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4 School children’s psychological
well-being and academic progress

The two previous chapters have examined the experience of schooling
(during school closures in March to June 2020) and characteristics of the
home situation of school age children. In this chapter, the available evidence
regarding children’s psychological well-being and academic progress during
this period is examined. How well did school-age children cope with the
period of lockdown and school closures? Was the academic progress of
school children slowed during this period and, if so, to what extent?
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Introduction

The two previous chapters have examined the experience of schooling (during school closures in March to
June 2020) and characteristics of the home situation of school age children. In this chapter, the available
evidence regarding children’s psychological well-being and academic progress during this period is
examined. How well did school-age children cope with the period of lockdown and school closures? Was the
academic progress of school children slowed during this period and, if so, to what extent? The academic
progress of children will be examined from two perspectives: the perceptions of parents and to a lesser
extent teachers and students themselves, and the more “objective” perspectives of standardised tests when
available.

The psychological well-being of children

Lockdowns and the associated closure of schools represented a dramatic disruption to the lives of school
age children to which they had to adapt more or less overnight. How did school age children cope with the
consequences for their lives of lockdowns, school closures and the presence of the COVID-19 virus?
Relatively few representative studies on the mental health of children during lockdowns have been
published.” The available information is sketchy and approaches the question from a range of different
perspectives.

The concerns and feelings of children

Several studies provide an insight into the concerns and feelings of children during the period of lockdown.
These include studies using self-reports of children and the reports of parents/guardians regarding their
children (and, sometimes, both).

From the perspective of parents

Parents in England reported that their children (aged 5-16 years) were worried about missing school (40%)
and that friends might catch COVID (37%) but were less worried about catching COVID themselves (22%)
or infecting others (16%) (NHS Digital, 20201}, Table 3.2). Just over half (52%) of the parents of secondary
school students in France reported that their children were worried about the future (Direction de I'évaluation
de la prospective et de la performance (DEPP), 2020;2;). Only a small proportion (13%) of parents of children
born in 2011 in France (i.e. aged 8-9 years at the date of the survey) reported that their child experienced
social-emotional difficulties such as isolation, anxiety, difficulties in concentrating and impulsiveness during
the period of confinement (Thierry et al., 20213)). In the United States, the experience of lockdown by
children did not seem to be overly negative, at least early on in the period. Nearly 90% parents reported that
their children exerienced enjoyment (89%) and happiness (88%) for “a lot of the day” on the day before they
were interviewed in March 2020 and the proportions of parents reporting that their children experienced
“negative” emotions such as “worry”, “stress”, “anger”, “sadness” and “loneliness” were in the range of
20%-26%. The only exception was “boredom” which was reported as being experienced by 65% of children
(Jones, 2020)).

From the perspective of children

School age children reported a generally negative view of the impact of lockdowns on their life, although
positive aspects were also noted. A majority of French school children surveyed at the start of the 2021
school year (September 2020) regarding the experience of confinement over April-June 2020 reported that
the period of confinement had been too long (63% of children in grades K-1, 70% in year 5 and 54% in
year 9) and that they had been affected by the absence of contact with their friends (75% of children in
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grades K-1, 82% in year 5 and 80% in year 9). Between 25% and 39% (depending on grade) had
experienced a fear of Coronavirus and between 38-51% had experienced boredom. At the same time, a
majority appreciated the ease of studying at home (57-61%) and between 36-56% expressed satisfaction at
being able to remain at home all the time (Direction de I'évaluation, de la prospective et de la performance
(DEPP), 20215}, Tables 1-3).

In the Netherlands, almost all (90%) children (aged 8-18 years) reported that the COVID-19 lockdown had a
negative impact on their daily life. The issues most often mentioned were: 1) missing contact with friends,
2) not being allowed to go to school, 3) missing freedom, 4) not being allowed to participate in sports,
5) missing joyful activities (e.g., birthdays, holidays, parties, shopping), 6) difficulties with homeschooling
7) missing extended family, and 8) boredom (Luijten et al., 2021, Table 5). Broadly similar results were
found in Germany (Ravens-Sieberer etal.,, 2021i7). Nearly two-thirds (71%) of German children
(aged 11-17 years) stated that they felt burdened by the COVID-19 pandemic. Four out of five (83%) reported
fewer social contacts during the pandemic, 64% found schooling and learning to be more difficult than before
the pandemic and 39% reported that their relationships with their friends had been impaired. Children and
adolescents also reported depressive symptoms: 62% had trouble concentrating, 58% had little interest or
joy in activities, and 34% felt sad.

In contrast, a study in England found a more mixed appreciation of the period of lockdown with 43% of
11-16 year-olds reporting that it had made their life worse, 30% reporting that it had made no change and
the remaining 27% reporting that it had made their life better (NHS Digital, 2020, p. 45()). Some 55% of
children reported that they were hardly ever or never lonely with only 5% stating that they were often or
always lonely during lockdown (NHS Digital, 20201, Table 3.6).

Change in psychological well-being

In addition to understanding how children felt about and reacted to the situation of lockdown and school
closures, a key question for evaluating the impact of lockdowns/school closures on the pyschological health
and well-being of children is whether it was associated with change in their pyschological state.

From the perspective of parents

In the studies reviewed, a sizable minority of parents reported a worsening of their child(ren)’s psychological
welbeing during lockdown. In a Canadian study, 25% of parents indicated that their children’s mental health
had worsened since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic with the majority of parents (60%) reporting their
children’s mental health had stayed the same (Gadermann et al., 20219)). Parents in Germany reported that
their children (aged 7-17 years) suffered from more mental health problems during than prior to the
pandemic. The prevalence of noticeable mental health problems was 10% before the pandemic and
increased to 18% during the pandemic. This increase was greatest among 7-10 year-olds (from 7 to 27%).
At the same time, declines in the incidence of emotional symptoms, conduct problems, hyperactivity and
peer problems were reported (Ravens-Sieberer et al., 20217)). In a survey conducted in Israel in the first
week of April 2020, 28% of parents stated that their children’s emotional state had deteriorated as a result
of lockdown (Central Bureau of Statistics, 202010;) and, in the United Kingdom, 43% of parents home
schooling their children agreed that remote schooling was negatively affecting their children’s well-being
(Office for National Statistics (ONS), 202011}, Table 1).

