contrast, the situation was totally different as regards Africa, where 61%
of the surveyed HEIs said that they most likely would either postpone (34%) or
suspend (27%) examinations, with only 32% of the surveyed HEIs planning to go
through with examinations for the semester pending at the time of the survey (18%
by resorting to new measures or systems, 6% by conducting examinations as usual,
and 8% by only conduction examinations in part). The situation in the Asia-Pacific
region and in the Americas was reported to be falling between these two extremes,
albeit showing more similarities to the situation in Europe than the one in Africa. In
the Americas, 69% of the surveyed HEIs declared that they would conduct exam-
inations. Of these, 51% announced that they would do so through new measures or
systems, 8% by conducting examinations as usual, and 10% by only conduction
examinations in part. In Asia and the Pacific, 62% of the surveyed HEIs said that

47UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), pp. 17–18.
48UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), pp. 17–18.
49Cf. Marinoni et al. (2020), p. 30.



they still planned to conduct examinations. Of these, 46% announced that they
planned to do so through new measures or systems, 6% through examinations as
usual, and 10% only for some examinations. In almost all of the surveyed Asian and
Pacific HEIs (notably in 98% of these), it was indicated that strategies were under
discussion to deal with problems related to final exams. The percentage of the
surveyed HEIs discussing such strategies was also indicated as very high in the
Americas (92%) and Europe (94%), albeit somewhat lower in Africa (73%).50
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8.2.3 Health, Mental and Other Similar Problems

8.2.3.1 A Global Problem

In the assessment of Thorell, Skoglund, de la Peña, et al., under “normal circum-
stances” (i.e., outside the scope of a pandemic), many schools provide a wide variety
of essential services beyond education (e.g., providing nutrition, organizing physical
exercise, ensuring social contact between students and between staff members,
providing mental health services, organizing extra-curricular activities . . .). It has
in this regard been pointed out that, clearly, school closures disrupted the provision
of these services, and through this, the daily functioning of children and their parents
as well.51

Further research (referred to by Thorell, Skoglund, de la Peña, et al., as well) has,
in addition, pointed to the fact that social isolation may contribute to mental health
disturbances, and even to depression, particularly for children. Among the other
mental disturbances that may occur because of social isolation are stress, anxiety and
family conflict. Moreover, such disturbances may have been initiated during the
Covid-19 pandemic school closures, to continue afterwards. According to said
authors, there is also growing empirical evidence that during the Covid-19 pan-
demic, a variety of behavioural problems, ranging from irritability, aggression,
inattention and internalization of problems, similarly became common amongst
children, with home schooling itself indicated as one of the occurrences associated
with the greatest negative effects.52 A few smaller surveys referred to by said authors
which targeted parents of children with neurodevelopmental disorders, moreover,
indicated an increase in life management problems and aggression due to home
schooling. It has in this context been further hypothesised that children with
pre-existing mental health problems may have been particularly vulnerable to the
negative effects of the Covid-19 pandemic. However, it has also been pointed out
that children with such existing mental or behavioural disorders may also have

50Marinoni et al. (2020), pp. 30–31.
51Thorell et al. (2021).
52Thorell et al. (2021).



experienced positive aspects of home schooling. According to Thorell, Skoglund, de
la Peña, et al., the latter concerned a claim that required further examination.53
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Research on the United Kingdom in particular found that deteriorating mental
health during lockdown periods has been evident for all age groups, but especially
with regard to young people. From this research, it appeared that the following
occurrences have been experienced during the Covid-19 pandemic: traumatic expe-
riences (in general), social isolation, loss of education and routine, disruption of
formal and informal support, and loss or reduced access to school services and
support systems. From this research, it moreover appeared that children and young
people who already lived in deprivation, had been more likely to suffer from higher
levels of mental distress than their more affluent peers, a fact that was attributed to
pre-existing household and socio-economic conditions.54

According to the European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control, a number
of organisations reported on a variety of negative consequences of school closures
on children’s general well-being, learning opportunities and safety, even in cases
whereby face-to-face classroom teaching and learning was replaced by (in theory)
full-time distant or remote learning. These effects ranged from disruption of learn-
ing, an exacerbation of disparities and mental health problems, to even an increased
risk of domestic violence.55 These negative impacts were, moreover, reported to
have been disproportionately affecting children originating form vulnerable or
marginalised population groups. The European Centre for Disease Prevention and
Control Research in this regard especially highlighted the role of school settings in
providing an active social life to children aged 2–10. Such social contacts, purport-
edly, helps such young children to learn from their peers, which is said to have a
positive impact on the formation of personality and sense of identity. By contrast,
disruptions in such peer relationships have in children been associated with depres-
sion, guilt and anger issues. In addition, school settings and related out-of-school
extra-curricular activities may help to provide structure, meaning and daily rhythm
to both children and young people. For children and young people already suffering
from issues such as anxiety and depression, the loss of these activities may have
worsened symptoms, as well as enhanced social withdrawal behaviour and feelings
of abandonment.56

53Thorell et al. (2021).
54Marmot et al. (2020), p. 30.
55It has indeed been found that children were at increased risk of domestic violence during times of
school closures. In these circumstances, children no longer had regular face-to-face interaction with
teachers and other school staff members who, in normal circumstances, can be the ones to detect and
report such abuse. An important element in this regard is that, outside school settings, children do
not have an external social network or other support system for dealing with abuse at home. Beyond
the immediate damaging effects, child abuse and neglect can also have long-term effects, including
mental health problems, sexually transmitted disease, unwanted pregnancies and substance abuse.
(Cf. European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control 2020, p. 18.)
56European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (2020), p. 18.
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8.2.3.2 The United Kingdom

According to Marmot, et al., already prior to the first Covid-19 related lockdown
periods, the number of UK children exposed to violence was already extremely high.
According to some numbers referred to by Marmot, et al., an estimated one in five
children were victims of such domestic violence. It was, furthermore, estimated that
during the first Covid-19 lockdown period, there had been an increase of domestic
violence within the United Kingdom of at least 25%, with some surveys pointing out
that increases may in fact have been even higher. From a Women’s Aid study on the
impact of Covid-19 containment on domestic violence referred to by Marmot, et al.,
it even appeared that 53% of respondents to this survey had declared that their
children witnessed more violence towards them. Also in the United Kingdom,
common school settings, as well as a further range of related services, under normal
circumstances play a crucial role for identifying and supporting child abuse. These
settings and services were under the tough Covid-19 containment measures no
longer available.57

8.2.3.3 The United States

In order to measure the effect that the year 2020 had on children, by the end of 2020,
“NBC News” took the initiative of gathering data on a wide range of child protection
metrics, especially aimed at finding out what had changed as of March 2020 when
the Covid-19 virus had shut down as good as every school in the United States.58

Already earlier, it had appeared from a modelling study of the situation in the
United States, that a decision to close primary schools was likely to result in the loss
of years of life expectancy, compared to a situation in which primary schools would
have been allowed to remain open. This modelling study was based on a model that
connected, on one hand, school closures to reduced educational attainment and, on
the other hand, such reduced educational attainment to (a decrease in) life
expectancy.59

While it appeared from the NBC News assessment that not all the numbers were
bad—e.g., the NBC News pointed to the fact that the numbers on drug and alcohol
abuse among young people were down, as were juvenile arrest and incarceration
rates—for several other areas of socioeconomic life, the preliminary data collected
by NBC News pointed to alarming signs that US children were in trouble because of
Covid-19 and more in particular because of the Covid-19 containment measures:60

57Marmot et al. (2020), p. 30.
58Einhorn (2020).
59European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (2020), p. 18.
60Einhorn (2020).
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(1) Compared to the year 2019, emergency hospital rooms experienced a 24%
increase of mental health-related visits of children aged 5–11 years. The increase
of this same figure among older children was even higher, more precisely
at 31%.

(2) Food banks reported being overwhelmed by hungry families. An estimated
17 million children—many of whom did no longer receive free meals in school
settings—were said of being at risk of having not enough to eat. Compared to the
situation before the Covid-19 pandemic, this figure represented an increase of
more than 6 million children facing hunger.

(3) Most closed schools initiated distant learning programmes, which implied that
children had to follow classes from home. In other schools, classes could still be
attended in person, with children having to wear face masks and having to sit
behind plastic shields. All of this appeared to have had a negative influence on
educational performance. E.g., a national testing organization reported that an
average third- through eighth-grader who was to undergo a maths assessment in
the autumn of 2020, was likely to score 5 to 10 percentile points lower than
students belonging to the same age and grade group who had been taking the
same test in 2019. It, moreover, appeared that black, Hispanic and poor students
were even falling further behind.

(4) During times of Covid-19, many school classrooms were unusually empty, with
lockdowns, personal quarantines and illness all having affected face-to-face
school attendance, and with, moreover, computer and internet problems having
disrupted online education. Some US districts even reported that the number of
students who missed at least 10% of classes (either in person-classes or classes
provided through a system of distant learning) had doubled because of
Covid-19.

(5) In addition, an estimated 3 million vulnerable students—e.g., homeless children,
children put in foster care, children having disabilities, children still in the
process of learning English . . .—have not been attending school at all.

NBC News made further reference to Mrs Barbara Duffield who is (or was at the
time) the director of School House Connection.61 In the opinion of Duffield, the
whole situation with regard to Covid-19 resulted in a schooling catastrophe. Duffield
in particular shared her fears that with so many schools closed, many families were
facing the Covid-19 crisis alone, while struggling with issues that could impact
them, as well as their schools and communities, for many years to come.62 Among
the children most affected by this situation, were those who already had to face a
variety of racial, socioeconomic and other inequities that only had gotten enhanced
since the start of the Covid-19 pandemic. Besides suffering from these inequities as
such, the students concerned were in many cases already running behind their peers
with regard to school matters. As a further result of the Covid-19 pandemic and of

61Cf. https://schoolhouseconnection.org. Accessed on 15 May 2021.
62Einhorn (2020).

https://schoolhouseconnection.org


the containment measures for fighting in, these students now also had to face
inadequate learning, besides a lack of language acquisition in school settings outside
of classes (e.g., in contacts with peer pupils) and of teaching materials they needed.
There was, moreover, a general gross neglect of students with learning disabilities
across the United States that these students had to deal with.63
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According to NBC News, there was, furthermore, growing evidence that, during
the Covid-19 pandemic, children, as well as their parents, were experiencing a
variety of mental health issues, such as increased depression, anxiety and trauma.
According to experts referred to by NBC News, children who had no access to
school settings because of the Covid-19 pandemic could even be compared to
children who had experienced (and survived) a natural disaster.64

By the end of 2020, it remained very difficult to measure the real impact of the
still ongoing Covid-19 pandemic on the situation of children. This was, to a large
extent, due to the fact that most official public health and child welfare metrics
monitored by federal agencies did not yet include the data from 2020 in their reports.
Data collection was, moreover, expected to be troubled given the large number of
children who had not been in any contact with their schools and who had not been
seeing doctors (due to the fact that their parents and families had no health insurance
or were simply delaying medical treatment out of fear of the Covid-19 virus).65

NBC News also made reference to Paul Gionfriddo who is (or at the time was) the
President and CEO of Mental Health America, an organisation aimed at supporting
people suffering from mental illnesses. In the assessment of Gionfriddo, it was clear
that no part of the American population has been more affected by the mental health
aspects of the Covid-19 crisis than children. Gionfriddo thereby referred to the
Covid-19 pandemic as an “ongoing traumatic event”. Contrary to adults, children
had to endure this “ongoing event” without the perspective of an older person who
already has experienced other types of trauma in his life and who is thus, in normal
cases, more able of putting the Covid-19 related events somehow in perspective.
Mental Health America, moreover, declared that it witnessed about 10,000 people
taking its online depression and anxiety screening every day throughout the year
2020. This number was twice as high as during previous years, with the biggest spike
reported regarding children aged between 11 and 17. In the opinion of Gionfriddo,
this group of young people was also the one most likely to point to recent and
frequent thoughts of suicide or self-harm.66

Finally, the negative effects of Covid-19 regarding children were expected to be
the worst for “ghost pupils”, i.e., children who appeared to have simply disappeared
from the schools’ radars altogether, and for whom it was, hence, no longer clear what
they were doing. When schools throughout the United States closed somewhere in
mid-March 2020, that was also the last time when such ghost children had spoken to

63Einhorn (2020).
64Einhorn (2020).
65Einhorn (2020).
66Einhorn (2020).



a teacher. Since then, they never picked up a laptop, never logged on to distant
learning, and have no phone they could answer.67
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8.2.4 Health and Mental Problems of Teachers

According to the European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control, in many
schools throughout the EU, teachers themselves faced significant mental health
problems during the Covid-19 pandemic as a result of their work. These problems
were caused by, among other things, a fear of being contaminated by the Covid-19
virus themselves, a fear of having colleagues and other school personnel admitted to
hospital because of Covid-19, challenging behaviour of their students (such as
non-compliance with Covid-19 social distance or other containment measures),
being confronted with the fears and frustrations of parents, and an increased work-
load associated with absences of students (who then were in need of individual
guidance afterwards), the adjustment of work routines in school settings and having
to be available for students and their parents outside school schedules. Moreover,
teachers had in many cases to adjust to distant or remote education themselves in
circumstances that were far from ideal. One of the main issues teachers experienced
in this regard concerned technical difficulties that were only gradually solved (e.g.,
not having timely access to the tools needed for distant teaching). Overall, teachers
throughout the EU also had to face an increased workload, with ergonomic and other
health-related problems to be expected in these circumstances.68

In an “American Educational Resources Survey” (abbreviated as “AIRS”), which
was conducted in May and June 2020 among a representative sample of teachers and
principals associated with the RAND Corporation’s American Educator Panels, and
with representative samples of educators taken from 12 states, teachers were
presented with the opportunity to respond to the open-ended question, “In your
opinion, what is the greatest challenge to teaching and learning related to COVID-
19?” Teachers’ responses often described a combination of such challenges, leading
to the suggesting that these challenges were deeply intertwined. The researchers
conducting the survey identified the following four main themes in the teachers’
responses, with the first theme representing the most frequently reported challenge:69

(1) About 43% of the surveyed teachers indicated concerns connected to commu-
nication with students and student engagement, such as difficulties of reaching
all students, concerns about students completing (or not completing) assign-
ments, and difficulties holding students responsible for their schoolwork.

