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ABSTRACT

Addressing the learning loss caused by the difficulty of education provision during the COV-
ID-19 pandemic will be a key challenge faced by the world for the coming decades. G20 
governments and partners must focus their efforts on promoting and strengthening cost- 
and time-effective pedagogical strategies, leveraging comprehensive access technologies 
and providing alternatives when necessary, identifying curricular priorities, adapting teach-
er training programmes, giving special attention to groups of greater vulnerability, leverag-
ing the private sector, generating intersectoral articulation, strengthening cooperation with 
families and communities and internationally, and using monitoring and evaluation. These 
measures will contribute to reduce economic and social consequences of educational loss-
es in G20 countries and beyond.  
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CHALLENGE

In 2020, 1.6 billion children and youths were affected by school closures, and more than 
400 million of them were unable to access digital media or other distance learning pro-
grammes (UNICEF data hub 2020). Students have missed several months of face-to-face 
classes worldwide and, consequently, important opportunities for better quality learning 
(UNESCO Database 2020). 

The impacts of the pandemic have not been equally distributed and the education-
al gaps have increased. Students from low socioeconomic strata and with disabilities 
have been especially affected. Evidence has shown that the most vulnerable students in 
the United States (Aucejo et al. 2020; Dorn et al. 2020), Latin America (Neidhöfer et al. 2020; 
World Bank 2021), and Europe (Engzell et al. 2020; Maldonado and De Witte 2020) will have 
fewer opportunities. In terms of gender, studies show that girls have been the most affected 
in some countries of the world, such as in India, Nigeria, Malawi and Rwanda, where they are 
less likely than boys to own a phone (Girl Effect and Vodafone Foundation 2020). Further-
more, internet access among females tends to be lower in Africa, the Arab countries, and 
even Europe, especially impacting women in the least developed countries (International 
Telecommunication Union 2021). However, addressing the adverse effects of COVID-19 on ed-
ucation will require careful attention and consideration of the diversity within local contexts.1 

In addition to these new problems, the pandemic has exacerbated others that already rep-
resented huge challenges for education systems. One of the biggest was the low perfor-
mance of students, even those attending school. According to the World Bank, in low- and 
middle-income countries, over 50% of children were considered in “learning poverty” (i.e., 
they do not develop competent reading skills by the age of 10), which is expected to get 
much worse (Save Our Future 2020; World Bank 2019).

Another historical problem exacerbated by the pandemic is investment in education. Ad-
ditional funding was already needed prior to the pandemic. UNESCO data shows that low- 
and middle-income countries2 already had a financial gap of US$ 148 billion to achieve SDG4 
before COVID-19, and it is estimated that this figure will increase by US$ 30 to 45 billion as a 
consequence of COVID-19,  (UNESCO-GEM Report 2020). 

The pandemic’s impact on education will have significant global and individual economic 
costs. A World Bank study early in the pandemic estimates that for four months of school 
closures, the loss (in present value) in student income ranges from US$ 252-360 billion in 
low-income countries, US$ 4.8-6.8 trillion in middle-income countries, and US$ 3.4-4.9 in 
high-income countries. The global impact is US$ 15.1 trillion in total and US$ 20,404 at indi-
vidual level (Psacharopoulos et al. 2020). In turn, it is estimated that the loss of one-third of 
the school year will result in country level GDP reduction by 1.5% for the rest of the century 
(Hanushek and Woessmann 2020). 
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Beyond economic losses, unschooling may create a serious threat to social cohesion as 
well, challenging the ability and willingness of individuals to cooperate. In this sense, 
the costs for the lack of schooling at societal level are well documented, such as a decrease 
in life expectancy (Christakis et al. 2020) and health quality in general, the deterioration of 
mental health (Lee 2020), and an increase in crime and civil disobedience (Lochner 2011; 
Oreopoulos and Salvanes 2011).

By bringing these concerns to the attention of the next G20 forum, this policy brief pro-
poses a set of recommendations focused on increasing educational funding and tar-
geting financing for programmes for learning levelling, improving pedagogical prac-
tices and teacher training, monitoring progress, focusing on vulnerable groups, and 
fostering cross-sector articulation.  The ultimate goal is to enrich the discussions need-
ed to reach essential agreements on important policies to mitigate the negative im-
pact of school closures and learning loss on economies and society for years to come.