From the perspective of children

Studies based on the reports of children themselves provide contrasting results. A national mental health
cohort study in England (Figure 4.1) found that the proportion of 5-16 year-olds who were unlikely to have a
mental disorder had remained unchanged between 2017 and July 2020 at around 74-75% (NHS Digital,
2020p1;, Table 1.1). The main change between 2017 and 2020 was that the estimated proportion of children
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with a “probable” disorder increased by 5 percentage points and the proportion with a “possible” disorder
declined by the same margin. In Germany, children and adolescents (11-17 years of age) were found to
have lower health related quality of life (HRQoL)? during than prior to the pandemic. Before the pandemic,
15% of children and adolescents reported low HRQoL, increasing to 40% during lockdown, with the increase
being greater for younger than older children (Ravens-Sieberer et al., 20217;). In addition, 11-17 year-olds,
experienced higher levels of generalised anxiety during the COVID-19 pandemic (24%) compared with
before the pandemic (15%). However, the prevalence of depressive symptoms did not change. In the
Netherlands, worse average scores on scales measuring Anger, Peer Relationships, Global health, Sleep-
related Impairment, Anxiety, and Depressive Symptoms were recorded among 8-18 year-olds during the
period of lockdown (data collected between 10 April and 5 May 2020) than before among children and
adolescents of similar ages surveyed in 2018. However the proportions of children manifesting severe
symptoms were relatively low and, with the exception of severe Anxiety (17% during lockdown compared to
9% before) and severe Sleep-Related Impairment (12% compared to 6%) were unchanged or slighly lower
during lockdown than before (Luijten et al., 2021(s)) (Figure 4.2 below).

Figure 4.1. Likelihood of a mental disorder, 5-16 year-olds, England, 2017 and July 2020 (%)
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Source: (NHS Digital, 20201, Table 1.1).
StatLink Sa=r https:/stat.link/ktn70e
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Figure 4.2. Incidence of mental and social health problems in children (8-18 years) and adolescents
before and during the COVID-19 lockdown: the Netherlands
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Source: (Luijten et al., 2021)).
StatLink Sa=r https:/stat.link/bhg07a

The picture that emerges from the above is that the lockdowns and school closures had a range of negative
aspects for many, though by no means all children. It was a period of inconvenience, difficulties and stresses
for children, many of which would not have experienced (or would have experienced to a lesser degree) in
normal conditions. The proportion of school age children experiencing serious or severe symptoms of mental
or psychological disorders appears to have risen during the period of lockdown. However, the proportion of
children concerned was relatively small. Most, both before and during the period of lockdowns, did not display
such symptoms. An important (but unanswered question) is whether a similar pattern of change in
psychological state as that observed among adults occurred among children: that of a sharp decline in
psychological well-being associated with the introduction of lockdowns followed by a subsequent
improvement as with the reduction of restrictions and habituation with the pandemic situation and its
consequences.

Home learning: Parents’, teachers and students’ perceptions

Did the arrangements put in place to support home learning during school closures allow children to maintain
their link with schools and teachers and to continue to learn effectively? Two main types of information
relevant to this question exist. First, there is the perception of the actors involved’, principally parents and to
a lesser extent students and teachers. Second, there are a small number of studies that have compared
results on standardised tests for students in the cohorts affected by the pandemic with results for students
in the same tests in previous years. Information on the perceptions of the actors involved is presented before
presenting the results of testing programmes.
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How satisfied were parents with the home schooling experience and the support offered by schools and how
did they assess the impact of the period of home schooling on children’s learning and social development?
Table 4.1 summarises the views of parents in France, Germany, Ireland, the United Kingdom and the
United States. Overall, parents/guardians had mixed views. Satisfaction with the efforts made by schools
and teachers during the period of school closures was balanced by concerns regarding their children’s
educational progress and, in some cases, their broader social development.

Table 4.1. Parents’ views regarding their children’s schooling and educational progress during

lockdowns
Country Children concerned Aspect of schooling % of
parents
France Lower secondary school students Strongly or somewhat in agreement that the 81
Upper secondary school students (general) activities offered by teachers during the period of 75
school closures had been beneficial to their
children
Germany Primary and secondary education students Very or moderately happy with school activities 56
during school closure
kS Very or moderately happy with school teaching 54
S during the pandemic
-% United Kingdom = Dependent child(ren) aged 5 to 18 years living in Agree that the children/child within the household 70
» the household are continuing to learn whilst being home schooled
% United States K-12 students whose children’s school is currently  Very/somewhat satisfied with the way their 83
=> . ) . . .
) closed children’s school handled instruction during the
school closure (1)
Children in elementary, middle and high schools Satisfied with how much children are learning. 64
that are closed (Strongly agree/agree) (2)
Satisfied with the communication to support 76
learning from child’s/children’s school (Strongly
agree/agree) (2)
France Secondary school students Very much/somewhat in agreement that the level 66
of the students learning had been maintained
Very much/somewhat in agreement that the child 41
had progressed in his/her studies
Very much/somewhat in agreement that the level 37
of the child had improved in certain subjects
Germany Primary and secondary students Very much/somewhat in agreement that child 64
learnt much less than usual
School has slowed down 34
Ireland Primary school children Major or moderate negative impact of enforced 41
2 school closures on primary school children's
%’, learning
o
S Major or moderate negative impact of enforced 42
s school closures on primary school children's social
E development
@ Secondary school children Major or moderate negative impact of enforced 46
school closures on secondary school children's
learning
Major or moderate negative impact of enforced 43
school closures on secondary school children's
social development
Concerned about about child returning to school 36
because of falling behind during lockdown
United Kingdom = Dependent child aged 5 to 18 years living in the Oldest or only child struggling to continue 42

household and who had been home schooled by
their parent(s) in the previous 7 days

education remotely
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Country Children concerned Aspect of schooling % of
parents
United States K-12 students whose school is currently closed Very/somewhat concerned about child/ren falling 64
Children in elementary, middle and high school that ~ behind in school as a result of any disruptions
have been closed caused by the coronavirus outbreak (1)
Very/somewhat likely that school closures due to 34

the Coronavirus pandemic will lead child to not
make as much progress academically (2)