67Einhorn (2020).
68European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (2020), p. 18.
69Stelitano et al. (2020), p. 2.
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(2) Some 31% of the surveyed teachers expressed concerns about teaching in the
context of distant or remote learning settings, including how to teach new
content online, provide feedback to students, engage in asynchronous teaching,
monitor students’ progress and assess students’ understanding.

(3) About 27% of the surveyed teachers indicated difficulties with regard to their
students’ families, such as teachers’ inability to reach and support their students’
families, challenges students were facing in their home and family life situation,
concerns about families’ ability to support students’ distance learning, and
concerns about students’ families’ (in)ability to meet the students’ basic needs
during the Covid-19 pandemic.

(4) About 20% of the surveyed teachers reported difficulties with the technology
available to their students, including students’ lack of access to the Internet,
students’ lack of access to devices, and students’ or families’ difficulties using
technology.

8.2.5 Problems for Parents

After an intense period of home-schooling because of Covid-19 lockdown and
similar containment measures, parents from all over the world began to share their
experiences of home-schooling, both with regard to their children as for themselves.

According to the already referred to research conducted by Thorell, Skoglund, de
la Peña, et al., in all investigated countries, with the exception of Sweden, parents
noted higher levels of positive experiences from the containment measures for
themselves, than for their children. Differences between countries were in this
context mostly small, except that the proportion of parents reporting negative
experiences from home schooling on themselves was, e.g., lower in Sweden than
in all other countries, except The Netherlands.70

In terms of parental worry and stress, the proportion of parents experiencing these
was higher than 40% in many countries.71 In all countries that were part of the
research, about a third of the parents was of the opinion that home schooling
demanded too much from their children. Some parents also indicated that their
child was not able to participate fully under home-schooling settings.72

70Thorell et al. (2021).
According to the study undertaken by these authors, a substantial proportion of parents reported

positive experiences of home-schooling for the children and for themselves. E.g., the proportion of
parents reporting positive experiences of home-schooling was even higher than that of parents
reporting negative experiences in both Sweden and the Netherlands. (Cf. Thorell et al. 2021.)
71Thorell et al. (2021).
72Thorell et al. (2021).
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8.2.6 School Closures and Social Inequalities

In 2020, UN Secretary General António Guterres declared that the Covid-19 pan-
demic had caused the greatest educational disruption in history, with schools having
been closed in more than 160 countries by mid-July 2020, and with over a billion
students affected worldwide.73

During the period March-June 2020, some form of school closure—whether in
institutions of higher education, secondary schools, primary schools and child
day-care centres—had been resorted to in each of the EU/EEA member countries.
It has been estimated that around 58 million primary and secondary school pupils
throughout the EU had been deprived of their usual face-to-face school learning
settings during several weeks in a row in March-April 2020. This was obviously
considered detrimental for all children concerned, even in cases where online
learning was offered as an alternative for physical school settings. However this
situation was believed to be even more disadvantageous for children who had
already been marginalised and/or belonging to minority or otherwise vulnerable
groups prior to the pandemic. The most obvious example concerned pupils who were
living in poverty. For these children, as already explained before, the school setting
is not only a place of learning, but also a provider of some additional vital services,
not in the least the provision of daily meals. It is no surprise then that research on the
impact of Covid-19 has pointed to the fact that school closures due to Covid-19
exacerbated deprived students’ food insecurity and decreased their nutrient intake.
This, in turn, was deemed likely to further influence said poor children’s ability to
learn during the school closure periods in a negative manner.74

These findings were, to a large extent, confirmed for the specific situation of the
United Kingdom. During the first wave of the Covid-19 pandemic, it more precisely
appeared that school closures in the United Kingdom resulted into increased pressure
on family finances. This was in the first place attributed to the fact that free school
meals had been suddenly withdrawn from 1.3 million deprived children. In response,
authorities resorted to alternative food voucher systems for alleviating child hunger.
However, it appeared that such alternatives did not succeed in successfully elimi-
nating the problem of child hunger, leading to further reports of increased hunger
and food deprivation among young people. E.g., the Food Foundation indicated that
in households where there were three or more children, food deprivation increased
from 12% in times before Covid-19 to 16% in the period between March and August
2020.75

According to Borkowski, et al., schools generally fulfil an important role in
directly providing health and nutrition services during the first 8000 days of a child’s
life, which converge with the period in the life of a child that is essential for
development. According to these authors, an estimated 1.6 billion school attending

73United Nations (2020).
74European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (2020), pp. 18–19.
75Mamot et al. (2021), p. 30.



children in 199 countries around the world have since the start of the Covid-19
pandemic been negatively affected by school closures. For school meals in partic-
ular, this implied that nearly 370 million children, in 150 countries, had been
deprived of their daily school meals. According to another estimation, all over
2020 and on a global scale, around 39 billion school meals have not been handed
out because of school closures. It has, moreover, been estimated that children around
the world were deprived of an average of 4 out of every 10 school meals that they
would in normal circumstances—i.e., without school closures due to Covid-19—
have received. In some countries, it was even estimated that children had missed
9 out of every 10 school meals.76
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Another problem that arose due to school closures was that pupils who were
forced to learn from home during a period when their schools were closed due to
Covid-19 containment measures, were in need of infrastructure—both a device
suitable for following online classes and internet-connectivity–, as well as a quiet
setting to follow online classes and study. This again proved the most problematic
for children who were already deprived before Covid-19. E.g., from a study under-
taken in several EU countries, it appeared that deprived pupils were more than three
times more likely to have no connection from home to the internet than their richer
counterparts. Based upon a reading achievement scale for fourth grade students, the
study also pointed to a 5% increase in educational disadvantages because of school
closures.77

Similar trends were moreover identified in several other studies.78

E.g., from a joint study undertaken by the United Nations Children’s Fund and
the International Telecommunication Union, it appeared that in 2020, globally,
around two-thirds of children and young people aged 25 and under were deprived
of an internet connection in their home environment. However, from this same
study, it also appeared that internet access varied greatly according to the relative
wealth of the countries concerned: 87% of said children and young people living in
high-income countries were said to have an internet connection available at their
home setting, while this percentage only amounted to 6% in low-income countries.
This pattern, moreover, held true for all relevant age groups that had been the subject
of said study (i.e., school-going children aged 3 to 17, and young people aged 15 to
24). In addition, strong inequalities in digital connectivity could be observed in
different regions of the world. E.g., in Eastern Europe and Central Asia, about 60%
of the children and young people aged 25, or younger, were said to have access to the
internet from their home setting. A comparable situation, albeit based on a percent-
age that was a bit lower, could be observed in the regions of East Asia, the Pacific,
Latin America and the Caribbean, where at least 50% of children and young people
were reported to have access to an internet connection from their homes. However,
in the regions of South Asia and Eastern and Southern Africa, only 13% of the

76Borkowski et al. (2021).
77European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (2020), pp. 18–19.
78European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (2020), p. 19.
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children and young people were reported to have internet available at their home. In
the regions of Western and Central Africa, this percentage was even lower and
amounted to 5% only. Furthermore, the actual numbers behind these abstract
percentages are even more striking: throughout 2020 and on a global scale, an
inconceivable 2.2 billion children and young people aged 25 or younger—amongst
whom around 1.3 billion school-going girls and boys aged between 3 and 17, and
around 760 million other young people aged between 15 and 24—were deprived of
an internet connection in their home setting.79 Figure 8.6 gives an overview of the
percentage of children and young people with internet access at home, by country
income group. Figure 8.7 gives a similar indication of the percentage of children and
young people with internet access at home, by region.

In 2020, globally, only 25% of people aged 25 and under living in the countryside
had internet access at home. This percentage amounted to 41% with their urban
counterparts, implying a 16% global difference between rural and urban youngsters.
However, some world regions experienced a much larger gap. E.g., in the regions of
Latin America and the Caribbean, 27% of rural youngsters were said to have access
to the internet available at home, compared to 62% of their urban counterparts, a
difference which amounted to 35 percentage points.80 The presence of a rural-urban
internet access divide was in many ways believed to be a function of a country’s
income level. Indeed, from data in 2020, it appeared that such a divide was as good

79United Nations Children’s Fund and International Telecommunication Union (2020), p. 4.
80United Nations Children’s Fund and International Telecommunication Union (2020), p. 7.
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as non-existent in high-income countries, but was much more significant in low-,
low- and upper-middle-income countries.81

From other research, it appeared that even in the United States, access to the
internet in home environments, while widespread, was far from ubiquitous.
According to the “American Instructional Resources Survey” (abbreviated as
“AIRS”) conducted in May and June 2020 among a group of teachers deemed
representative for the whole country, it was found that, on a national scale, only
half of the surveyed teachers were under the impression that “all or almost all” of
their students had access to the internet at home, with, in addition, 29 and 14% of the
surveyed teachers pointing out that respectively “about 75 per cent” and “about
50 per cent” of their students had internet available in their home environment.
According to the researchers who conducted the survey, these responses indicated
that teachers believed that students’ home internet access was “widespread”, but far
from “ubiquitous”. However, the surveyed teachers’ estimates with regard to their
students’ home internet access still varied considerably depending on the demo-
graphics of the schools in which they worked. Teachers in rural schools, in schools
located in small towns, in schools with higher percentages of students of colour, and
in high-poverty schools (i.e., schools with higher-than-average percentages of
FRPL-eligible students) were significantly less likely to report that “all” or “almost
all” of their students had internet access at their home settings. It, moreover,
appeared that differences in internet access were most pronounced by school poverty
level. More in particular, only 30% of the surveyed teachers employed by schools in

81United Nations Children’s Fund and International Telecommunication Union (2020), p. 7.



the highest school poverty category (with between 76 to 100% of their pupils eligible
for FRPL-support) indicated that they believed that all or almost all of their pupils
had access to the internet in their home environment. This was 53 percentage points
lower than the estimates of teachers employed by schools belonging to the lowest
poverty category (with only between 0 and 25% of their pupils eligible for FRPL-
support). Almost all respondents to the survey, moreover, reported that their school
provided some form of support to students with accessing technology. Of these, 78%
indicated that their school had provided devices suitable for online learning to
students. In addition, it was pointed out that 73% of schools had provided informa-
tion to families on how to obtain internet access, but that only 45% of schools had
provided students with internet access hot spots. Given the number of teachers who
indicated that their students did not have access to the internet in their home
environment, it was however assumed that information alone would most probably
not be enough to bridge the internet access gap between students from affluent
families and students from deprived families. Teachers’ responses to the open-ended
survey question, furthermore, suggested that, even with such additional support,
household access to the internet and technology may not have been ideal for
participating in distant education. E.g., internet connections were said to be too
slow or unreliable in some cases, while families with more than one child may have
been in need of more than one device.82
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Due to a range of reasons, children originating from lower socio-economic
backgrounds were also less likely to have access to parental help—or help from
other family members—with their homework. This competitive disadvantage is
already of huge importance under normal circumstances, but became even more
accentuated in a context of distant learning due to Covid-19. In addition, disabled
children were facing particular difficulties due to school closures. One such addi-
tional problem was that children and young people with disabilities were likely to
feel more isolated than other people. Another problem was that, because of lock-
downs, the special support services that these children and young people with
disabilities needed, were often closed. It was, similarly, pointed out that parents
caring for children with chronic illnesses (e.g., asthma, autism, attention deficit
hyperactivity disorder, anxiety, diabetes . . .) and who had to get involved in home
schooling or distant learning, in most cases had to endure higher levels of stress than
the parents of children without these conditions. This may in turn have affected
parents’ own job security and mental health, which could, ultimately, backfire on the
safety of their child.83

82Stelitano et al. (2020), p. 3.
83European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (2020), pp. 18–19.
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8.2.7 Costs to Schools and Economic Impact of School
Closures

Research on the United Kingdom dating from before the Covid-19 pandemic and
referred to by the European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control, already
assessed the cost-effectiveness of school closures. From this research, it appeared
that the economic costs of school closures in the United Kingdom amounted to
between EUR 0.28 billion and EUR 1.68 billion on a weekly basis. From other
research dating from before the Covid-19 pandemic, it appeared that when school
closures are resorted to as part of a package of containment measures, next to, e.g.,
antiviral prophylaxis and preventive vaccination, although such school closures
added to health improvement, they were at the same time the least cost-effective
of the measures evaluated. From a modelling study regarding Canada referred to by
the European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control, it had similarly appeared
that packages of measures for fighting a disease that included school closures were
the least cost-effective. The latter was attributed to the significant costs that arise
because of lost working (for staff members) and schooling (for students) days, while
said packages resulted into relatively low gains in terms of years of life saved. From
two other studies referred to by the European Centre for Disease Prevention and
Control, it, furthermore, appeared that school closures of a very limited duration, in
combination with certain other measures, such as home-based antiviral prophylaxis,
were the most cost-effective.84

The OECD attempted to make a cost-estimate of the actual school closures that
were resorted to in response to the Covid-19 pandemic. From this, it appeared that
the estimated economic cost of these school closures has been enormous. The long-
term economic loss was estimated in terms of decreased GDP due to lost learning
opportunities in the Covid-19-year 2020 for students belonging to grades 1-12,
under a first assumption that lost learning had occurred with regard to one third of
an academic year and under a second assumption that these closures had led to a
decrease in labour force skills and in economic productivity. The estimated costs
under this OECD projection were considerable: over USD 3087 billion (or EUR
2546 billion) as regards Germany, and over USD 2137 billion (or EUR 1762 billion)
as regards France.85

There are also indirect costs economic resulting from school closures. An esti-
mate of these indirect costs resulting from school closures in response to the Covid-
19 pandemic has been made for the UK economy. This was based on a simulation of
two scenarios: a “mitigation scenario” for a duration of 12 weeks, and a “suppression
scenario” for a duration of seven months, in both cases with as starting date
23 March 2020. The first impact measured was labour lost by labouring parents of
school-going children attributable to the Covid-19 school closures. This estimation

84European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (2020), p. 19.
85European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (2020), p. 19. Cf., for the OECD study on
which this assessment has been based: Hanushek and Woessmann (2020).



amounted to EUR 74 billion (equalling 2.9% of GDP) in case of a mitigation
scenario and to EUR 186 billion (equalling 7.3% of GDP) in case of a suppression
scenario.86 A second impact that was measured was the health-related burden on the
UK economy. This estimation amounted to EUR 45 billion (equalling 1.73% of
GDP).87
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The European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control, furthermore, referred
to a Cochrane systematic review of 42 other studies dealing with school closures.
From this Cochrane review, it appeared that five of said other studies had assessed
the socioeconomic implications of the Covid-19 school closures. In these studies, it
was remarked that the loss of parental labouring activity resulting from prolonged
school closures and/or from resorting to distant learning, led to an immediate
economic harm on two levels. First, to the families in which the parents were no
longer able to work (as usual). Second, on the macro-economic level, school
closures resulted into reduction in GDP. From this, it was concluded that the
economic cost of school closures far exceeded direct health costs for dealing with
the Covid-19 disease as such.88

When performing such assessments, it had to be taken into account that a
successful reopening of schools during the Covid-19 pandemic required sufficient
means for implementing and maintaining containment or mitigation strategies,
avoiding the further spread of the Covid-19 virus. This has been measured in
terms of financial impact regarding the United States. From these measurements, it
has appeared that the estimated average cost per “pre-kindergarten to grade 12”
student for implementing measures that were recommended by the CDC, on aver-
age, amounted to USD 55 per student for materials and consumables. However, this
cost increased to an average of maximum USD 442 per student in cases where a
school district was either mandated or voluntarily choosing to employ the maximum
number of additional custodial staff per school out of safety concerns and to add
additional means of transportation in order to optimise physical and social
distancing.89

86European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (2020), p. 19.
87Hanushek andWoessmann (2020). Cf., furthermore, European Centre for Disease Prevention and
Control (2020), p. 19.
88European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (2020), p. 19.
89European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (2020), p. 19.