CHALLENGE

BEYOND COVID-19: WHAT CAN COUNTRIES DO TO ADDRESS THE LEARNING LOSS CAUSED BY THE PANDEMIC? 4



PROPOSAL

To face and overcome the crisis, G20 countries need to create the necessary conditions for 
implementing educational strategies focused on the recovery and acceleration of educa-
tion and learning, paying particular attention to vulnerable groups. Even though there is 
an overall loss that may be difficult to recover, it is necessary to make as much progress as 
possible in this regard so that negative societal impacts are not further exacerbated. In this 
scenario, the State should play a larger role, especially in terms of financing reforms, 
generating favourable conditions and mobilising alliances within and between sec-
tors. At the same time, the participation of the private sector, civil society, and communities 
should be encouraged.

Furthermore, it is necessary to introduce transformations with clarity, efficiency and timeli-
ness due to the urgency of this challenge. G20 countries must play a key role as change pro-
moters and fundamentally as condition generators so as to make implementing innovations 
and transformations possible. For this, they must promote cost- and time-effective pedagog-
ical strategies; strengthen the training of school teams (teachers and principals); recognise, 
reinforce, and encourage collaboration between public and private actors; lead and promote 
cross-sectoral work; and ensure the creation of development funds, among other policies.

Moreover, while acknowledging that G20 countries have domestic educational responsibili-
ties in responding to the impacts of COVID-19, they should also have a responsibility to sup-
port developing countries and low-income countries (LICs) to recover from the pandemic.

The following set of proposals and strategies aims to accelerate learning processes and re-
duce the educational gaps that have been widened due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

RECOMMENDATION 1.  
INCREASE EDUCATIONAL FUNDING AND TARGET FINANCING 
TO PROGRAMMES FOR LEARNING LEVELLING 

To face this crisis, G20 countries must strengthen their fiscal efforts by allocating part of 
their budgets to learning recovery programmes and encouraging other countries to do so. 
Even though fiscal measures are expected to be high, the costs of not investing in remedial 
programmes and improving school conditions would be much higher in the long term (UN-
ESCO-GEM Report 2020) as already negative societal impacts will continue to get worse and 
become even harder to recover from.

Despite the need for greater investment, Education Finance Watch (2021) found that two-
thirds of developing countries reduced their education budgets in 2020, compared to one-
third of high- and upper-middle-income countries (GEM Report - World Bank 2021). As an 
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example of financial efforts, countries, such as the Netherlands, Sweden, and the United 
Kingdom have established specific educational recovery funds (UNESCO Education Sector 
2020). Meanwhile, in the United States, a Learning Recovery Act proposal has been pre-
sented in Congress, which aims to allocate USD 75 billion over the next two years to identify 
students who have fallen behind, to provide remedial learning and to support the recovery 
of students who have dropped out of school (Ujifusa 2021).

Special effort should also be made to improve the efficiency of the additional expenditure. 
In this sense, using cost-effective strategies, such as those indicated in Recommendation 2, 
is especially relevant. Furthermore, cost-effective strategies would be further complement-
ed by using various targeted funding mechanisms to ensure that a greater proportion of 
the funding reaches marginalised populations at different levels of education. For example, 
using school grants or local community grants with requirements to use local parties as 
implementors and activating other community members will ensure that a larger propor-
tion of the funding stays in the local community where it is needed instead of large regional 
players based in different communities. 

RECOMMENDATION 2.  
IMPROVE PEDAGOGICAL PRACTICES  
AND TEACHER TRAINING

PROMOTE AND STRENGTHEN COST- AND TIME-EFFECTIVE  
PEDAGOGICAL STRATEGIES

Evidence shows that strengthening specific pedagogical strategies can help students who 
are several months behind to catch up. The Education Endowment Foundation analysed 
more than 10,000 programmes and initiatives and identified a group of time- and cost-effec-
tive pedagogical practices,3 which can accelerate learning in several months a year. Among 
the highlighted strategies are developing metacognitive reflection inside classrooms, con-
tinuous pedagogical feedback, collaboration and dialogue between peers (which also con-
tributes to strengthening the social fabric), and mastery learning (World Bank & Foreign, 
Commonwealth & Development Office 2020). Therefore, governments and civil society 
should be encouraged to promote and mobilise these strategies in order to recover a signif-
icant part of these learning losses. 