Child/children will be prepared for school in the 74
next school year (strongly agree or agree) (2)
K-12 students Very or moderately concerned that the coronavirus 42

situation will have a negative impact on child's
education (3)

Sources: France: (Direction de I'évaluation de la prospective et de la performance (DEPP), 2020, Figure 9-3); Germany: (D21
Initiative/TUM/Kantar, 2020p12;; W6Bmann et al., 2020p13)); Ireland: (Central Statistics Office (CSO), 2020p147); United Kingdom: (Office for National
Statistics (ONS), 2020p117); United States: (1) (Horowitz, 202015)); (2) (University of Southern California (USC), 20201¢)); (3) (Brenan, 2020p17)).

In terms of an overall appreciation of the work of teachers and schools during school closures, a large
majority of parents in France, the United Kingdom and the United States expressed satisfaction. High
proportions of parents of secondary school students in France agreed that the activities offered by teachers
during the period of school closures had been beneficial to their children (75% to 81% depending on their
level of schooling). The amount of work that gave to their children was seen as appropriate by nearly two out
of three parents of secondary school students with between 17% and 23% of parents seeing it as being too
much and between 12% and 20% as too little (depending on the educational level) (Direction de I'évaluation
de la prospective et de la performance (DEPP), 20202, Figure 2-11). Four out of five US parents (83%)
reported being satisfied with the way their children’s school had been handling instruction during school
closures and 64% were satisfied with how much their children were learning. In addition, high proportions of
US parents expressed satisfaction with the communication with their child(ren)’s school (Jones, 20201s);
University of Southern California (USC), 2020p1e).2

The levels of satisfaction of German parents were lower than in the other three countries. However, the
majority were satisfied. Some 54% of German parents were moderately or very satisfied with the school
lessons of their children during the pandemic, feeling that schools had done “all that was in their power”
(59%) and acknowledging that teachers transformed their teaching on their own initiative (54%). At the same
time, 33% were moderately or very unsatisfied overall, with 42% finding that teachers were overwhelmed
with the digital transformation of their teaching and 24% that schools went at a slower pace (D21
Initiative/TUM/Kantar, 2020127). Another study found similar results: 56% of parents reported being very or
rather satisfied with school activities during school closures and 38% reported being very or rather
dissatisfied (W6Rmann et al., 2020(13)).
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Figure 4.3. Opinions of parents regarding the instructional activities offered to their children by
teachers, by child's level of schooling: France (%)

B Lower Secondary 1 Upper Secondary

Wery beneficial Somewhat beneficial Nat very beneficial

Source: (Direction de I'évaluation de la prospective et de la performance (DEPP), 20202, Figures 4-5 and 4-6).

StatLink = https://stat.link/Thqxs7

Figure 4.4. Level of satisfaction of parents of K-12 children with the way children’s school has been
handling instruction during the school closure: United States, April 2020
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Source: (Horowitz, 2020p15))
StatLink Sa=r https:/stat.link/pbt5fg
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Parents were, however, generally less satisfied with their children’s learning and academic progress. Only
66% of French parents of secondary school students strongly or somewhat agreed that their children’s
learning had been maintained and far fewer were in agreement that it had progressed (39%) or that there
had been improvement in their children’s level in certain subjects (35%). At the same time, French parents
noted positive effects of the period of closures such as the increased independence of their children (57%)
and the discovery of new methods of learning (56%) (Direction de I'évaluation de la prospective et de la
performance (DEPP), 20202, Figure 5-7). In Germany, Ireland and the United Kingdom, similar results were
observed. Almost two-thirds of German parents (64%) agreed that their child had learned much less than
usual (Woémann et al., 2020p13). In Ireland, just under half of parents/guardians had a negative perception
of the impact of enforced school closures when surveyed in August 2020. Closures were seen as having a
major or moderate negative impact on students’ learning by 41% of parents of primary and 46% of parents
of secondary students as well as on students’ social development (42% of primary and 43% of secondary
parents). Few parents/guardians of either primary or secondary students (close to 15% in both cases) viewed
the impact of school closures as neutral or positive on either their children’s learning or social development
(Figure 4.5). One in three (36%) parents of secondary school students were worried about their child
returning to school because he/she had fallen behind due to lockdown (Office for National Statistics (ONS),
2020111). In the United Kingdom, 70% of parents reported that the children/child within their household were
continuing to learn whilst being home schooled and 42% reported that their oldest or only child struggled to
continue education remotely.

Figure 4.5. Parents’ views of the impact of enforced school closures on children's learning by level
of schooling: Ireland, August 2020
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Figure 4.6. Parents’ views regarding the likelihood that the COVID-19 pandemic will lead to their child
not making as much progress academically (% by category), United States, May 2020
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Source: (University of Southern California (USC), 2020(1g)).
StatLink Sa=r https:/stat.link/6t4xgh

Evidence regarding US parents’ assessment of the likely impact of school closures on their children’s
educational progress is mixed with between one-third to two-thirds of parents expressing concerns. In late
March 2020, less than half (42%) of parents of K-12 students were “very” or “moderately” concerned that the
pandemic would have a negative impact on their child’s education. A poll conducted in early April 2020,
reported less positive opinions: 64% of parents were concerned about their children falling behind as a result
of the Coronavirus outbreak. However, in May in another survey (University of Southern California (USC),
2020p161), US parents were more positive: only 34% of parents thought it somewhat or very likely that their
child would not make as much progress academically due to school closures (Figure 4.6) and 74% agreed
that their child(ren) would be well prepared for school in the next school year.