Costs could however also be lower, depending on the evolution of the educational model
resorted to, especially when schools moved from “virtual learning” to “blended” or “correspon-
dence” learning. (Cf. European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control 2020, p. 19.)
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8.2.8 Specific Problems Related to Higher Education

With regard to HEIs in particular, in their HEI survey (as conducted in March-April
2020) referred to before, Marinoni, van’t Land and Jensen came to the following
general conclusions (based on their previously cited survey):90

• Almost all of the HEIs that partook in the HEI survey said that they had been
affected by Covid-19: 59% of said HEIs declared that that they had stopped all
campus activities and that they had completely closed their institution.

• Almost all of the HEIs that partook in the HEI survey (91%) declared that they
had the infrastructure in place needed for effective communication with both their
students and staff members about Covid-19. Despite this, HEIs responding to the
HEI survey also declared that clear and effective communication with both staff
members and students remained challenging.

• Almost 80% of the HEIs that partook in the HEI survey were of the opinion that
Covid-19 would have an impact on students’ enrolment. Almost half of the HEI
survey respondents (46%) was of the opinion that this impact would affect both
international and local students. Some of the HEIs that responded to the HEI
survey, in particular private HEIs, indicated that this impact was likely to lead to
negative financial consequences.

• Two-thirds of the HEIs that partook in the HEI survey mentioned that their
managerial and administrative staff and/or members of their faculties had been
consulted by government (or other public) officials on public policy matters
relating to Covid-19.

• Almost half (48%) of the HEIs that partook in the HEI survey pointed out that
their supervisory public authorities (e.g., governor or minister of education)
would support their school in mitigating the disruption on academic learning
caused by the Covid-19 pandemic. The most common support referred to was
assistance for allowing students to complete the running academic year.

• With regard to partnerships, 64% of the HEIs that partook in the HEI survey
declared that Covid-19 was expected to have various effects. Half of said HEIs
believed that Covid-19 would have a weakening effect on such partnerships,
while 18% of the responding HEIs were of the opinion that Covid-19 would have
a strengthening effect. However, 31% of the HEIs that partook in the HEI survey,

90Marinoni et al. (2020), pp. 10–11.
These results were based on 424 complete responses from single HEIs located in 109 countries

and two special administrative regions of China (notably Hong Kong and Macao). The results were
analysed both globally and regionally with regard to four world regions (namely Africa, the
Americas, Asia & Pacific and Europe). However, the authors of the study pointed out that while
Africa and Europe were over-represented in their survey, the Americas and Asia & Pacific were
under-represented. The authors of the study also pointed to the fact that the profile of respondents
was broad, with faculty members (20%), head teachers (17%) and international office heads (16%)
being the most common respondents. (Cf. Marinoni et al. 2020, p. 10.)
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indicated that the Covid-19 pandemic could create new opportunities for coop-
eration with partner institutions.

• By almost all of the HEIs that partook in the HEI survey, Covid-19 was reported
to have impacted teaching and learning in a severe manner. The most reported
impact, reported by two thirds of the correspondents, concerned the fact that
traditional methods of physical teaching and learning had mostly been replaced
by distant or remote teaching and learning. In addition, it was indicated that the
transition from face-to-face teaching and learning to distant or remote teaching
and learning was not without its challenges. The main challenges concerned
(insufficient) availability of technical infrastructure, skills and pedagogic qualities
needed for implementing distant or remote teaching in general and unaddressed
requirements with regard to teaching specific fields of academics in particular.

• It was also indicated that the mandated shift to distant or remote teaching and
learning had many advantages as well, such as: vast opportunities to provide more
flexible learning opportunities to students, introducing and encouraging blended
or hybrid learning models (based on a combination of physical teaching and
learning, and distant teaching and learning), and combining synchronous (“life”)
with asynchronous (“pre-recorded”) teaching.

• Covid-19 was reported to have impacted international student mobility in 89% of
the HEIs that partook in the HEI survey (cf., furthermore, below). The nature of
this impact was diverse and varied from HEI to HEI, although it had been
negative everywhere. The majority of the HEIs that partook in the HEI survey,
moreover, reported that they had contingency plans in place for mitigating this
impact.

• 60% of the HEIs that partook in the HEI survey reported that Covid-19 had led to
an increased virtual mobility between institutions and/or to new forms of collab-
orative online teaching by means of alternatives to student mobility of a physical
nature. HEIs indicated that these possibilities may have saved internationaliza-
tion, although the authors of the survey pointed out that this matter still needed to
be analysed in more detail.91

• Just over half of the HEIs that partook in the HEI survey indicated that they
intended to go through with semester examinations as planned, albeit in the
majority of cases based upon new measures. There were, however, substantial
regional variations on this matter: 80% of the European HEIs that partook in the
HEI survey indicated that they were planning to effectively organise

91According to Sahu, the Covid-19 outbreak had, obviously, led to chaos for airlines on a global
scale. As countries around the world started closing their international borders in order to mitigate or
contain the spread of the Covid-19 virus, HEI administrations started urging their staff members to
postpone all participation in any event that would require international travel until normalcy would
again be restored. However, many staff members had already made expenses related to such
international activities, such as having paid for conference fees, hotel or other living accommoda-
tions and airway tickets. There was, obviously, much confusion among staff members how to deal
with such situations. (Cf. Sahu 2020.)
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examinations, while 61% of the African HEIs that partook in the HEI survey had
indicated that they were most likely to postpone or cancel examinations.

• With regard to academic research, 80% of the HEIs that partook in the HEI survey
indicated that research activities had been negatively affected by the Covid-19
pandemic at their institutions. Cancellations of international academic exchange
visits were reported by 83% of said HEIs, while the cancellation, or postpone-
ment, of academic conferences was reported by 81% of said HEIs. In addition,
52% of said HEIs indicated that academic research projects might not be
completed.

• 41% of the HEIs that partook in the HEI survey declared that they were involved
in Covid-19 related research. By contrast, a large majority of HEIs that partook in
the HEI survey indicated that one or more of their staff members were contrib-
uting to Covid-19 related public policy. More in particular, about three quarters of
the HEIs that partook in the HEI survey declared that they contributed to public
policy either through their institutional leadership or through their researchers. A
quarter of the HEIs that partook in the HEI survey declared that they were
considered important players in the development of public policy in their country,
both on an institutional level and at the level of individual experts.

• For the vast majority of the HEIs that partook in the HEI survey, Covid-19 had a
huge impact on their so-called “community engagement initiatives”. In half of the
cases, this impact was believed to be positive, with, e.g., the Covid-19 crisis
leading to increased HEIs’ community engagement, while in about a third of the
cases, this impact was believed to be negative to the extent that it had decreased
HEIs’ community engagement activities. Considered regionally, the impact of
Covid-19 on community engagement was uneven, with Covid-19 mainly having
increased community engagement in the Americas and mainly having decreased
it in the Asia-Pacific region.

International students at HEIs faced some further specific problems, including:

(1) International students being trapped in a host HEI.
(2) Travel difficulties.

At the beginning of the Covid-19 epidemic, many international students studying
in other countries faced problems travelling back to their home countries. Some
HEIs even had advised international students not to travel abroad but to continue
their studies in, e.g., hostels.92 As HEIs closed their campuses, it then appeared that
many of these “stranded” foreign students did not have access to alternative facilities
for a variety of needs (such as housing, meals, studying . . .) outside the campuses of
the HEIs they attended. The main challenges that HEI administrations in this regard
were facing, concerned practical matters, such as the provision of housing accom-
modation and meals, as well as security services. The foreign students stranded at
HEIs outside their country were also in need of appropriate advice and support on

92Sahu (2020).



how to protect themselves from contacts with other people and on how to isolate
themselves until the public health situation would turn to normal, or sufficiently
normal. Another practical problem concerned the financing of extensions for staying
in the country where the host HEI was located in case of suspension of curriculum
activities and/or postponements of examinations. Foreign students who had man-
aged to return home often feared that their studies would be interrupted. Such
students often faced the difficulty that they no longer had sufficient access to
adequate equipment (e.g., libraries, books, computers, a broadband internet connec-
tion . . .) for continuing their studies (e.g., through distant learning). The disruptions
caused by Covid-19 also posed specific administrative problems for international
students, e.g., in gaining admission for a coming academic session or year.93
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Most of these findings have been confirmed by another survey conducted by
Marinoni, van’t Land and Jensen.94 The survey conducted by these researchers has
indicated that in Europe, almost all HEIs surveyed (i.e., 95%) had been affected by
Covid-19. These percentages were also high in the Americas (namely 91%) and with
regard to the Asia-Pacific region (namely 85%), but somewhat lower in the African
region (namely 78%).95 The type of impact of Covid-19 on international student
mobility reported in this survey, appeared to be diverse and varying across the four
regions.96

8.3 Search for Alternative Solutions

8.3.1 General

In light of the various problems schools faced, both policymakers and schools
themselves began to address lost learning opportunities, leading to a diverse range
of policy responses. More than a third of the countries that partook in the survey on
which the Joint Report was based, thus introduced remediation programmes for
helping children in their studies.97

93Sahu (2020).
94Marinoni et al. (2020), p. 27.
95Marinoni et al. (2020), p. 27.
96Marinoni et al. (2020), p. 28.

Only with regard to Europe was the survey option “International students are anchored in our
own institution” indicated by more than half of the HEIs concerned (53%). This was also a common
impact reported by HEIs based in Africa (but with a lower percentage of HEIs, namely 38%), Asia
and the Pacific (with 45% of HEIs, where the percentage was the same as for “Student exchanges
with certain countries have been cancelled”), while in the Americas it concerned the third most
common impact (having occurred in 40% of the surveyed HEIs). The most common impact in the
Americas was “Student exchanges with some countries have been cancelled” (namely in 49% of the
surveyed HEIs). (Cf. Marinoni et al. 2020, p. 28.)
97UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 19.
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8.3.2 Distant Learning

8.3.2.1 Distant Learning in General

According to the Joint Report, one of the most widely used measures to address the
problems caused by school closures in response to the Covid-19 pandemic, has been
distance (or distant) learning. This method of learning allowed children to continue
their education through a variety of alternative modalities for physical classes,
including online platforms, educational programmes broadcasted on traditional
media (namely TV and radio) and take-home paper packages.98

According to the Joint Report, it is widely acknowledged that even a brief
interruption to children’s schooling may have a lasting negative effect on their
education. When all around the world schools had to close at the onset of the
Covid-19 pandemic, this insight made the deployment of alternatives for physical
schooling a matter of primary policy concern. This would soon result in the
activation of a variety of learning methods that got referred to as “distant”, “dis-
tance” or “remote” learning. In addition, some key guiding principles were
established on the use of the variety of delivery channels deployed for such distant
learning, including (1) the need for dealing with what has been referred to as “the
digital divide”, (2) the selection of existing (open) accessible content, where avail-
able, and (3) the provision of appropriate support to students, teachers, parents and
caregivers for delivering and accessing distance learning systems.99

Overall, e-learning and television were indicated as the most widely resorted to
means for distant learning. These methods were more in particular offered in 90%
and 87% of the countries that partook in the survey of the Joint Report respectively.
These methods were followed by paper-based take-home materials (resorted to in
85% of the surveyed countries) and radio-based distant learning (resorted to in 61%
of the surveyed countries). The Joint Report in this regard mentions that the
differences in economic and financial strength between income groups of countries
caused wide inequalities for accessing the technologies needed for distant learning. It
was also pointed out that, although these differences were already in place in times
before Covid-19, the Covid-19 pandemic has further exacerbated these differences,
resulting in what has been referred to as a “digital divide” that especially affected the
poorest communities within and between countries in a disproportionate manner.100

These findings of the Joint Report have been largely confirmed by another report
from UNICEF that appeared in 2021 under the title “COVID-19 and the School
Closures: A Year of Education Disruption” (hereafter referred to as the “UNICEF
2021-report”).101 The UNICEF 2021-report more in particular states that in the
period from 11 March 2020 until 2 February 1921, more than 90% of the world’s

98UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 20.
99UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 21.
100UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 21.
101UNICEF (2021), p. 10.