Other highly effective, but slightly more expensive strategies have also been identified, such as 
individualised tutoring (Education Endowment Foundation 2020) or small-group support facil-
itated by teachers (Education Endowment Foundation 2018), giving need-based scholarships 
to disadvantaged students or using software that adapts to children’s learning levels (World 
Bank 2019). Although these strategies are more expensive, they can be used in a targeted way 
in contexts especially affected by the pandemic and for limited periods. Less expensive alterna-
tives can be also used, such as tutoring by university students (Torgerson et al. 2018) or young 
volunteers, such as happened in Italy during the pandemic (Carlana and La Ferrara 2021). 

PROPOSAL
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Some initiatives have successfully translated some of these cost-effective strategies into 
structured programmes and accelerated school learning.4 For example, the Teaching at 
the Right Level programme, pioneered by Pratham Education Foundation, has been im-
plemented and evaluated at scale in India and is now being adapted to various country 
contexts in Africa, South Asia, and Latin America (Banerjee et al. 2016). This model assesses 
children using a simple reading and arithmetic tool and then uses this information to group 
children for instruction by their current learning level rather than by their age or grade. The 
use of child-centred, engaging activities in the classroom can lead to accelerated improve-
ment in foundational skills for children, with those at the lowest levels often benefiting the 
most. Similarly, programmes such as Improve (Mevarech and Kramarski 2017), focusing on 
a combination of metacognition, collaboration, feedback, and mastery learning strategies, 
have also impacted accelerated learning.  

Overall, G20 countries must use these or other examples to learn from these programmes’ 
principles and guide their educational policies at national, subnational and local levels. 
These programmes need monitoring and evaluation (M&E) to better understand how they 
are delivered, their costs, their impacts and so on (see Recommendation 3).

LEVERAGE COMPREHENSIVE ACCESS TO DIGITAL TECHNOLOGIES  
AND PROVIDE ALTERNATIVES WHEN NECESSARY

Digital technology is a factor that can facilitate access to learning and determine its pace. 
Such technology has been crucial for expanding opportunities, particularly in the current 
context. When available, it can be a facilitator in implementing some of the previously men-
tioned strategies, such as distance collaboration or mastery learning.

In parallel to programmes that require the significant deployment of infrastructure, digital 
technology may increase the inclusion of groups that have not had previous access. How-
ever, it is not accessible to everyone − even in G20 countries, particularly for the most vul-
nerable – and even if learners have access to the required technology, they might still face 
a cost accessing innovative digital learning platforms, software and/or apps. According to 
the International Telecommunications Union (2021), only 51% of the world ś population had 
internet access at home in 2019, with huge disparities across regions; for example, 88% in ur-
ban Europe and 6% in rural Africa. For these last groups, the COVID-19 pandemic exacerbat-
ed the pre-existing digital divide in a scenario of growing social inequality (UNCTAD 2020).

Thus, it is essential to improve access to digital solutions and provide alternatives for those 
who lack access at home, such as mobile broadband, which 93% of the world population 
already has access to (International Telecommunication Union 2021). Other alternatives 
include, (a) making low-tech or alternative solutions available, using asynchronous com-
munication, printed materials, telephone messaging (SMS, social networks), TV and radio 
programmes, among others, and (b) to continue expanding electricity, equipment, and con-
nectivity policies to alleviate the widening digital divide. Examples of the above include strat-
egies to leverage existing devices in rural communities and establishing social networks of 
community volunteers and parents to help children engage with learning through simple 

PROPOSAL
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hands-on activities during school closures and beyond5 (Chandrashekar and Baghel 2020). 

IDENTIFY CURRICULAR PRIORITIES

Another way to reduce gaps and accelerate learning is prioritising content and critical foun-
dational skills for the future development of students. Pedagogical transformations that 
prioritise the instructional core (Vegas and Winthrop 2020) or what is known as the teaching 
of foundational skills (Spivak 2021) are recommended, both in traditional and non-traditional 
disciplines.

Additionally, it is necessary to consider that some of the skills and knowledge that were rel-
evant before the pandemic may not necessarily be relevant in the future. Similarly, it may be 
necessary to emphasise content that was previously considered less relevant. For example, 
placing a new priority on socio-emotional dimensions, such as resilience, caring for others, 
and the self-management of learning (ECLAC-UNESCO 2020; Marinelli et al. 2020; Reimers 
and Schleicher 2020; Schleicher 2020). Caution should also be used to avoid reducing curricu-
la to prioritising their focus on STEM while neglecting other subjects and under-emphasising 
social-emotional learning and extracurriculars such as the arts, language, music, and sports. 