The evidence regarding the relationship between concerns regarding the negative impact of lockdowns and
school closures on children’s academic progress is mixed (Table 4.2). No relationship between views of the
impact of closures on student progress and parental education or income is seen in the Irish and UK data.
In France, the satisfaction of parents was only weakly related to their socio-economic status. Views regarding
the benefits of the activities provided to children were unrelated to social background, but advantaged
parents were slightly more satisfied with their children’s progress than their less advantaged peers.
In the United States, the existence and direction of an association between parental views regarding the
impacts of closures on their children’s academic progress and parental education, income or race varies
between studies.
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Table 4.2. The relationship between socio-economic background and parental concerns regarding
the academic progress of children

France, Ireland, the United Kingdom and the United States

France Ireland United Kingdom United States
DEPP CSO ONS Brenan Horowitz usc
Parental n/a n/a Primary No relationship n/a n/a No relationship
education students — no
relationship.
Secondary
students -
parents with
less than
degree level
education
more likely to
report
negative
impact
Parental income  n/a n/a n/a No relationship n/a Low income No relationship
parents more
likely to report
concerns than
middle or upper
income parents
Parental socio- No Low status n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a
economic status  relationship  parents
slightly more
likely to state
that their child
had not
progressed
Parental n/a n/a n/a n/a Non-whites n/a No relationship
race/ethnic more
background concerned
than whites
Data item Activities Moderately or  Major or Oldest oronly child ~ Very/moderat = Very/somewhat = Very/somewhat
provided for  very much in moderate in the home ely concerned likely that
children in agreement negative struggling to concerned about child/ren school closures
secondary that their child  impact on continue to their that the falling behind in ~ due to the
school were | had advanced  child’s education while at  coronavirus school as a Coronavirus
very or in his/her learning home situation will result of pandemic will
moderately  learning have a disruptions lead child to not
beneficial negative caused by the make as much
impact on Coronavirus progress
child's outbreak academically
education

Sources: France: (Direction de I'évaluation, de la prospective et de la performance (DEPP), 2020p19)); Ireland: (Central Statistics Office (CSO),
2020147); United Kingdom: (Office for National Statistics (ONS), 2020;11)); United States: (Brenan, 2020p17;; Horowitz, 2020(1s}; University of Southern
California (USC), 202016)).

The views of students and teachers

Unfortunately, in most countries, little information is available regarding the views of pupils or teachers
regarding the utility and effectiveness of home-based schooling during the period of school closures.
An exception is France where information is available on the views of students, teachers and school
principals.
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Just under two-thirds of French secondary school pupils (63-64% depending on the type of school) felt that
the quantity of school work that they were asked to do was appropriate with around a third considering that
it was too great and 4-7% too little (Direction de I'évaluation de la prospective et de la performance (DEPP),
2020p2, Figure 2-12). In a poll conducted in the United States in late July/early August 2020, 46% of school
students in grades 3-12 reported that they believed that they would have to catch up in the coming school
year because of the time spent learning from home in the spring of 2020 (Marken and Clayton, 202020)).

A large majority of school teachers in France were of the view that their students had learnt in a satisfactory
or highly satisfactory manner during the period of school closures. This was true of 77% of primary school
teachers and 68% of secondary teachers (Direction de I'évaluation de la prospective et de la performance
(DEPP), 2020, Figures 1-1 and 1-2). In addition, most secondary teachers considered the arrangements
put in place during school closures to have had (to a large or to some extent) a positive influence on the
acquisition of digital skills (80%) and on the autonomy of pupils (78%). In contrast, few considered that these
arrangements had a positive impact on either the reduction of inequalities (10%) or the motivation of pupils
regarding their schooling (38%) (Direction de I'évaluation de la prospective et de la performance (DEPP),
2020y, Figure 9-2).

School principals in France offered a broadly similar evaluation to teachers with 74% of primary principals
and between 67% and 84% (according to the type of school) of the senior management in secondary schools
considering that their students had learnt in a satisfactory or highly satisfactory manner during the period of
school closures (Direction de [I'évaluation de la prospective et de la performance (DEPP),
2020y, Figure 1-1). Reflecting this, only a quarter of French primary school principals felt that the level of
proficiency in reading (26%) and in mathematics (calculation and number) (24%) was lower for most or all
pupils enrolled in year 2 at the start of the 2020-21 school than was the case for pupils in the same grade at
the start of the previous school year (Direction de I'évaluation, de la prospective et de la performance
(DEPP), 202121;, Figure 2).

Evidence from standardised achievement tests

To what extent are the concerns of parents that their children’s academic progress was negatively affected
during the period of school closures supported by actual evidence regarding student performance?
Potential sources of empirical information regarding the academic progress of pupils affected by closures
can come from: (1) comparisons of the academic performance of the same students before and after (or
during) the period of school closures; (2) comparisons of students in given years who experienced disruption
to their education with cohorts of in the same years of schooling in previous years. Unfortunately, due to the
pandemic, most countries suspended national testing programmes in the 2019-20 school year. Few data are
available, therefore, that permit an evaluation of the immediate effect of the school closures of
March-June 2020 on the achievement of the pupils concerned (i.e. data collected during or within 6 months
following immediately the period of closures).