competent authorities (i.e., in most cases, ministries of education) mandated schools
to resort to some form of distant learning through radio, television or the internet, as
an alternative for physical schooling. According to the UNICEF 2021-report, while
no distant learning technology is equivalent to the classroom learning experience
itself, some of the technologies have features that make it possible to better mimic
the physical classroom experience than others. E.g., television and radio only allow
for a limited educational experience to the extent that they usually require that
programmes are pre-recorded. They, moreover, make live interaction between
those who speak and/or give explanations during said TV- or radio programmes
and the students following the programmes in their classrooms, difficult. By con-
trast, modern digital technologies, usually based on accessing the internet through
personal computers, tablets and/or mobile phones, do not require that programs are
pre-recorded (although they neither exclude this possibility) and, in addition, allow
for direct life-interaction between teachers and students. They were, for these
reasons, deemed more suitable for emulating the classroom experience.102
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According to the UNICEF 2021-report, however, it appeared that many
(of especially the low-income) countries where schools were closed in response to
the Covid-19 pandemic for the longest periods of time, were also the countries
having the lowest levels of internet connection in students’ home settings. As already
indicated before (cf. Sect. 8.2.6), many of the students living in these countries had
no at home internet connection at their disposal, which implied that these students
were unable to benefit from distant teaching and learning opportunities that were
based upon internet technologies. This was believed to put this group of already
deprived students even more at risk of falling behind in their education.103

UNESCO and the International Telecommunication Union jointly estimated that
40% of students registered in closed schools, did not have access to the internet at
home. However, this digital gap was not the only obstacle for assuring equal access
to distant learning opportunities. Around the world, access to the more traditional
technologies for spreading information, such as television and radio, also signifi-
cantly varied between and within countries. According to Roe, Blikstad-Balas and
Pedersen, in 40 of the 88 countries for which recent survey data were available, it
appeared that television ownership in urban households was more than double that
of rural households, with the largest disparities occurring in sub-Saharan Africa.104

In high-income countries, the reported hierarchy among the methods used for
delivering distant learning was as follows: (1) use of online platforms (use in 95%
of the cases); (2) use of paper-based take-home materials (use in 89% of the cases);
(3) use of television programmes (use in 63% of the cases) and (4) use of radio
programmes (use in 22% of the cases). By contrast, the reported hierarchy among the
methods used for delivering distant learning in low-income countries was as follows:
(1) use of radio programmes (use in 93% of the cases); (2) use of television

102UNICEF (2021), p. 8.
103UNICEF (2021), p. 8.
104Cf. Roe et al. (2021). Cf., furthermore, UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 21.



programmes (use in 92% of the cases), (3) use of online platforms through the
internet (use in 64% of the cases).105
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It was in the quoted research reports assessed that the total impact of school
closures and the relative effectiveness of distant learning methods were far from
clear already, and that this matter still required further research. Still, the perceived
effectiveness of distant learning methods could already be temporarily assessed,
from which it, furthermore, appeared that huge variations by modality and origin
group occurred. The Joint Report in this regard provided the following insights:106

(1) Globally, internet-based e-learning platforms were perceived as “very effective”
(36%) or “somewhat effective” (58%), particularly in high-income and upper-
middle-income countries. In addition, no high-income countries, and only 6% of
the upper-middle-income countries, had qualified e-learning as an ineffective
method for delivering distant learning.

(2) From the Joint Report, it moreover appeared that television was widely used for
delivering distant learning in low- and middle-income countries. These two
groups of countries, moreover, reported varying degrees of effectiveness.
More in particular, 37% of the upper-middle income countries, compared to
16% of the lower-middle income countries and 27% of the low-income coun-
tries, indicated television as a very effective means for delivering distant
learning.

(3) On a global scale, radio was rated as an ineffective means for delivering distant
learning by more than one of five countries worldwide, although it was believed
that this negative assessment was correlated to the prevalence of its use across
income groups. More in particular, high-income countries were the least likely to
use radio as a means for delivering distant learning, with a third of those who had
used it, considering it an ineffective method. By contrast, among low and lower-
middle income countries, radio was both widely used as a means of delivering
distant learning and considered “very effective” by about 16% of these countries
and “somewhat effective” by 65%.

(4) Globally, a majority of high- and middle-income countries resorted to take-home
paper-based kits, with most (>70%) of these countries rating them as “fairly
effective”. By contrast, although such paper-based materials were almost as
commonly resorted to as online platforms by low-income countries, the latter
group of countries judged them in a far more negative manner, with 43% of
low-income countries that had used them, having rated them as ineffective.

According to the Joint Report, low-income countries were generally more
inclined than other countries to indicate all distant learning methods and modalities

105Cf. UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), pp. 21–22; Roe et al. (2021).
E.g., while Rwandan children were receiving educational content via radio, several other African

countries, including Côte d'Ivoire, implemented televised classrooms, an initiative that was based
on recording lessons for broadcast on national television. (Cf. Roe et al. 2021.)
106UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 22.



as ineffective, with the exception of radio. This has been attributed to wider issues of
availability of prior infrastructure, as well as to a general lack of household access to
the technology necessary for using said distant learning methods, as all this tech-
nology is generally lacking in low-income countries. Distant learning methods were,
in addition, widely accepted as valid methods of delivering education. This explains
why, in a variety of countries, days on which these methods had been used even
counted as official school days. The latter appeared to have been the case in 73% of
the countries that partook in the survey on which the Joint Report was based, all
having indicated that distant learning qualified as formal schooling. There were,
however, once more considerable differences between income groups. According to
the Joint Report, only 20% of the group of low-income countries deemed distant
learning days sufficient for replacing formal school days. This percentage amounted
to 70% in lower-middle income countries, 82% in upper-middle income countries
and 86% in the group of high-income countries. Still, over 90% of all countries in all
of the income groups indicated that distant learning (regardless of the methods or
modalities, i.e., whether through online platforms, television, radio or take-home
packages) was likely to continue once schools would reopen.107
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It was, hence, suspected that distant learning systems would prove resilient and
adaptable, so that its use could be expanded beyond being a mere stopgap in case of
localised or widespread school closures.108 Goodman has in this regard argued that
Covid-19 was an ideal experiment for delivering distant learning on such a large
scale, which will likely have enormous long-term benefits. Goodman refers to the
following, possible long-term positive effects: (1) the fast development and imple-
mentation of a wide variety of online learning methods and solutions, and (2) a
possible expansion of virtual schools and other virtual learning environments.
Goodman is of the opinion that this could, in practice, revolutionise traditional
education. Without denying that traditional school settings play an important social
role for children and young people, and that physical “face-to-face” teaching and
listening is still vital for personal development, especially to the extent that teaching
and learning are essentially social activities, Goodman at the same time argues that
the potential of distant education for future gains is impossible to deny. As distant
learning is a very young development, Goodman expects that the increased appli-
cation of information technologies to everyday learning, such as establishing virtual
schools and introducing artificial intelligence technology in educational settings, will
further enhance educational possibilities. The technology has great potential to
support a more personalized virtual teaching and learning experience. This could
even result in the creation of truly individualised virtual educational settings that are
perfectly suited to the learning curves of each individual student, which may
contribute to a more rapid learning progress. The further adaptation of new technol-
ogies could, furthermore, result in the development of age- and ability-based learn-
ing models, making it possible to tailor school curricula to the needs of gifted

107UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 23.
108UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 23.



students or those with learning difficulties. Further developments may include new
ways of personal studying, homework, assessment and monitoring for students, or of
communicating and interacting with parents. All of this could contribute to a fast
development of the concept of “mastery of learning”, based on increased personal
motivation, leading to greater independence and better results for students.109
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8.3.2.2 Distant Learning in HEIs in Particular

For most HEIs, online teaching and learning was not an entirely new mode of
content delivery as these techniques had already, to various degrees, been resorted
to by many HEIs all over the world. Many faculty members of various HEIs had
already received training on, and been making effective use of, specialised online
learning platforms, either as the sole mode of delivery of a given course, or as a
complement to more traditional, face-to-face teaching. However, it was also true that
other faculty members, even at HEIs which had played a pioneer role with regard to
these evolutions towards distant learning environments, were not particularly in
favour of using these teaching methods and would even during Covid-19 related
HEI closures themselves, remain resistant to adapt to these teaching modes. The
transition to the online teaching and learning environments had, consequently,
already in times pre-Covid-19 raised questions for some HEIs about the ability to
introduce and enhance the new technological systems for every-day use. In addition,
Covid-19 created some new concerns, such as the fact that computers and other
hardware devices that are suitable for online learning from home, suddenly became
in high demand for all members of a given household, ranging from parents and
children to other family members who all had to start either working or following
courses from home. This implied that working from home could in some cases
become a huge challenge for academics. Moreover, many HEIs, especially those
located in low(er)-income countries, did not have all the necessary infrastructure or
other resources for enabling online teaching and learning with immediate effect.
Consequently, the quality of online teaching became a critical issue for HEIs all over
the world. This required appropriate policy attention, in some cases for dealing with
problems similar to those encountered in other types of schools (cf. Sect. 8.3.2.1).110

In their March-April 2020 survey, Marinoni, van’t Land and Jensen found that in
almost all of the surveyed HEIs, Covid-19 had effectively affected teaching and
learning, with only 2% of the surveyed HEIs (amounting to a mere 7 HEIs) having
indicated that teaching and learning had not been affected.111 Two-thirds of the
surveyed HEIs, moreover, indicated that face-to-face teaching in a classroom had
been effectively replaced by distant teaching and learning methods. A quarter of the
surveyed HEIs, by contrast, reported that most teaching and learning activities had

109Goodman (2021).
110Sahu (2020).
111Marinoni et al. (2020), p. 23.



gotten suspended at the time of the survey, but that the HEI was working on
solutions to rekindle teaching and learning, either by resorting to digital teaching
or learning settings, or through self-study. Only 7% of the surveyed HEIs said that all
teaching had been cancelled (until further notice).112 These survey results implied
that two thirds of the surveyed HEIs had effectively succeeded in mitigating teaching
to an online environment, while one third had not been able to accomplish this.
However, the majority of the surveyed HEIs remained concerned about the further
development of solutions to continue or support teaching online. According to the
authors of the survey, these survey results have been largely confirmed by several
other research (articles) on the digitization of higher education in times of crisis.113

However, the survey conducted by Marinoni, van’t Land and Jensen, also found that
two-thirds of the African surveyed HEIs were not prepared to move teaching online
and that when they had closed their campuses, they also had suspended teaching.114
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Still according to the survey conducted by Marinoni, van’t Land and Jensen, most
HEIs were early 2020 confronted with what has been referred to as “a sudden and
unprepared transition to online teaching”. This transition was undertaken in order to
address the need for continued teaching and learning activities when institutions had
to close and to keep engaging and motivating their students during periods of time
when physical or social distancing measures were in place. According to said
authors, this transition was, moreover, determined by three interconnected dimen-
sions that all impacted both the feasibility and the quality of the distant learning
offered, namely:115

(1) Technical infrastructure and accessibility.
(2) Skills and pedagogic qualities for giving distant learning lessons.
(3) The field of study.

Marinoni, van’t Land and Jensen, furthermore, identified two different trends in
the responses that dealt with issues of infrastructure and online access as precondi-
tions for the transition to a distant teaching and learning environment. The survey
identified, on the one hand, a number of HEIs that could not make the transition to
online teaching and learning due to the fact that their students lacked access to the
internet in their home settings. This matter was of particular concern for African
HEI’s, but also for HEIs located in other low- and middle-income countries. When in
such countries lockdown or containment measures were resorted to, HEIs could
simply no longer provide teaching and learning, as a further result of which it
became, gradually, unlikely that their students would be able to complete the running
academic year. The survey, on the other hand, identified a second group of HEIs that
faced problems with mitigating to an online teaching and learning environment,
notwithstanding the fact that said HEIs were located in countries characterized by

112Marinoni et al. (2020), p. 23.
113Marinoni et al. (2020), p. 23.
114Marinoni et al. (2020), p. 24.
115Marinoni et al. (2020), p. 24.



good internet penetration. With regard to this second group of HEIs, it appeared that
these, in many cases, lacked the technical infrastructure and/or the technical tools
necessary for mitigating to a (full) distant learning environment. Some HEIs belong-
ing to this category indicated that they were confronted with restrictions of a
financial nature for investing in state-of-the-art online tools and software licenses.
Finally, there was also a group of HEIs that, within the same institution, had to deal
with a gap between groups of students who had access to the internet from home and
groups of students who did not. For the HEIs belonging to this category, it was
especially challenging to ensure equal access to online teaching services that would
allow all students to complete their academic year. Some of these HEIs reached the
decision to suspend all teaching activities for the duration of the Covid-19 lockdown
measures, under the motivation that they would not succeed in reaching a suffi-
ciently large enough group of their students for being able to resort to distant
learning without endangering equal treatment.116
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Several of the HEIs surveyed byMarinoni, van’t Land and Jensen’s pointed to the
fact that their staff members had been confronted with different pedagogical needs
for ensuring distant teaching and learning, and that it had been a huge challenge for
many of their educators to accomplish the urgent and in most cases unprepared
transition from a face-to-face physical learning environment to a distant teaching and
learning environment. In general, the level of preparation, readiness and/or willing-
ness of educators to make this transition to an online teaching and learning environ-
ment, moreover, varied widely. This variation occurred between regions, countries,
HEI’s of a given country and even within a given HEI itself. Yet, even to the extent
that resorting to education in an online environment did not guarantee the same level
of quality and continuity as face-to-face physical teaching, most HEIs and policy
makers still considered it preferable to no teaching at all.117

Another problem has been that HEIs often lacked the management structure to
ensure a smooth transition to an online learning environment. This often required a
wide variety of adaptations, such as making sure that the teaching staff acquired the
skills for moving into e-learning, and acquiring the necessary equipment and
software (cf. above). For many HEIs, instead the transition often came down to a
“learning by doing” approach, or simply emulating a face-to-face mode of teaching,
in a rudimentary online setting.118

Another challenge was that the required technical equipment could widely differ
from one academic field to another within a given HEI. This appeared to be
especially challenging for diversified HEIs, who pointed to limitations of distant
learning in specific academic domains. A good example is the wide variety of