ADAPT TEACHER TRAINING PROGRAMMES

In both remedial and learning acceleration processes, teachers are critical enabling agents. 
To support teachers in fulfilling this role, G20 countries need to reinforce their training in (a) 
pedagogical strategies for levelling and prioritising curricula and (b) contingent pandemic 
strategies that also have a medium and long-term projection, for instance, support for de-
veloping socio-emotional skills and hybrid education models (Bárcena and Uribe 2020).

For teacher training to be effective, it must be accompanied by supporting conditions. In 
this sense, it may be useful to promote learning communities, which effectively improve 
student outcomes (Education Commission 2019; Lieberman 2000; McLaughlin and Talbert 
2006). It is also necessary to take into account teacher health and well-being, ensure that 
programmes match the capacities of the local school community (Sokal et al. 2020) and that 
teachers are not unduly over-burdened as COVID-19 restrictions begin to ease.

RECOMMENDATION 3.  
MONITOR PROGRESS, FOCUSING ON VULNERABLE GROUPS

PAY SPECIAL ATTENTION TO VULNERABLE GROUPS 

The effects of the pandemic have been felt by everyone, especially the most vulnerable 
populations. It is essential to be mindful of groups that are particularly socially vulnerable, 
especially those at risk of dropping out or who are behind in education (Lustig et al. 2020), 
such as students with disabilities (Jackson and Bowdon 2020), students at the beginning 
of their educational process (López Boo 2021), and students in educational transition − for 
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BEYOND COVID-19: WHAT CAN COUNTRIES DO TO ADDRESS THE LEARNING LOSS CAUSED BY THE PANDEMIC? 8



example, from elementary to secondary school (Leaton Gray et al. 2021). There is a need 
to pay attention to possible gaps that did not necessarily exist before but may have been 
widened by the pandemic. Furthermore, countries need to pay attention to groups whose 
dropout rates may have increased, such as the pre-primary and secondary school students 
(UNESCO COVID-19 Education Response 2020). In this sense, countries will have to invest in 
targeted support, campaigns on school reintegration, as well as strengthening alternative 
educational programmes for those who cannot return to school. These programmes must 
be context specific as the most vulnerable and at-risk will vary by location. 

REGULARLY MONITOR AND EVALUATE PROGRESS

Many countries decided to suspend the implementation of national evaluation mechanisms 
(UNESCO 2021) due to the interruption of face-to-face classes. In general, these provide val-
uable input for improvement-oriented and evidence-based decision-making processes 
(LLECE-OREALC 2020). However, the implementation of adjusted strategies to the challeng-
es posed by the reality of the pandemic and otherwise requires updated evaluations of stu-
dent-learning programmes and policies, both at the level of education systems and more 
locally in the classrooms. These evaluations should emphasise uncovering new groups of 
populations that have been left behind, as stated in the previous paragraph. They can also 
be important for informing multiple stakeholders (not just governments and education pro-
viders) about cost efficiency, particular beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries of programmes, 
potential enhancements and how a programme fits into a broader and complex system.

In addition, consistent monitoring and evaluation can provide further input for research to 
design better support mechanisms, understanding underlying driving factors, and how 
vulnerable groups may be prevented from falling further behind. However, it will require a 
localised approach to identify the factors and groups within local communities who are vul-
nerable or marginalised for this to be effective. This information can then be aggregated at 
regional and national levels to identify key factors and share best practices (see, for example, 
Courtney 2008; Kusek and Rist 2004; Prennushi et al. 2001, pp. 124-27; Wagner et al. 2014). 

RECOMMENDATION 4.  
FOSTER CROSS-SECTOR ARTICULATION

STRENGTHEN TIES WITH FAMILIES AND COMMUNITIES

The pandemic has highlighted the opportunity for, and the importance of, involving families 
and community members in the continued learning programmes and activities of children. 
G20 countries need to structure mechanisms that foster community involvement, espe-
cially for benefiting the most affected children (Yoshida et al. 2020). Although it should be 
accompanied by complementing factors, implementing policies that enact family involve-
ment is a good first step (Epstein and Sheldon 2016). 