Description of the available data

Relevant data are available, nevertheless, in a number of countries and several comparisons of the
performance of students experiencing school closures in the first half of 2020 with students in the same year
of schooling in 2019 and earlier years have been published. These include results from national or provincial
level testing programmes (Baden-Wiirttemberg, France, Italy and the Netherlands) and system-specific
testing programmes (Catholic schools in Flanders). Data from online tests used in schools (England,
Switzerland and the United States) has also been analysed as have results from smaller scale studies
designed to examine the impact of school closures on student performance (Australia, England).
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In assessing the strength of the available evidence regarding the impact of school closures during the first
half of 2020 on the performance of school children, it is important to note the considerable differences
between studies. They differ in terms of their design (especially in the nature of samples), the year groups
covered, and rates of participation by schools and by pupils in tests conducted in 2020/21. Table 4.3 provides
a summary of the characteristics of the data and analysis used in the different studies.* Of the studies
reviewed, those from Australia, Flanders, France, Germany (Baden-Wirttemberg) and Italy are based on
censuses or representative samples (with the Flemish tests having very low rates of participation of schools
in the 2020 testing round). The remainder are based on non-representative or convenience samples of
various kinds involving a degree of self-selection by participating schools® and/or pupils — e.g. schools that
use a particular (proprietary) test, volunteer schools, etc.

The type of information on performance also varies. Some studies assess growth in performance in the 2020
school year (i.e. change in performance between different measurement points in the 2020 school year)
compared to the change observed among similar pupils in previous years. Others compare performance
levels, i.e. the performance of a grade cohort (e.g. year 6 students) at the end of the 2020 school year or in
the course of the 2021 school year with the performance of the same year cohort in previous years. The
statistics used to report performance also vary. Where possible, differences in scaled scores have been
standardised as a proportion of a standard deviation (SD) to help comparison if this has not already been
done by the authors of the studies concerned.

In addition, the dates at which the tests were administered vary and with this, the interval of time that has
elapsed between the first wave of school closures and the conduct of the assessment. This needs to be
taken into account when interpreting (and comparing) the results. The results of tests taken during or soon
after the March-June 2020 period of closures, in addition to cumulated learning to that point, will reflect
primarily the impact of these closures. However, the results of testing undertaken at later dates will reflect a
range of additional influences. These include: disruptions to schooling in the 2020-21 school year (including
any further school closures or lockdowns), the effects of measures taken by schools to consolidate the
instruction which pupils did not fully cover in the 2019-20 school year as well as any action taken by students
and their families to make up for any missed instruction (e.g. additional after-school tuition). For the most
part, the results presented in Table 4.3 come from tests administered either during or within six months of
the end of the first wave of school closures. The exception is the Italian assessments which were
administered in May 2021 and which, therefore, are far more affected by experience of pupils following the
first wave of school closures than the others. Finally, the assessments may also vary in terms of their
objectives and purposes.

In terms of coverage of students in the grade levels tested, the best data concerning the academic progress
of the cohort of students affected by school closures come from France, the German Lander of
Baden-Wirttemberg, Italy and Ohio in the United States. Both the French and ltalian assessments are
national assessments covering students in public and private schools. The Baden-Wirttemberg
assessments cover students in public schools and the Ohio assessment covers pupils in all primary schools
in the state. In all, the participation rates among the target populations are high.

Findings concerning academic achievement and progress

The results reported in the available studies vary considerably. Improvement, as well as stability and decline
in the performance of the “COVID cohorts” relative to their peers tested in previous years is observed
(Table 4.4). There are no clear patterns within or between countries or by learning area
(e.g. reading/language compared to mathematics). In the studies presented, performance in mathematics
declines as opposed to remaining unchanged or improving more frequently than does performance in tests
of language skills (e.g. reading in the national language). However, even in the case of mathematics, cases
of no change and improvement are observed.
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An important question is how to evaluate the scale of the observed differences in the academic achievement
of the COVID cohorts with cohorts in previous years. What is a “large” and what is a “small” difference?
Expressing the differences in terms of the normal performance gain over a given time period is one way of
doing this. This is undertaken in a number of the studies presented. However, variation in the basis of the
calculations, particularly assumptions regarding normal achievement gain mean that the comparisons should
be made with caution. The big challenge is estimating what range of growth in performance would be
expected over a year in “normal” conditions. A range of benchmarks have been proposed, from 0.25 of a
standard deviation in test scores (Avvisati and Givord, 202122, based on the Programme for International
Student Assessment [PISA]) to 0.65 (Schult et al., 202123)). ¢ These depend, to some extent, on the particular
studies, the country and the grade group concerned.

Whatever the benchmark used, the falls in performance reported in Flanders (particularly in Dutch language)
and, to a lesser degree, in Italy at secondary level (final year of high school) in Italian and mathematics seem
very large. For example, the reported fall in the performance of year 6 students in 2020 relative to students
in previous years in Dutch language (-0.3 SD) in Flanders represents the equivalent of between 50%-75%
of the estimated average achievement gain in a normal school year depending on the benchmark used. The
decline in scores in Italian among Year 13 students represents between 40% and 60% of “normal” annual gain.

In particular, the scale of the declines found in Flanders seem implausible. They imply that the substitution
of remote schooling for school-based instruction for a period of seven weeks” (around 20% of yearly
instruction time) meant that the improvement in achievement of Year 5 students in Dutch was between
25%-50% of what it would have been in a “normal” year. At the same time, the estimates of a performance
decline equivalent to around two to three months of usual annual learning gain found in the Dutch and English
studies suggest that, at best, students maintained the level of performance they had achieved when their
schools closed. This again seems surprising given that most students continued some form of school
learning from home during school closures.

The results that suggest no impact of the disruption to schooling on performance also raise questions.
In particular, they stand in contrast with the evidence that even if most pupils continued with their education,
they spent less time, on average, in learning activities than they would have done in a normal year.