116Marinoni et al. (2020), pp. 24–25.
An interesting solution for this problem that was pursued by one of the surveyed HEIs consisted

of providing and distributing technical equipment (such as tablets or phones) to students in order to
minimise disruption and inequal treatment. (Cf. Marinoni et al. 2020, p. 25.)
117Marinoni et al. (2020), p. 25.
118Marinoni et al. (2020), p. 25.



academic disciplines that, both for purposes of teaching and research, are highly
depend on the use of laboratories. Fields like clinical medicine and veterinary studies
spring to mind. Other academic fields concerned those requiring a lot of (personal)
creativity, and specialized materials, such as arts, music and design.119
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All of the foregoing implied that even in HEIs where both the technical infra-
structure and the pedagogical skills required for the transition to online teaching and
learning were available and sufficiently reliable, and even where a given faculty was
fully committed to adapt to the required change in delivery mode, ensuring the
quality of the distant learning experience often depended to a large extent on the
characteristics of one discipline to another. This helps to explain why the reported
reliability and quality of distant education varied so greatly. A wide variety of factors
was at play here, the most important being (1) the infrastructure in place (both within
the HEIs themselves as in the home settings of students and teachers), (2) the ability
and willingness of teaching staff members to make the transition to online teaching
and (3) the peculiarities of the academic field of study.120

Notwithstanding all these difficulties and challenges, many of the HEIs that had
partaken to Marinoni, van’t Land and Jensen’s survey still considered the experience
of making the transition to a distant teaching and learning environment as a great
opportunity, amongst others, for investing financial resources and people’s skills in
offering more flexible learning solutions, to explore blended and/or hybrid learning
methods and for mixing systems of synchronous and asynchronous learning. The
unplanned and unprepared transition to online teaching and learning at a distance has
serendipitously led to a fast build-up of capacity. According to Marinoni, van’t Land
and Jensen, a change of mindset may have set in among HEI’s around the world.
These experiences opened up a new horizon of possibilities in teaching and learning.
Some of the surveyed HEIs have indicated that e-learning methods should, also post-
Covid-19, become a more integral part of HEI curriculums. Other surveyed HEIs
also expected to see a new approach to teaching pedagogical skills, as well as to
teaching and learning modalities. Some of the surveyed HEIs also pointed out that
the experience with the Covid-19-imposed transition to online teaching and learning

119E.g., music students can usually not achieve good results when only working at home and when
being deprived of the necessary equipment for enhancing their skills. Indeed, practice in and with
orchestras, and/or practice in the physical presence of a teacher or of fellow students, could not be
replaced at the same level by solely relying on isolated practice. Performing the more practical
aspects of such studies was therefore particularly challenging, especially to the extent that the
teaching provided during a closed online session was often limited to the theoretical dimension of
the study curriculum. (Cf. Marinoni et al. 2020, p. 26.)
120Marinoni et al. (2020), pp. 25–26.

Obviously, the minimum-prerequisite concerned the availability of a technical infrastructure. It
is, hence, not surprising that HEIs operating within areas with unreliable infrastructure experienced
more difficulties during the Covid-19 crisis. Similarly, students who did not have the necessary
access to online communication tools (including the internet) were among those hardest hit. This
has been indicated as one more reason why the Covid-19 crisis has further exacerbated already
existing inequalities. (Cf. Marinoni et al. 2020, p. 26.)



environments, could help in breaking the still strongly present taboo on working at
home.121
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According to Marinoni, van’t Land and Jensen, HEIs are now faced with the
challenge to keep investing more in technical infrastructure in order to enable a
permanent shift to even more advanced digital learning environments, e.g., based on
cloud-based services, digitization of business processes and universal online access
to all documents, resources and libraries. According to said authors, this will
ultimately enhance the possibilities for distance working in the field of academics
and provide lifelong learning opportunities for all concerned learners and, by
extension, for society as a whole.122

8.3.3 Policies to Improve Access to Online Learning

According to the Joint Report, the tools needed to allow everyone to enjoy distant
learning are not equally spread. This applies to a wide variety of tools, technologies
and infrastructure, even very basic necessities such as internet-access and electricity.
It especially appears that children and young people living in conflict zones, and
rural areas of low(er)-income countries, as well as those from poor households, are
most likely to be disproportionally deprived. While, still according to the Joint
Report, 53% of households around the world have access to the internet available
in their home setting, the proportion of students deprived of internet access at home
ranges from less than 15% in the regions of Western Europe and North America, to
80% in the sub-Saharan Africa region. The latter category of students, most often
originating from rural locations and/or from low-income households, were de facto
excluded from participating in any online distant learning.123

The matter is even made more complex due to gaps in access to online learning
stemming from a variety of socioeconomic determinants. The Joint Report has
pointed to the fact that, from analyses about household-level data in eight
sub-Saharan countries, it has appeared that, even when both technology and internet
connectivity are available, girls are far more disadvantaged in acquiring ICT skills
both in school and at home. This makes enhancing equal access to technology all the

121Marinoni et al. (2020), p. 26.
122Marinoni et al. (2020), p. 26. The authors added: “Time will show to what extent these
opportunities will be explored or whether there will be a return to business as usual.” (Cf. Marinoni
et al. 2020, p. 26.)

To address some of these challenges, the European Commission announced in 2020 a new
“Action Plan” setting out a vision for improving digital literacy, skills and competences at all levels
of education and training, and for all levels of digital competences (basic to advanced). The Action
Plan supports the “Skills Agenda” target of ensuring that 70% of 16–74 year olds have at least basic
digital skills by 2025. (Cf. European Commission 2020, p. 4.)
123UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 25.



more important for tackling inequalities and, through this, for reducing loss of
learning opportunities.124
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An important trend in enabling access to online learning has become the provi-
sion of internet access at a (governmental) subsidised or zero cost (for the end user).
From the Joint Report, it appears that at least two-thirds of the surveyed high-income
and upper-middle-income countries have implemented this measure for parts of their
population, although the measure appeared to be less common in most low- and
lower-middle-income countries (38% and 42% respectively). It was, furthermore,
reported that during the Covid-19 pandemic, some countries made access to a variety
of national online digital platforms completely free of charge, while other countries
resorted to indirect subsidies, e.g., by providing a lump sum of money to students
and/or teachers aimed at participating in the financial burden of purchasing an
internet subscription.125 Another measure that has been applied for enhancing access
to online learning consisted of the provision of low-cost devices, such as portable
computers, tablets or smartphones, for educational purposes. Once more, the Joint
Report pointed to large differences between income groups. It appeared that the
measure was resorted to by 72% of the group of high-income countries, 53% of the
group of upper-middle-income countries, 21% of the group of lower-middle-income
countries and none of the group of low-income countries that responded to the
survey mentioned in the Joint Report.126

Ensuring easy access to e-learning platforms through mobile phones has been
another measure resorted to by the majority of high- and middle-income countries.
Although ensuring access to online learning platforms by phone was also the main
measure resorted to by low-income countries, it was only used in 44% of these
countries that, moreover, in about a third of the cases, did not report having offered
any specific support measure for stimulating access to online connectivity at all. This
lack of policy measures for ensuring access to online learning settings was in some
of these low-income countries somewhat mitigated by the widespread use of televi-
sion and radio, or the use of paper-based take-home packages. In said low-income
countries, the latter measure was moreover indicated as the only short-term alterna-
tive for actual face-to-face schooling at locations without electricity, let alone
internet connectivity.127 A less frequently implemented measure for ensuring gen-
eral access to online learning consisted of the use of fixed phone lines for providing
access to the internet, and hence to distant learning platforms as well. However, the
Joint Report indicated that the latter measure was used by only 19% of low-income
countries and by about one in four high- and middle-income countries.128

124UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 25.
125UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 25.
126UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 25.
127UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 25.
128UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 26.
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8.3.4 Teacher Support Policies

According to the Joint Report, during the first half of the Covid-19 pandemic, an
estimated 63 million primary and secondary school teachers were affected in their
daily functioning. According to the same report, especially during the initial phase of
the Covid-19 pandemic, teachers had been severely challenged to quickly innovate
their teaching approach, especially when they had been obligated to make the
transition to distant teaching, with or without access to qualitative digital technolo-
gies. Teachers similarly had to take up a key functions for communicating measures
to prevent the spread of the Covid-19 virus, in this manner helping to ensure that
children and young people were kept safe and felt supported.129

In at least 75% of surveyed countries for the Joint Report, teachers had been
required to continue to teach notwithstanding school closures. For the majority of
these teachers, it was reported that there had not been any change in their salaries or
other benefits. Still, the proportion of surveyed countries where teachers were
mandated to continue to teach, again varied by income group. This was more in
particular the case with over 90% of the group of high and upper-middle income
countries, 60% of the group of lower-middle income countries, and a mere 39% of
the group of low income countries. Moreover, about half of the group of high-
income countries had allowed teachers to continue to both teach and work on school
premises, compared with 27% of the group of middle-income countries (i.e., the
group of upper-middle countries and the group of lower-middle income countries
combined). It thereby appeared that teaching from school premises had been most
common for upper secondary school teachers, especially teachers who were in the
process of preparing their students for national examinations. In some other cases,
schools were kept physically open in order to continue face-to-face classes to the
benefit of the children of frontline labourers and of certain other priority groups. A
special measure for dealing with the challenges posed by the transition to Covid-19
suitable teaching and learning environments consisted of attracting additional staff
members. The Joint Report mentions that in one out of three of the surveyed
countries, schools could (temporarily) appoint additional teachers and other staff
members for supporting the transition to distant education systems, both during
periods of school closure and school reopening. However, such measures were only
reported on in upper-middle and high-income countries.130

Similarly, 77% of the surveyed countries in the Joint Report mentioned that a
variety of auxiliary staff members continued to work during times of school closure.
These included, first and foremost, computer technicians whose main tasks became
ensuring a smooth transition to online distant learning and to assist teachers and
students in the acquisition of appropriate devices suitable for online teaching and
learning. In some countries, schools were allowed to recruit additional psychologists
and educational experts in order to mentally support both teachers and students. A

129UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 28.
130UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 28.



special task of such psychologists and pedagogical experts consisted of assisting
deprived and vulnerable children, such as children whose parents are employed in
vital sectors and children living in (known) precarious conditions at home. More-
over, about one in four countries mentioned that their schools were provided with the
(financial) means to recruit other additional staff members, such as cleaning and
administrative personnel. This was a measure that was especially resorted to when
schools reopened.131
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Overall, measures for supporting teachers varied largely across income groups.
The majority of the countries that partook in the survey mentioned in the Joint
Report (namely 66% of said countries) indicated that the teachers at their schools had
been provided with clear instructions on how to organise and deliver courses through
systems of distant (online) teaching and learning. In low-income countries in
particular, this kind of support was by far the most common support measure that
had been provided to teachers.132 About two-thirds of the group of high-income
countries, almost half of the group of middle-income countries but only about 20%
of the group of low-income countries, made mention of the fact that they had
provided special training to teachers. Such special training generally involved
enhancing teachers’ ICT skills and reworking the teachers’ pedagogical approaches
to ensure that they would be able to deliver learning content in a distant (online)
learning environment. In countries where online teaching and learning platforms had
already become common practice in times preceding the Covid-19 crisis itself,
teachers most commonly received additional training on these platforms them-
selves.133 In addition, more than 60% of the group of high- and upper-middle-
income countries reported that they had provided the teachers at their schools with
updated learning content that was more suitable for distant teaching. This form of
support occurred by contrast only in 48% of the group of lower-middle-income
countries and in a mere 33% of the group of low-income countries. Overall, one in
three countries that partook in the survey indicated in the Joint report, declared that it
had provided teachers at its schools with both ICT tools and free internet connection
aimed at ensuring that teachers could continue to work while schools were (physi-
cally) closed.134

A final measure resorted to by a variety of surveyed countries, consisted in the
provision of psychosocial and emotional support to teachers, which was in many
cases aimed at complementing more technical support forms provided to said
teachers. The Joint Report indicates that this form of support was provided by
more than half of the group of high- and upper-middle-income countries, and by
about 26% of the group of lower-middle-income countries. In some countries, social
media groups were set up (with or without the support of schools themselves) in

131UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 29.
132UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 29.
133UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 29.
134UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 29.



order to facilitate peer support and the exchange of best practices among teachers.135
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8.3.5 Further Public and Private Initiatives to Ensure Access
to Technologies

According to Roe, Blikstad-Balas and Pedersen, the lack of pre-existing digital
infrastructure in both schools and societies as a whole has, notwithstanding all of
the foregoing, around the world been indicated as one of the most major obstacles for
the transition to online educational strategies.136

This explains why, during the Covid-19 pandemic, many international providers
of educational materials, both of a public and private nature, made their resources
available free of charge. E.g., UNICEF launched the so-called “#LearningAtHome”
initiative that provided free daily educational activities that parents could then adapt
and share with others. However, one of the main vulnerabilities of this initiative was
that accessing it, in a similar manner as accessing online teaching and learning
provided by schools themselves, remained dependent on having access to the
internet.137

8.3.6 Support for Parents

The Joint Report stresses the importance of parental engagement in their children’s
education. Also regarding this matter, there appeared to be striking and persistent
disparities in home settings between the groups of countries that partook in the
survey mentioned in the Joint Report. During times of school closures, the

135UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 29.
136Cf. Roe et al. (2021).

Norway is mentioned as a particularly interesting case in terms of education and Covid-19, due
to the vast technological infrastructure available in the country. Home internet access among the
Norwegian population has been repeatedly measured at 98%. In addition, overall access to
technology for Norwegian students has always been high and well above the European average
for the student/laptop ratio. (Cf. Roe et al. 2021.)
137Cf. Roe et al. (2021).