PROPOSAL
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The challenge is to find ways to allow parents, family members, and community members 
to support children without providing intensive training or instruction. There have been in-
teresting initiatives in this sense. In some countries, governments supported parental 
engagement by developing specific guidelines for supporting continuity in education. 
For example, in Slovakia, Sweden, Norway and Canada, among others, material for fam-
ilies was developed in multiple languages. In Spain, non-governmental organisations 
produced videos to support parents during the pandemic. In many cases – such as in 
Italy and Portugal −, counselling options for parents were also available (OECD 2020). 

LEVERAGE THE PRIVATE SECTOR

The consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic are beyond the scope and capacities of gov-
ernments; therefore, G20 countries must leverage the private sector and private philanthro-
py to help address gaps in the education sector. This includes helping to close the funding 
gap, providing in-kind support, and coordinating and implementing interventions tailored 
to the local context in which the private sector operates, as they may already understand 
the local community’s resources and needs.  Moreover, the private sector can, in certain cir-
cumstances, act faster and with greater agility to challenges, offering new solutions that the 
public sector may not be able to provide or provide within a timeframe the private sector 
can, especially in areas with limited resources (Abadia and Karr 2020; Janus 2017; Woodcraft 
and Munir 2021). 

Private sector involvement should be closely coordinated with the public sector to ensure 
that it is sustainable, locally oriented, and open to the public by providing transparency in 
finances and operations. Despite its complexity, the private sector must also welcome other 
stakeholders to build on synergies through cooperation and the sharing of best practices 
(Dingus et al. 2020). When possible, close collaboration between public and private stake-
holders could support children’s educational needs. In contrast, a lack of cooperation could 
undermine the possibilities of innovation and capacity to solve the needs of the most vul-
nerable (Atkins et al. 2021; Nee 2021; Roy et al. 2018) and potentially exacerbate the already 
negative impacts of COVID-19. 

Within the context of the pandemic, development assistance has favoured health systems, 
social protection, and climate action, while education giving has been losing ground (OECD 
Centre on Philanthropy 2021). However, there are certain areas that have received spe-
cial attention, such as bridging the access gap to remote learning, hybrid-instruction or so-
cio-emotional learning. Some data indicates that private giving to education will increase in 
2021 (OECD Centre on Philanthropy 2021). Although it is too early to know if these contribu-
tions have effectively delivered the desired outcomes or if they would have benefited from 
better public sector coordination, they highlight the potential and key role the private sector 
is playing and could play in supporting education during and after the pandemic. 

PROPOSAL
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PROMOTE CROSS-SECTORAL ARTICULATION  
AND INTERNATIONAL COOPERATION 

There is ample evidence about the relevance of extracurricular factors in learning outcomes 
(OECD 2013; OREALC/UNESCO Santiago 2016). More than ever, the different government lev-
els of the educational systems must work jointly with their counterparts in the health, social 
protection, and labour systems to design and implement policies to repair the social fabric. 
School alone can contribute little to such a damaged system.

In addition to internal efforts, efforts to coordinate strategies with other countries must also 
be added (Srivastava et  al. 2020). The economic consequences of lost learning will tran-
scend national borders. As previously detailed, low- and lower-middle-income countries will 
not meet commitments without the help of richer, more industrialised countries.

PROPOSAL
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NOTES

1 For instance, while household factors are likely to affect children similarly around the world, 
such as the number of children and if the mother is working, which are reported to further 
disadvantage children as working mothers struggle to support their children with distance 
learning (Erfurth and Ridge 2020), other factors will vary by region. For example, in some 
places, girls outperform boys in education (OECD 2019); and as such, interventions and pro-
gramming in education will need to be adapted to the local environment to ensure that 
everyone is getting the support they need, even though who is in need and what they need 
will vary according to the context.

2 UNESCO uses the new classification (July 2020) introduced by the World Bank, accord-
ing to which countries whose Gross National Income (GNI) per capita in current US$ is be-
low 1036 are considered low-income, while those whose GNI per capita in current USD is 
between 1035 and 4045 are considered low-middle-income (https://blogs.worldbank.org/
opendata/new-world-bank-country-classifications-income-level-2020-2021). 

3 https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/evidence-summaries/teaching-learning 
-toolkit/ 

4 https://www.summaedu.org/en/effective-education-practices-platform/  

5 The activities were shared through SMS or WhatsApp, in 11 languages, reaching children in 
over 10,000 communities directly. Initiatives with the government included large-scale radio 
broadcasts or SMS initiatives reaching millions of children across the country, and inspiring 
initiatives across borders, such as in Botswana, Nigeria, and Nepal.
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