An important issue that is not addressed in any detail by the studies reviewed is that of the variation observed
in the results of testing programmes over time prior to 2020. Placing the results of COVID cohorts in the
context of longer run trends (where they exist) is instructive (see Figures 4.7 and 4.8). As can be seen, the
magnitude of the changes in performance observed between 2019 and 2020 in Baden-W irttemberg and in
France is within the range of what has been observed in the recent past. Importantly, falls as well as
increases in performance are also observed in previous years.8 The main point to be drawn from this is that
care should be exercised in making causal inferences regarding the effect of school closures on academic
performance on the basis of observed changes in performance between 2020 and 2019 alone.
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Figure 4.7. Mean scores in reading and mathematics: Year 5 pupils, Baden-Wiirttemberg, 2015-2020
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Figure 4.8. Proportion of Year 6 pupils with satisfactory or better mastery of French and
Mathematics: France, 2017-2020
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Evidence regarding the differential impact of the disruptions to education caused by school closures by
socio-economic background is also mixed. Several studies find little evidence of change in the performance
gaps related to social background. Others find increases® and in a few cases declines (for some year groups
in some subjects). In countries in which results are available for pupils in several year levels in different
subjects, the extent and direction of change in performance gaps related to socio-economic background can
vary by year and subject (e.g. France and Italy).

The variation in the results found between studies is intriguing and its explanation is beyond the scope of
this report. The experience of lockdowns and school closures may have varied considerably between
countries and regions depending on the severity of restrictions and the nature of teaching and support for
learning provided to schoolchildren. Apart from issues of sampling, the timing of testing and missing data
mentioned above, the conditions in which the tests were administered is also relevant. Assessments
administered during March-June 2020 were conducted in conditions of considerable disruption to normal
schooling arrangements. This was less true of tests administered in September at the start of the 2021-22
school year (especially in Europe). The extent to which tests conducted later in the 2021-22 school year took
place in relatively “normal” conditions depends on the country concerned. In France, for example, schools
remained open over the 2021-22 school year whereas in other countries (e.g. Italy) further episodes of
closures occurred or schools remained closed for much of the year (e.g. many States in the United States).
In addition, the extent to which the tests evaluate knowledge directly related to the content of the curriculum
may differ. For example, the German and French assessments are primarily diagnostic in focus rather than
intended to evaluate what had been learnt in the previous year. It is possible that performance on tests that
focus on more “generic” content and procedural knowledge are less affected than those focusing on specific
curriculum content by the changes to the mode and content of instruction during school closures. Closures,
for example, may have meant that pupils covered some of the content tested in assessments designed to
evaluate the mastery of curricular knowledge and skills either incompletely or not at all. The risk of this is far
less in assessments designed to assess more general or generic skills and knowledge.
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Table 4.3. Methodological features of comparisons of the academic performance of COVID cohorts with pre-COVID cohorts

Test Grades Date of Sample Participation Participation Method Reference
covered testing of rate of schools  rate of
COVID cohort in 2020 or 2021 = students in
tests 2020/21

Australia ACER Progressive Years3and4  January-April Pupilsin Years3and | n/a nla Comparisons of achievement  (Gore et al.,
Achievement Tests and October- 4 in Government growth between term 1 and 202125))
in mathematics, December 2020 primary schools in term 4 in the 2019 and 2020
reading and science New South Wales (62 school years.

schools in 2019 and

51 schools in 2020)

England NFER assessments = Year 2 November 2020 Volunteer sample of n/a No information Comparison of 2020 sample (Rose et al.,
168 primary schools provided with “benchmark values” from = 202126
2017 standardisation sample.

Renaissance Years 3-9 Early and late Students taking Star n/a n/a Comparison of “actual” (Renaissance
Learning’s Star autumn 2020 Reading and Star progress between autumn Learning,
Reading and Star Mathematics 2019 and autumn 2020 with Education Policy
Maths Assessments assessments tested in “expected” progress for Institute, 2021127))

both autumn 2019 students with results at both

and autumn 2020 points.

Flanders Standardised tests Year 6 June 2020 All Catholic primary 21% No information Comparisons with results from  (Maldonado and
used in the Catholic schools in Flanders provided equivalent tests in previous De Witte, 2021;2¢))
school system years (2015 to 2019), with

and without controls.

France Reperes CP, CE1 Years1and2  September 2020  All public and private 100% 97% Comparisons with results from =~ DEPP (20209)
(national primary schools equivalent tests in previous
assessments) years (2018 and 2019).

Point d'étape CP Year 1 January 2021 All public and private 99% 99% Comparisons with results from ~ DEPP (202130
(national primary schools equivalent tests in previous

assessment) years (2018 and 2019).

Evaluation de début ~ Year6 September 2020 All public and private 97% 93% - French Comparisons with results from | DEPP (2020p4))

de sixieme (national
assessment)

lower secondary
schools (colleges)

language
94% -
mathematics

equivalent tests in previous
years (2017, 2018 and 2019).

SCHOOLING DURING A PANDEMIC © OECD 2021



Test Grades Date of Sample Participation Participation Method Reference
covered testing of rate of schools  rate of
COVID cohort in 2020 or 2021 = students in
tests 2020/21
Germany Standardised Year 5 September 2020 Public schools with Not specified Not specified Comparisons with the (Schult et al.,
reading Year 5 students in average of results for previous  2021p3))
comprehension and Baden-Wiirttemberg three years (2017 to 2019) of
mathematics tests year 5 students. Results for
the individual years 2015-19
also presented.
Italy Standardised Year 2 May 2021 All primary and Not specified 98% Comparisons with results for (INVALSI,
national tests Year5 May 2021 secondary schools 98% students in the same grade in = 202131
(NVALS) Year 8 May 2021 93% 2019.
Year 13 May 2021 82%
Netherlands National Years 4-7 June 2020 Schools in a dataset n/a 43-65% of Comparison of growth (Engzell, Frey
assessments covering students in students between end-year and mid- and Verhagen,
(mathematics, 15% of Dutch primary participated in year assessments for 2020 202032))
spelling and schools throughout both mid- and compared with estimates
reading) the years 2017-2020. end-year tests combining three previous
depending on years (2017, 2018 and 2019)
theirage and the  with controls.
test domain
United States = MAP assessments Years 3-8 Autumn 2020 US Public schools n/a 75% in reading Comparison of levels and (Johnson and
using MAP 74% in maths growth in performance for Kuhfeld,
assessments that students tested in 2020 with 2020533)),
tested at least ten that of students tested in (Kuhfeld et al.,
students in a given 2019. 2020;347)
grade in both fall 2019
and fall 2020.
Ohio English Year 3 Autumn 2020 All Grade 3 pupils in Not specified 81% Comparison of levels and (Kogan and
Language Arts primary schools in growth in performance for Lavertu, 202135))
Assessment Ohio students tested in 2020 with

that of students tested in 2019
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Table 4.4. Academic performance of COVID cohorts compared to peers in previous years