According to these authors, ICT infrastructure is an obvious prerequisite for the integration of
digital technology in education. Since the 1990s, the issue of access has dominated the ICT
discourse in many countries, and many schools have reported pressure to provide individual access
(1,1) to all their students, with “1:1” implying that one digital device provided by the school itself, is
available per student. However, research has indicated that such access is by itself not a reliable
indicator of the actual implementation and adoption of digital technology by teachers. Research in
Norway, e.g., has highlighted the critical gap between simply providing access to students and
effectively preparing teachers to actually use the technology in their daily teaching. (Cf. Roe et al.
2021.)



importance of parental support while learning at home was even further amplified.
This at the same time implied an increased supportive role for parents (and other
caregivers). Moreover, in addition to home learning itself, vulnerable and deprived
households had to take on additional responsibilities for their children’s welfare,
such as having to prepare meals that previously had been provided at school.138
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According to the Joint Report, 62% of the countries that partook in the therein
mentioned survey, reported that they had developed and provided informative
materials in order to guide parents with regard to home learning. This appeared to
be a common form of support across countries from all income levels, with 71% of
the group of high-income countries, 66% of the group of upper-middle-income
countries, 53% of the group of lower-middle-income countries and 44% of the
group of low-income countries having mentioned that they had developed and
provided such materials to at least some parents. Several countries, similarly,
made mention of the fact that they had set up additional parental guidance to support
learning at home, e.g., through regular telephone follow-up aimed at reinforcing
parental involvement. Such a practice was resorted to by schools in 45% of the group
of high-income countries, 44% of the group of upper-middle-income countries and
41% of the group of lower-middle-income countries, but, by contrast, only in 22% of
the group of low-income countries.139

The Joint Report also indicates that especially younger children are often in need
of additional parental support and guidance while learning at home. This appeared to
be a luxury that was not commonly available in low-income households, as well as in
home settings where either parents or caregivers had to continue to work outside
the home settings (or, phrased differently: had to continue to perform labour on the
physical working floor of their employer). The Joint Report, similarly, points to the
fact that early learning (at home) and play guidance and assistance may constitute
another important support measure for young children. This however happened to be
a rarer form of child support, with around 34% of the countries that partook in the
survey mentioned in the Joint Report having indicated that this support was com-
monly provided in home settings, but with only 17% of low-income countries
reporting such a support provision. Overall, 39% of the low-income countries that
partook in said survey indicated that no action was taken to promote the home
learning environment.140

As has already been elaborated upon before (cf. Sect. 8.1.1), schools are not only
a place for learning. Schools, to an increasing extent, also provide a wide variety of
other essential services to children, ranging from childcare to providing nutrition
through daily school meals. The sudden disappearance of these services due to
Covid-19 imposed school closures was reported to have placed an additional both
practical and financial burden on vulnerable and deprived households. According to
Joint Report, 27% of the countries that partook in the therein referred to survey,

138UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 31.
139UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), pp. 31–32.
140UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), pp. 31–32.



indicated that their schools had kept regularly providing meals and/or food rations to
vulnerable families during school closures. 25% of the surveyed countries indicated
that they even provided financial support to vulnerable households. According to the
Joint Report, such types of support became thus the more essential to the extent that
parents and caregivers had to take on additional responsibilities in supporting their
children to learn at home and because of the loss of livelihoods because of lockdown
measures.141
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According to the Joint Report, the provision of psychosocial support and
childcare became one of the main domains of child and family support provided
by governments during the Covid-19 related lockdowns. However, this type of
support, once again, varied by income level. While 61% of the group of high-
income countries declared that they provided such psychological support to parents
and children (or to some categories of parents and children), only 26% of the group
of lower-middle-income countries reported doing the same. Similarly, childcare
services were reported to have been offered by 55% of the group of high-income
countries, compared to a mere 17% of the group of low-income countries. Between
28% and 38% of the group of middle- and low-income countries indicated that they
had not implemented any of these mitigation measures, suggesting that these
countries lacked themselves the financial resources needed for providing these
essential services to their citizens.142

8.3.7 Government Support for HEIs

With regard to HEIs in particular, Marinoni, van’t Land and Jensen also examined
the issue of government support measures.143

Almost half (more precisely 48%) of the HEIs that partook in the survey of
Marinoni, van’t Land and Jensen indicated that their government (or ministry of
education) had declared that it would financially or otherwise support HEIs in facing
Covid-19. However, a quarter of the surveyed HEIs by contrast indicated that their
government or competent ministry had denied any support, while the remainder
lacked all information on the matter.144

The most common support granted by governments or other public authorities
was handed out to HEIs in order to allow them to cope with the end of the academic
year. Three quarters of the surveyed HEIs had indicated that they would obtain this
kind of support. Only a few of the surveyed HEI’s mentioned that they would be
granted other forms of support. E.g., government financial support for allowing the
HEIs to cope with the expected or unexpected financial income losses due to

141UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), pp. 31–32.
142UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 32.
143Marinoni et al. (2020), p. 20.
144Marinoni et al. (2020), p. 20.



Covid-19 (and to the measures for dealing with it), were only mentioned by 13% of
the surveyed HEIs.145
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Of the surveyed HEIs, 53% in the European region indicated receiving support
from their government, or other competent authority (e.g., the ministry of education).
By contrast, the amount of HEIs from the African region indicating that they
received such support was much lower, only amounting to 39%. This was, more-
over, only slightly higher than the percentage of surveyed African HEIs that had
indicated that their government (or ministry of education) would not be handing out
support to HEIs, the latter percentage amounting to 31%.146 For the Asia-Pacific and
American regions, these percentages were, generally speaking, more in line with the
European ones. However, the percentage of HEIs in the Americas indicating that
their government (or ministry of education) would not be handing out support to the
HEIs was close to the one of the African region (amounting to 29%).147

Regarding the types of support, governmental support handed out to allow HEIs
to complete the current academic year appeared to be the most common, as indicated
by more than 75% of the surveyed HEIs in the African and European regions. This
was also the most common support in the Asian and the Pacific regions, granted to
62% of the surveyed HEIs, and in the Americas, although only granted to a mere
41% of the surveyed HEIs in this region.148

Overall, advice on how to mitigate missing credits for courses or other academic
achievements required for admission to the next academic year or for graduation
appeared to be the second most common type of assistance that had been granted in
the Asian and the Pacific regions, with 41% of the surveyed HEIs in these regions
indicating that they were granted this kind of support, as well as in the European
region (with 34% of the respondents indicating that they were granted this kind of
support) and the Americas (also with 34% indicating this type of support). By
contrast, only 11% of the surveyed African HEIs indicated that they were granted
this kind of support.149

8.4 Reopening of Schools

8.4.1 Policy Considerations

According to Lo Moro, et al., as of October 2020, there were more than 34 million
Covid-19 contamination cases and more than one million Covid-19 related deaths
globally. Around that time period, the majority of the Covid-19 related deaths had

145Marinoni et al. (2020), p. 20.
146Marinoni et al. (2020), p. 20.
147Marinoni et al. (2020), p. 21.
148Marinoni et al. (2020), p. 21.
149Marinoni et al. (2020), p. 21.



occurred in the WHO’s Region of the Americas (accounting for 55% of the total
Covid-19 related deaths) and the European Region (accounting for 23% of the total
of Covid-19 related deaths). Moreover, in a large number of countries belonging to
these WHO Regions, it appeared that the second wave of the Covid-19 pandemic
was even larger than the first wave, which (according to the quoted authors) may in
part have been due to improved testing capability in said regions. Nevertheless, in
most parts of the European Region, the incidence of new Covid-19 contamination
cases and Covid-19 related deaths had been steadily increasing after the summer of
2020. Countries such as France, Russia, the United Kingdom, Spain and Israel were
all among the countries that reported their highest numbers of new cases in the first
week of October 2020.150
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However, at that time, less than 5% of the Covid-19 contamination cases that had
occurred in the combined population of the European Economic Area and United
Kingdom, had been diagnosed among people aged 18 years or younger. It further,
appeared that even when youngsters and children contracted the Covid-19 virus,
they were in most cases asymptomatic. It was unclear at the time whether asymp-
tomatic Covid-19 patients were themselves contagious, i.e., capable of spreading the
Covid-19 virus to others.151 Although Covid-19 outbreaks had been reported in
schools, their detection remained extremely difficult because most young people and
children did not display any symptoms, as a result of which many of them did not
even know that they could have contracted the virus, as there was no systematic
testing taking place in schools. There were therefore no reliable data available on
Covid-19 transmission dynamics in school settings. It was at the time, moreover,
assumed that child-to-child Covid-19 transmission in schools was, most likely,
uncommon. In light of these insights, it was assumed that it should be feasible to
establish effective protocols for school settings to prevent school-based transmission
of the Covid-19 virus.152

There were, in addition, other insights on the effectiveness of NPIs that entered
the equation. More precisely, modelling studies regarding the effectiveness of NPIs
had pointed to the fact that stand-alone (i.e., not combined with other NPIs) school
closures “only” prevented 2 to 4% of the Covid-19 related deaths. This appeared to
be a much lower percentage than other NPIs, such as general social distance
measures. It was, hence, assumed that school closures were unlikely to be effective
as a single containment measure, but should at best be considered as part of an
overall strategy for containing Covid-19. From other data on the reopening of
schools in particular, it, furthermore, appeared that, even during periods of low
incidence and despite hygiene measures resorted to in schools, school outbreaks still

150Lo Moro et al. (2020).
151By contrast, there was at the time already consensus among scientists that symptomatic young-
sters and children could effectively spread the Covid-19 infection in the manner as contaminated
adults. Research data that were at the time available also indicated that there did not appear to exist a
correlation between age and viral load, suggesting that children and young people could carry the
same (high) levels of virus. (Cf. Lo Moro et al. 2020.)
152Lo Moro et al. (2020).



did occur, but that in such cases, the number of Covid-19 contamination cases was
lower than before the school closures, indicating that containment measures applied
in school settings could be more effective than NPIs applied elsewhere.153
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According to further findings gathered by the European Centre for Disease
Prevention and Control, Covid-19 transmission in school settings was in general a
rare phenomenon.154

153Lo Moro et al. (2020). Cf., furthermore, European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control
(2020), p. 4.
154European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (2020), p. 11.

According to a (very) wide variety of research studies referred to by the European Centre for
Disease Prevention and Control (as quoted and summarised hereafter), schools appeared to be but a
small minority of the settings leading to Covid-19 transmission in countries that collected data on
suspected locations of infection-transmission, while countries with comprehensive data on school-
based Covid-19 contamination cases had only found a very low prevalence (<1%) of SARS-
CoV-2. A case-control study with regard to the United States about 397 children that had been
infected with Covid-19 had, moreover, found that attendance at a school or child day-care centre in
the 2 weeks prior to testing positive for Covid-19, was not associated with an increased likelihood of
Covid-19 infection, while infected children were far more likely to have participated in other social
activities and gatherings with people outside their home. Similarly, studies with regard to England
and Germany had reached the conclusion that Covid-19 outbreaks in schools only represented a
relatively small proportion of all Covid-19 outbreaks during periods when schools were open. From
a prospective, cross-sectional analysis on educational institutions in England, it appeared that
Covid-19 infections and outbreaks were rare in educational institutions during the summer term,
when schools had been open. In addition, a strong association with community transmission was
observed: more in particular, the risk of an epidemic in an educational institution increased by 72%
(or 95CI: 28-130) for each increase in community incidence of five Covid-19 contamination cases
per 100,000. Most of the outbreak cases, moreover, involved staff members rather than (only)
children, with the most likely directions of Covid-19 transmission observed having been staff-to-
staff (26 of the outbreaks), staff-to-student (eight of the outbreaks), student-to-staff (16 of the
outbreaks) and student-to-student (only five of the outbreaks). Surveys with regard to Germany,
France, Ireland, Australia, Singapore and the United States had found no or very low secondary
Covid-19 outbreak rates in preschools, primary schools and secondary schools. A contact tracing
study with regard to Italy had identified a secondary Covid-19 attack rate of 0% in infant and toddler
centres, 0.44% in primary schools, but a higher rate of 6.46% in secondary schools. In Norway, a
prospective contact tracing study of paediatric Covid-19 cases, which followed 13 index cases and
292 contacts in primary schools, found very low secondary attack rates: less than 1% among child
contacts and less than 2% among adult staff contacts. The above-mentioned studies with regard to
Australia and the United States also reported outbreaks in preschools. A report on Salt Lake City,
USA, had, e.g., identified three childcare facilities where 22 confirmed cases of Covid-19 had been
identified among 101 staff members and children. In Poland, a cluster of 29 Covid-19 contamina-
tion cases had been indicated as having arisen from a probable index case of an adult working in a
day care centre. The authors of said research had from this concluded that the attack rate of Covid-
19 infections was high in children, although not providing specific attack rates. With regard to adult-
to-child transmission in schools, the studies with regard to Poland, Australia and Finland referred to
adults as index cases in schools, leading to secondary transmission in children, although in the
Finnish study, household or community transmission for some of the child cases was not excluded.
Studies with regard to Germany and Italy, on the other hand, suggested that if a child got infected
with Covid-19 by an adult, it was more likely to be in the home setting than in a school setting.
According to these studies, rates of transmission to adults, whether by children or adults, in school
settings, have rarely been reported. A study with regard to educational institutions in Australia noted
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In light of these findings, most neoliberal Western countries found it wise to alter
their policy approach towards schools (other than HEIs), whereby school closures
were no longer considered as a main measure for dealing with the Covid-19
pandemic. Instead, governments began to consider less disruptive strategies than
school closures, taking further into account that school closures were likely to result
in learning backlog, besides resulting into other high socioeconomic costs as well.
Avoiding these side-effects of school closures soon was considered more important
than avoiding the small percentage increase of Covid-19 contaminations and deaths
prevented by school closures. It was, thereby, in particular taken into account that
school closures could also have several negative consequences for children, adoles-
cents and their families, to the extent that—as explained before (cf. Sect. 8.1.1)—
schools are not only an educational setting, but also a source of (mental) health
services, food aid, obesity prevention and support systems in case of all kinds of
(family) abuse and homelessness.155

UNESCO was particularly concerned that the longer deprived or marginalised
children were out of school, the less likely they were to return afterwards. UNESCO
also pointed to the fact that, considered on a global scale, children stemming from
the poorest households were already in times pre-Covid-19 almost five times more
likely to fall out of primary school than children from rich households. In addition,
marginalised children that stopped attending school were more at risk of teenage
pregnancy, sexual exploitation, child marriage, violence and other threats. More-
over, school closures resulted in a prolonged disruption of a wide variety of other
essential school services, such as school meals and access to mental health and
psychosocial support systems. School closures themselves were also reported to
cause stress and anxiety due to, amongst others, loss of peer interaction and
disruption of daily routines. These negative impacts of school closures were, more-
over, significantly higher for deprived or marginalised children which, on a global
scale, included many categories, such as children living in countries affected by
conflict or other protracted crises, children with a migrant or refugee background,
forcibly displaced children, children belonging to minority groups, children with
disabilities, and children placed under youth protection or put in institutions.156

an overall child-to-adult attack rate of 1.0%. Staff members have been reported to be infected in
other school outbreaks, such as those reported in Poland, Israel, Rhode Island (United States) and
Salt Lake City (United States), but no specific data on the secondary attack rate were provided (Cf.
European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control 2020, p. 11.)
155Lo Moro et al. (2020).

E.g., school closures were reported to have led to a variety of mental health problems among
children and young people, while school closures also implied that children and young people in
need did no longer have access to mental health services. Similarly, as schools are one of the most
important sources for detecting and/or reporting child abuse, school closures also hampered the
reporting of child abuse. (Cf. Lo Moro et al. 2020; cf., furthermore, Sect. 8.2.3. for more details on
this matter.)
156UNESCO (2020).
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Based on all of this at the time emerging evidence regarding the first wave of the
Covid-19 pandemic, as well as on experiences with previous (health) crises, it was
more and more feared that again resorting to school closures after the summer of
2020, would have a lifelong negative impact on children’s learning, as well as on
their general socioeconomic well-being. It was hereby, furthermore, taken into
consideration that many children could not benefit from the continuity of teaching
efforts that schools in richer parts of the world had resorted to (particularly advanced
systems of online teaching and learning). In light of all these factors and consider-
ations, a UN Secretary-General’s policy note, therefore, urged for a quick reopening
of schools in all places where the local Covid-19 crisis was brought under control in
a manner deemed sufficient.157

Given, on one hand, the allegedly limited evidence on the effectiveness of school
closures for containing the Covid-19 pandemic, and, on the other hand, the

157UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 34.
The appeal of António Guterres, the ninth Secretary-General of the United Nations, was as

follows (cf. United Nations 2020): “We already faced a learning crisis before the pandemic. More
than 250 million school-age children were out of school. And only a quarter of secondary school
children in developing countries were leaving school with basic skills. Now we face a generational
catastrophe that could waste untold human potential, undermine decades of progress, and exacer-
bate entrenched inequalities. The knock-on effects on child nutrition, child marriage and gender
equality, among others, are deeply concerning. This is the backdrop to the Policy Brief I am
launching today, together with a new campaign with education partners and United Nations
agencies called ‘Save our Future’. We are at a defining moment for the world’s children and
young people. The decisions that governments and partners take now will have lasting impact on
hundreds of millions of young people, and on the development prospects of countries for decades to
come. This Policy Brief calls for action in four key areas: First, reopening schools. Once local
transmission of COVID-19 is under control, getting students back into schools and learning
institutions as safely as possible must be a top priority. We have issued guidance to help govern-
ments in this complex endeavor. It will be essential to balance health risks against risks to children’s
education and protection, and to factor in the impact on women’s labour force participation.
Consultation with parents, carers, teachers and young people is fundamental. Second, prioritizing
education in financing decisions. Before the crisis hit, low and middle-income countries already
faced an education funding gap of $1.5 trillion dollars a year. This gap has now grown. Education
budgets need to be protected and increased. And it is critical that education is at the heart of
international solidarity efforts, from debt management and stimulus packages to global humanitar-
ian appeals and official development assistance. Third, targeting the hardest to reach. Education
initiatives must seek to reach those at greatest risk of being left behind – people in emergencies and
crises; minority groups of all kinds; displaced people and those with disabilities. They should be
sensitive to the specific challenges faced by girls, boys, women and men, and should urgently seek
to bridge the digital divide. Fourth, the future of education is here. We have a generational
opportunity to reimagine education. We can take a leap towards forward-looking systems that
deliver quality education for all as a springboard for the Sustainable Development Goals. To
achieve this, we need investment in digital literacy and infrastructure, an evolution towards learning
how to learn, a rejuvenation of life-long learning and strengthened links between formal and
non-formal education. And we need to draw on flexible delivery methods, digital technologies
and modernized curricula while ensuring sustained support for teachers and communities. As the
world faces unsustainable levels of inequality, we need education – the great equalizer – more than
ever. We must take bold steps now, to create inclusive, resilient, quality education systems fit for the
future.” (Cf. United Nations 2020.)



significant negative impact of school closures on the lives of children and young
people all around the world, from September 2020 onwards, most neoliberal West-
ern governments opted for the reopening of their schools, notwithstanding the fact
that in their countries the so-called “second wave” of the Covid-19 pandemic was
starting to emerge (to reach its high point during the months of October and
November 2020).
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It thereby also became of vital importance to implement preventive measures
specifically designed for reopening schools, as well as clear strategies for managing
potential cases and outbreaks of Covid-19 in school settings.158

As a result of all of this, by September 2020, at the start of the 2020/2021
academic year, the vast majority of countries belonging to the WHO European
Region fully reopened schools,159 albeit with plans for such school reopenings
varying widely: e.g., high-income countries succeeded better than their lower
income counterparts to reopen according to plans designed on beforehand and also
succeeded better at prioritising school reopenings at pre-primary levels. The manner
of school reopenings also varied widely, with more of the richer countries resorting
to systems of “hybrid” or “blended” learning, i.e., based on a combination of distant
and face-to-face learning.160

8.4.2 Re-Opening Plans and Strategies

According to information provided in the Joint Report, by September 2020, most
countries in the world had, either in full or in part, reopened their schools.161

The Joint Report, moreover, mentions that there has been considerable variation
in reopening methods and strategies across income groups. E.g., high-income
countries succeeded far better in reopening their schools according to pre-drafted
time schedules, while their counterparts belonging to other income groups had been
more likely to fail in complying with pre-set reopening dates.162 More than half of
the countries in the world had, furthermore, based the reopening of their schools on
systems of “hybrid” or “blended” learning, which came down to applying a combi-
nation of distant teaching and learning and face-to-face teaching and learning.
Again, the approach a country chose varied largely by income group: In most
schools from low-income countries, reopening was based on face-to-face teaching

158Lo Moro et al. (2020); UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 34.
159Lo Moro et al. (2020).
160UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 33.
161UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 34.
162In addition to the increase in Covid-19 contamination cases, the delays that occurred in other
than high-income countries have been attributed, at least in part, to the absence of resources for
ensuring the safe reopening of schools, as discussed in more detail in the next subsection.
(Cf. UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank 2020, p. 34.)
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Fig. 8.8 Teaching and learning approaches as schools reopened, by income group [Source:
UNESCO, UNICEF, The World Bank 2020, p. 35]

and learning alone. By contrast, schools from high and upper-middle income
countries were more likely to resort to a combination of distant and face-to-face
teaching and learning.163

The countries’ re-opening plans in most cases included a widespread use of a
variety of hygiene, physical and social distance and other measures for containing
the spread of the Covid-19 virus. E.g., most countries resorted to adjusting the
physical layout of schools and/or classrooms. Most low-income countries decided
to prioritise certain grades, mainly at an upper secondary level. Most middle-income
countries were, by contrast, more inclined to prioritise certain geographical areas
(mainly based on the geographic spread of the Covid-19 virus). About 4 in 10 coun-
tries implemented student rotation aimed at reducing class sizes, albeit this measure
was resorted to at slightly higher rates in middle-income countries.164 The foregoing
is further illustrated in Fig. 8.8, which gives a representation of the teaching and
learning approaches as schools reopened, by income group.

While most countries started reopening schools or set dates to do so, experiences
with school reopening varied across countries: Low- and middle-income countries
were more likely to face delays in school reopening. The return to school also looked
different for children in different countries: Wealthier countries were more likely to
reopen schools with a hybrid approach, and lower income countries were more likely
to return to fully in-person teaching and learning.165

Figure 8.9 gives an overview of the measures that were taken to manage school
reopenings, by income group.

163UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), pp. 34–35.
164UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 36.
165UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 36.
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Fig. 8.9 Measures to manage school reopening, by income group [Source: UNESCO, UNICEF,
The World Bank 2020, p. 36]

8.4.3 Safeguard Measures and Health Protocols

8.4.3.1 General

The Joint Report mentions that all countries that participated in the survey referred to
in this report had developed and approved specific health and hygiene (H&H)
guidelines and measures for the reopening of their schools. These were in most
cases very detailed and included a wide variety of practical measures such as:
physical separation of students (in and outside classrooms), hand washing policy,
cleaning and disinfection rules (especially with regard to furniture and other items),
policies for the isolation of contaminated staff members or students . . . The H&H-
guidelines, however, rarely mentioned testing for Covid-19 in school settings.166

A matter of particular concern regarded the availability of the financial means
necessary for financing these H&H-measures. Most of the high-income and upper-
middle-income countries that partook in the survey referred to in the Joint Report,
reported that they had sufficient resources to reopen schools safely. By contrast,
most of their low-income and lower-middle-income counterparts indicated that this
was not the case. Still, the schools of almost all countries were in need of additional
financial resources above their usual budgets to ensure a safe return to physical, face-
to-face teaching and learning. In countries where these additional financial needs
could—at least in part—be met, this usually happened through additional public
funding, in combination with support provided by external donors, the latter practice
especially having occurred in low- and lower-middle-income countries. More than a
third of the countries that partook in the survey mentioned in the Joint Report,
moreover, indicated that they expected increases in education budgets, e.g., in the
form of support to households for spending on education. By contrast, one out of five
of the countries that partook in the survey mentioned in the Joint Report, reported

166UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 33.



reductions in education budgets, a practice that most frequently had occurred in low-
and lower-middle-income countries.167
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8.4.3.2 Prevalence and Content of Health and Hygiene Protocols

As good as all of the countries surveyed in the Joint Report had developed and
approved health and hygiene guidelines and measures that were specifically
designed for school reopenings and that, moreover, showed little variation by origin
group.168 Of the 132 surveyed countries that had such health and hygiene guidelines
and measures in place, (1) 98% declared that their guidelines and measures included
one or more measures aimed at reducing person-to-person transmission of the
Covid-19 virus, (2) 93% indicated that their guidelines and measures included one
or more measures aimed at reducing exposure to the Covid-19 virus, and (3) 91%
indicated that their guidelines and measures included one or more measures aimed at
isolating infected or exposed staff and students (91%).169

Among the measures most commonly included were the promotion of physical
and social distancing, hand washing, and good respiratory hygiene. Measures that
were only included in a bit more than half of the cases were general temperature
monitoring, self-isolation of staff and students showing Covid-19 related symptoms,
and the follow-up on contaminated or exposed staff and students. A mere 19% of the
surveyed countries announced plans to start testing for Covid-19 at school level. In
addition to these most commonly enforced measures, there was a variety of other
measures that got resorted to in many cases and that were designed for protecting
students on their way to and from school, such as regulating public transport,
staggering student entry and exit times, and providing designated student drop-off
areas.170

Lo Moro, et al., made detailed lists of some of the most commonly resorted to
measures in school settings, which have been summarized hereafter:171

(1) Physical distancing measures: Many authorities and/or schools themselves
imposed physical distance riles, with distances that had to be kept between
people present on school premises ranging from a minimum of 1 metre to a
minimum of 2 m. Generally speaking, the distance that one was required to keep
was greater between members of staff and students than between students among
each other. More detailed and often imposed physical distancing measures

167UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 33.
168UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 37.

Only one country responded that no such guidelines had been produced or approved, and sixteen
other countries responded that this information was not known. (Cf. UNESCO, UNICEF and The
World Bank 2020, p. 37.)
169UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 37.
170UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 37.
171Lo Moro et al. (2020).
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included (1) guidelines with regard to the best using and/or reconfiguration of all
available space in order to maximise physical distance in all circumstances,
(2) signposting routes, (3) keeping measured distances, and (4) indicating spec-
ified waiting points (e.g., between school activities). The design of classrooms
was in many cases re-adapted, e.g., by placing students side by side and facing in
one direction, by removing all unnecessary furniture from classrooms in order to
make space available for enhanced physical distancing, and by placing as few
students as possible in a classroom at the same time.172

According to a further ECDC report (based on a survey conducted in
EU/EEA countries), other recurring physical distancing measures were about
not allowing children re-entry to the school premises after the formal start of the
school day, closing communal play areas, and reducing class sizes as much as
possible.173

(2) Measures to reduce physical and social interaction: Further measures aimed at
reducing physical and social interaction could include reorganising school
activities in order to limit social contact and to avoid mixing between pupils
and staff members, reviewing timetables (e.g., based on staggered start and
finish times for different groups of students), and using all entrances around
the school to reduce crowds of students and staff members arriving and leaving
at the same place and at the same time. Other measures concerned: regulating
access to common areas—e.g., by staggering lunch and break times, by
assigning fixed seating, and by the signposting of seats to be occupied. Some
schools also had rules that mandated that, as far as possible, pupils and staff
members had to remain in the same classroom, or had to be assigned to fixed
clusters/groups, whose composition had to remain constant and whose members
had to be separated as much as possible from other groups.174

(3) Respiratory etiquette and behavioural measures, such as: respiratory etiquette
instructions, including with regard to sneezing, coughing and blowing into
disposable tissues that had to be disposed of immediately in a closed waste
bin; rules mandating that if a tissue was not (immediately) available, one had to
sneeze or blow into a bent elbow; rules about avoiding certain forms of direct
physical contact (e.g., touching, kissing, hugging or shaking hands); rules about
avoiding to touch one’s face and/or face mask . . . Other measures that were
resorted were aimed at avoiding the touching of certain publicly accessible
objects (e.g., door handles or lift buttons), encouraging students to avoid behav-
iours that required hand-to-mouth contact (e.g., putting pens/pencils in the
mouth), and discouraging the sharing of personal or educational materials.175

(4) Detailed hand hygiene measures: More detailed hang hygiene rules dealt with
the promotion and reinforcement of hand hygiene practices, such as

172Lo Moro et al. (2020).
173European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (2020), p. 14.
174Lo Moro et al. (2020).
175Lo Moro et al. (2020).