Country Grades Subjects tested Achievement of COVID cohorts Comparison group/benchmark Change in the scale of Strength
tested compared with that of similar performance gaps by socio- of
students in previous years economic background evidence
Changeinlevel  Change in growth
Australia (New = Year3 Reading no change Students at the same grade level in +Htt
South Wales) Maths no change matched schools in 2019
Year 4 Reading no change
Maths no change
England Year 2 Reading -0.17 SD 2017 “standardisation” sample Achievement gaps reported to widen ~ +
(NFER) Mathematics 014 SD for disadvantaged students
England Year 3 Reading -1.8 months ‘Expected growth’ based on results for Performance declines are greater for = +++
(Renaissance)  year4 Reading 1.8 months pupils in the same school years in students from disadvantaged
. 2017-19 backgrounds in both reading and
Year 5 Reading -1.9 months .
mathematics
Year 6 Reading -2.0 months
Year 7 Reading -0.9 months
Year 8 Reading -1.6 months
Year 9 Reading -2.0 months
Primary Maths -3.2 months
Flanders Year 6 Dutch -0.29 SD Students in the same year group in Learning losses found to increase +Ht
Mathematics 0.19SD 2019. (Results also available for with the share of students in schools
Social Sci 0.07 SD comparisons with students in the same  with low socioeconomic status
oclal Sclence - (ns) year over 2015-2019 depending on
French -0.30 SD subject)
Science -0.33 SD
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Country Grades Subjects tested Achievement of COVID cohorts Comparison group/benchmark Change in the scale of Strength
tested compared with that of similar performance gaps by socio- of
students in previous years economic background evidence
Change in level Change in growth
France Year 1 French* -09t0+2.5 Pupils in the same grade undertaking Performance gaps between schools +HH++
(start of percentage points the assessment in 2019 with high proportions of
year) in % of pupils disadvantaged students and other
above threshold schools increase slightly with
Mathematics* 1.7t0-0.7 greatest increase for students in
percentage points Year 2
in % of pupils
above threshold
Year 2 French* -1.7t0-0.7
(start of percentage points
year) in % of pupils
above threshold
Mathematics* -4.810+0.4
percentage points
in % of pupils
above threshold
Year 6 French +4.8 percentage Performance gaps between
(start of points in % of advantaged and disadvantaged
year) pupils above schools decline for French and
threshold increase slightly in maths
Mathematics +3.0 percentage
points in % of
pupils above
threshold
Year 1 French* +1.4t0+1.9 Pupils in the same grade undertaking Performance gaps between
(mid-year) percentage points the assessment in 2020 advantaged and disadvantaged
in % of pupils schools increase slightly in French
above threshold and maths
Mathematics* +2.0 percentage

points in % of
pupils above
threshold
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Country Grades Subjects tested Achievement of COVID cohorts Comparison group/benchmark Change in the scale of Strength
tested compared with that of similar performance gaps by socio- of
students in previous years economic background evidence
Change in level Change in growth
Germany Year 5 Reading -0.07 SD Average performance of year 5 School characteristics such as the ettt
(Baden- Number (Maths) -0.09 SD students in similar tests over the three  average socio-cultural capital and the
Wiirttemberg) . previous years (2017-2019) proportion of students with migration
C')v;i)etr;:\tlons -0.03 8D background did not show substantial
(Maths) relationships with schools’
competence change scores
Italy Year 2 Italian +0.12 SD Performance of students in the same No information +HH++
Maths -0.06 SD (ns) grades in 2019
Year 5 Italian +0.13 SD No information
Maths -0.07 SD (ns)
English (reading) +0.03 SD (ns)
English (listening) ~ +0.01 SD (ns)
Year 8 Italian -0.08 SD Increase in the share of students in
Maths 018 SD difficulty in ltalian is greatest for
’ . students from low socio-economic
EngI!sh (r.eadlr'1g) -0.00 8D (ns) status (SES) background. The
English (listening) ~ +0.00 SD (ns) reverse true for maths.
Year 13 Italian -0.25SD Increase in the share of students in
Maths 024 SD difficulty in ltalian and maths is
. . greatest for students from low SES
English (reading) -0.06 SD (ns) backgrounds
English (listening) ~ +0.05 SD (ns)
Netherlands Years 4-7 Composite scale -0.08 SD Estimated growth between end-year Learning losses found to be up to +++

combining
mathematics,
spelling and
reading

and mid-year assessments for pupils
undertaking assessments in 2017 to
2019

60% larger among students from
less-educated homes
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Country Grades Subjects tested Achievement of COVID cohorts Comparison group/benchmark Change in the scale of Strength
tested compared with that of similar performance gaps by socio- of
students in previous years economic background evidence
Change in level Change in growth
United States Year 3 Reading 0 percentile pts -1 percentile pts Students tested in 2019 No evidence for achievement gaps ++++
(MAPS) Maths -9 percentile pts -9 percentile pts incr.easinglby race. Some evidence
Year 4 Reading -2 percentile pts -3 percentile pts f)ofrsl(r;ﬁ(r)%?mng gaps by poverty level
Maths -10 percentile pts -11 percentile pts
Year5 Reading -1 percentile pts -2 percentile pts
Maths -9 percentile pts -11 percentile pts
Year 6 Reading 0 percentile pts -1 percentile pts
Maths -6 percentile pts -4 percentile pts
Year 7 Reading +1 percentile pts -2 percentile pts
Maths -5 percentile pts -4 percentile pts
Year 8 Reading +1 percentile pts
Maths -6 percentile pts
United States Year 3 English language -0.23SD Students in the same grade tested in Falls in scores for Black students +Httt
(Ohio) 2019 were nearly 50% larger than for