8.4 Reopening of Schools 851

recommendations to always use warm water and soap and to always dry one’s
hands with a disposable paper towel or tissue, or in the open air. Hand hygiene
was in many schools carefully monitored and performed at regular intervals,
including at arrival at school, before eating or drinking, after using the toilet,
after playing outside, when hands were physically dirty, and after coughing or
sneezing. In many schools, more hand sanitiser dispensers than before were
installed at many locations, such as at school and classroom entry and exit
points. Hand hygiene in many schools, moreover, occurred under strict adult
supervision, which was especially the case in primary schools or for pupils with
special needs.176

(5) Guidelines on ventilation, cleaning and disinfection: The importance of ensuring
adequate ventilation of all areas of the school premises was widely recognized
by most schools.

Measures of enhanced ventilation, e.g., concerned ventilation before and after
the use of entry and exit points, during break times, at the end of the day, at the
beginning and end of all classes, during cleaning operations, and, in general,
every so many—e.g., 3—hours. In some schools, it also got mandatory to resort
to ventilation for at least 15 min in a row. Some schools also mandated that
windows and/or (certain) doors had to be left open at all times.

In a similar manner, cleaning and disinfection were considered essential in all
schools. Guidelines were issued that mandated that floors, surfaces and a variety
of accessories (used in classes) had to be cleaned at least once a day, with further
rules about enhanced or additional cleaning, and/or more frequently cleaning of
certain objects, such as often touched surfaces (e.g., door handles, desks . . .).
Many schools also resorted to rules on the frequent cleaning of toilets (e.g., at
least two or three times a day). There were in many schools also detailed rules on
the cleaning of classrooms and tools between usage by different groups/
clusters.177

(6) Measures concerning physical activity at school: Many schools had rules saying
that outdoor activities, when possible, were to be preferred above inside activ-
ities. In the latter case, it was ruled that in rooms where physical activities took
place, ventilation had to be maximised and that, during such physical activities, a
sufficient physical distance between students had to be maintained, e.g., 2 or
3 m. In many schools, it became policy that during physical activities, pupils did
not have to wear masks or headgear. There were also rules stipulating that
physical activities could only occur between the same groups/clusters of stu-
dents. Other rules held that individual sports were to be preferred above group
sports, and that hand hygiene had to be ensured at all times. There were also

176Lo Moro et al. (2020). Cf., furthermore, European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control
(2020), p. 14.
177Lo Moro et al. (2020).
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rules aimed at minimising the sharing of equipment and about the cleaning of
shared equipment.178

(7) Measures concerning school transport: With regard to school transport, school
rules often made the wearing of face masks compulsory, especially for children
above a given age threshold, often 11 years but in some cases even 6 years. A
variety of other measures were in many cases resorted to for making school
transport safer, such as: the provision of staggered drop-off/pick-up times;
imposing discretion during boarding/disembarkation and travel; imposing
hand hygiene before boarding and upon disembarkation . . . In some countries,
there were rules about the maximum occupation of school vehicles, in many
cases limiting it to two-thirds of the vehicle’s normal capacity. Other rules dealt
with the provision of adequate and frequent cleaning and ventilation of transport
vehicles, and/or mandated that disinfectants had to be available at all times
aboard the vehicles. There were also rules about the use of seat markers and/or
the assignment of fixed seats for the duration of the entire academic year. Other
measures were aimed at ensuring that the same cohort/group of students was
formed for each trip. Finally, many school simply encouraged walking and
bicycling to school.179

(8) Measures concerning school canteens: Upon school reopenings, school canteens
were reopened in most countries as well. The main measures that got issued for
canteens included a face mask wearing requirement until sitting down, keeping
physical distance, banning buffets, resorting to staggering serving times, offer-
ing students the possibility of eating in classrooms, organising separate meal-
times and/or areas for bubbles/clusters of students, and strict policies on cleaning
up after each use.180

(9) In the above-mentioned ECDC survey, Covid-19 testing and screening has been
indicated as one of the measures least frequently resorted to as part of the public
policy with regard of the reopening of schools. In the rare cases that such testing
was available, this included general temperature screening, besides more
targeted screening of pupils (e.g., symptom screening, testing of students show-
ing symptoms, and isolation of students that tested positive).181

8.4.3.3 Resources for Implementing Health and Hygiene Protocols

Overall, 74% of the countries that partook in the survey mentioned in the Joint
Report indicated that they had sufficient resources at their disposal for complying
with school-specific hygiene and containment measures, ranging from basic items,
such as soap, disinfectants and face masks, and basic infrastructure, such as clean

178Lo Moro et al. (2020).
179Lo Moro et al. (2020).
180Lo Moro et al. (2020).
181European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (2020), p. 14.



water and hand-washing facilities. However, there were again wide variations
between countries by income level. More in particular, the percentages of countries
having enough resources at their disposal amounted to about 50% for the group of
low- and lower-middle-income countries, compared to 80% for the group of upper-
middle-income countries and to 95% for the group of high-income countries.182
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The sources of financial funding that schools had access to for acquiring the
resources, commodities and/or infrastructure needed for ensuring a sound health and
hygiene policy, mainly came from their own government allocations or from a
combination of such allocations and other income sources. E.g., external donors,
were reported to contribute to schools’ health and hygiene funding in one out of two
countries, mainly low-income countries. More in particular, 89% of the group of
low-income countries and 80% of the group of lower-middle-income countries
declared that they received external funding for implementing their health and
hygiene policy, while this percentage only amounted to 50% for the group of
upper-middle-income countries and to 21% for the group of high-income
countries.183

8.4.4 Risks to Staff

In the ECDC-report already referred to before, reference was made to findings by the
WHO that in schools (1) staff-to-staff transmission was more common than other
forms of transmission and (2) when outbreaks occurred, the Covid-19 virus had been
most likely introduced by an adult staff member rather than by a student.184

182UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 38.
183UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank (2020), p. 38.
184European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (2020), p. 12.

The ECDC made reference to several other studies for backing these statements. E.g., data
provided by the Swedish Public Health Agency had linked case-based data with regard to the period
from 15 March until 19 October 2020 to occupational registers and had come to the conclusion that
teachers in kindergarten, primary and secondary schools were not at increased risk of being
diagnosed with Covid-19, compared to other occupational groups. However, the researchers did
find an increased risk among school headmasters for all grade levels. The study referred to did
thereby not differentiate the risk between teachers of children aged 6–12 and teachers of children
aged 13–15. In addition, the study mainly covered the first wave of the Covid-19 pandemic, which
may not be entirely representative for the second wave where community transmission had been
identified in all age groups. (Cf. European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control 2020, p. 12.)

Data with regard to the period from 2 September (start of the school year) until 16 October 2020
in the United Kingdom (England) showed no difference in Covid-19 positivity rates between
primary and secondary school teachers and other occupations. A similar pattern was observed
when including teachers’ household members, where no evidence of differences in positivity rates
was noted. (Cf. European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control 2020, p. 12.)

Finally, an analysis of national data on occupation and risk of Covid-19 infection and
hospitalisation up to 20 October 2020 provided by the Norwegian Institute of Public Health
found that, when the data were adjusted for age, sex and country of birth, teachers were not at
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8.4.5 Evaluation of the Impact of the Reopening of Schools

To the extent that schools (other than HEIs) were not the primary site of Covid-19
transmission, an increase in cases was unlikely to occur upon the reopening of
schools, at least provided that general community transmission was at sufficiently
low levels. However, it was at the same time assumed that an increase in cases was
not likely to occur within a time frame of two months after the relaxation of any
given NPI measure. In addition, the effect of the reopening of schools was hard to
measure due to collateral effects of such a measure, notably the fact that the
reopening of schools for physical, face-to-face teaching and learning at the same
time allowed more other people—notably the parents of small(ler) children—to
return to their physical (on-site) work environments and to have more social
contracts within the wider community, especially with colleagues at work.185

In cases where the school reopenings went hand in hand with the relaxation of
other NPIs, modelling studies referred to by the ECDC, have indicated that there has
been a subsequent increase in Covid-19 contamination cases. This, e.g., helps
explaining the peaks in Covid-19 contamination that occurred in December 2020.
However, this finding still does not make it easy, or even possible, to isolate the
effect of school reopenings on Covid-19 contamination case rates, particularly to the
extent that school reopenings went accompanied by the relaxation of a variety of
other NPI measures as well.186

Still according to the ECDC, the start of the school year in a setting of reopened
schools that occurred throughout the countries of the EU/EEA somewhere between
mid-August and mid-September 2020, has not been associated with increased
Covid-19 contamination cases in children.187 Similarly, in spring 2020, when on
15 April 2020, after school closures with a duration of a month, Denmark had

significantly higher risk of Covid-19 infection. However, labourers in kindergartens and nurseries
had a moderately higher risk of serious illness if infected with Covid-19 than the general Norwegian
workforce. National data with regard to Denmark similarly indicated that rates of Covid-19
infection among people working in the education sector did not differ from those of other working
adults. Other countries even reported a lower prevalence among teachers than among the average
population. E.g., France reported that 0.09% (1020/1,162,850) of teaching staff had tested positive
for SARS-CoV-2 on 27 November 2020 and Austria reported that 0.6% of tests had been positive
among teachers from a sample of 10,000 gargle tests performed on students and staff in educational
institutions between September and October 2020. (Cf. European Centre for Disease Prevention and
Control 2020, p. 12.)
185European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (2020), p. 21.
186European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (2020), p. 21.

With regard to situation that occurred in December 2020, it was observed that the colder weather
of the winter season had pushed people indoors which in its own turn also led to an increased mix of
children and adults in various settings throughout communities. (Cf. European Centre for Disease
Prevention and Control 2020, p. 21.)
187European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (2020), p. 21.
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allowed children aged 2 to 12 years to physically return to school, there was no
increase in contamination cases.188

8.5 Conclusions

The debate on the closure and reopening of schools is probably one of the most
difficult to grasp.

What is abundantly clear is that the international agencies that oversee learning
and education (i.e., UNESCO) and children (i.e., UNICEF), supported by TheWorld
Bank and the United Nations, were unanimous in their view that school closures
were detrimental in many aspects, a view they made known to the world shortly after
the first wave of the Covid-19 pandemic.

For these international institutions, the small impact of keeping schools open on
Covid-19 contaminations and deaths did not outweigh the many disadvantages of
closing schools, even in cases (such as in the Western world) where remote learning
systems could be easily deployed.

However, it is less clear whether these views were motivated solely by concern
for the welfare of school-age children themselves, or also by other (socio)economic
concerns. Be this as it may, research has indicated that school closures, for a variety
of reasons, came at an enormous economic cost. In addition, school closures also
became a factor of concern in the debate on the reopening of economies (cf.,
furthermore, in Sect. 7.10) that erupted in many Western countries briefly after the
first lockdowns, with on the one hand neoliberal politicians and business leaders
calling for such a reopening, and on the other hand many scientists and experts,
urging that a sufficient degree of caution be maintained. In this process of reopening
economies, it should be noted that for many proponents of reopening the economy,
the reopening of schools formed an ideal solution to some perceived problems of

188European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (2020), p. 21.
The ECDC, furthermore, referred to various similar research results, some of which with regard

to other territories. E.g., it was indicated that South Korea had not experienced a sudden increase in
paediatric contamination cases after the gradual reopening of its schools between April and June
2020, while Finland had not reported an increase in paediatric hospitalization cases after the
reopening of its childcare centres. A study in England, similarly, found that clusters and outbreaks
of Covid-19 had been rare among all educational institutions during the first month after the
reopening of schools, when a national lockdown measure had been lifted. Similarly, a German
study noted a very low proportion of school disruptions among all Covid-19 outbreaks after
reopening in April 2020 and the introduction of mitigation measures in schools, which led to the
conclusion that school-based Covid-19 transmission was limited. A modelling study with regard to
Shanghai, furthermore, showed that schools could be reopened without causing excessive Covid-19
transmission, provided that daily contact between children aged 10–19 years could be reduced to
33% of baseline levels. Finally, a large outbreak in a high school in Israel was linked to high
community transmission and failure to implement in-school mitigation measures, resulting in a
reactive closure of the school within 13 days of reopening. (Cf. European Centre for Disease
Prevention and Control 2020, p. 21.)
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working at home. Having your children home while working was seen as a
hinderance to productivity. Insofar as the call to reopen schools came in the wake
of the call to reopen economies, this element remains difficult to ignore.
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In all of this, the fact that the risk of Covid-19 contamination was low in the
context of school settings, has in our view, been treated somewhat lightly. Even if
the risk of Covid-19 contamination and transmission was low in the context of
school settings, it still remained a risk. This risk also had to be balanced against the
reality that the Covid-19 virus follows exponential (and non-linear) contagion and
mortality curves, so that any degree of contagion was by definition one too many.
These concerns, moreover, applied all the more in the context of the emergence of
new variants of the Covid-19 virus - with all their unknown consequences (such as a
different degree of contagiousness; a different evolution of the disease, e.g., with
regard to young people; resistance of the variants to vaccines . . .).189

The question, therefore, remains, especially for Western countries, whether the
possibilities offered by the new technologies have not been dismissed too quickly. It
is to be hoped that the various developments in technologically enabled remote
learning will be further explored in the post-Covid era. Aside from the pedagogical
potential, today’s e-learning tools, could contribute to solving a variety of other
societal problems. E.g., alleviating traffic jams and the resulting pollution, better
planning of lessons and better management of teachers’ and students’ time, dealing
with staff shortages, solving the problem of a lack of space in many schools and
HEIs, saving on buildings (a huge cost for many institutions) and all that goes with it
(maintenance, heating, etc.).

Without arguing for the disappearance of physical schools altogether, one could
at least try to aim at hybrid organizational forms based on a mix between physical
and virtual school settings, which could also help with pulling education from the
dusty blackboards of the past, into a twenty-first century technological environment.
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