White students. The scores of
economically disadvantaged
students fell more than those of other
students

Note: (ns) not statistically significant.
* The French language and maths tests cover several domains that are reported separately. The threshold level is that of “satisfactory performance” or higher (‘maitrise satisfaisante” or “trés bonne

maitrise”).
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Sources: Australia: (Gore et al., 2021ps); England: (Rose et al., 2021p¢)), (Renaissance Learning, Education Policy Institute, 2021p27); Flanders: (Maldonado and De Witte, 2021p2g)); France: (Direction
de I'évaluation, de la prospective et de la performance (DEPP), 202019); 20201245; 20215307); Germany: (Schult et al., 2021p3)); Italy: (INVALSI, 2021531)); the Netherlands: (Engzell, Frey and Verhagen,
2020p32); United States: (Johnson and Kuhfeld, 2020;33; Kuhfeld et al., 2020p4;; Kogan and Lavertu, 20213s)).
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In the final analysis, time will be needed before it is possible to gain a comprehensive understanding of the
short- and long-run consequences of the period of school closures during the first wave of the pandemic
on the achievement and broader development of students. Placing the results for 2020 in the context of
longer run trends is essential for their interpretation and the next waves of testing programmes will provide
vital information. For the moment, considerable caution should be exercised in attributing a causal
relationship between the disruption to children’s education due to lockdowns and school closures and
differences in the performance in standardised assessments of students in a given grade tested in 2020
and 2021 compared to that off students in the same grade(s) tested in previous years. Many factors can
lead to variations in performance between different cohorts at the same point in their schooling: different
educational experiences, variation in their demographic characteristics and social composition,
measurement errors (including variation in test content and test administration between years), and in the
case of sample studies, sampling errors. Quite large variations in the performance of different cohorts in
the same jurisdiction are often observed in “normal” conditions in standardised testing programmes®
without any obvious explanation. Adjustments can be made to account for some of these factors in
analysis, but not for others.

Summary

Overall, the period of school closures and wider lockdowns appears to have had some negative effects on
the psychological well-being of school students. It was the source of inconveniences, constraints,
difficulties and stresses additional to those experienced by children in the normal course of life.
The majority of children reported a negative appreciation of the period of lockdown and school closures,
particularly the lack of social contacts with friends. The share of school age children experiencing serious
or severe symptoms of mental or psychological disorders appears to have risen during the period of
lockdown. However, the proportion of children concerned was relatively small. Parents had an overall more
positive view of the effects of the lockdowns on their children.

Drawing conclusions regarding the effect of the period of school closures and remote schooling on learning
and academic progress is relatively difficult at this point. Among parents, satisfaction with the efforts made
by schools and teachers during the period of school closures was balanced by concerns regarding their
children’s educational progress and, in some cases, on their broader social development. The evidence
from achievement tests is mixed. Improvement, as well as stability and decline in the performance of the
“COVID cohorts” relative to their peers tested in previous years is observed. Evidence regarding the
differential impact of the disruptions to education caused by school closures by socio-economic
background is also mixed, with some studies finding performance gaps increased and others finding that
gaps remained stable or, in a few cases, were reduced. In some countries, the scale and direction of
changes in the associations between test performance and social origin varied by year level and subject.
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' See Viner et al. (202136)) for a review of studies on this topic. Most of the studies reviewed covering the
incidence of mental health symptoms among children during lockdowns were based on convenience
samples. Only one “high quality” study based on a representative sample is cited. However, even this study
provides no information on its sampling strategy. For this reason, its findings are not reported in this report.

2 An individual’s perception and subjective evaluation of their health and well-being.
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3 Three quarters (76%) of parents were satisfied with the communication to support learning from their
child(ren)’s school(s) (University of Southern California (USC), 2020y16)). High proportions of parents rated
their child(ren)’s school as doing an excellent or good job in terms of teachers availability to answer
questions (77%), communication about the distance education programme from the superintendent and/or
principal (71%), provision of materials and equipment needed for the child to do schoolwork (75%) and
communication about specific assignments from teachers (72%) as doing an excellent or good job in terms
of teachers availability to answer questions (77%), communication about the distance education
programme from the superintendent and/or principal (71%), provision of materials and equipment needed
for the child to do schoolwork (75%) and communication about specific assignments from teachers (72%)
(Jones, 2020y1s)).

4 Other studies have been published [see Tomasik, Helbling and Moser (2020;7), Curriculum Associates
(2020p39)), and the list provided in Education Endowment Foundation (20213g))]. Many of these studies do
not provide detailed information on study samples and methods and their results have not been reported
included for this reason.

5 The effects of selection biases and non-response on the representativeness of the results are argued to
be negligible by the authors of all the studies concerned.

6 See, also, the discussion in Engzell, Frey and Verhagen (2020;32;). For Kogan and Lavertu (2021;3s)),
average year-to-year student achievement gains in reading between second and third grade are
approximately 0.6 standard deviations.

7 Nine weeks of the normal school year including two weeks of holidays over Easter.

8 Falls are also observed in the Dutch data set. For example, a fall between mid- and end-year performance
in reading language and spelling was observed in 2017 (Engzell, Frey and Verhagen, 202032, Table AG).

% The evidence of the NFER study in England (Rose et al., 2021, p. 10p¢)) is particularly unconvincing. The
2017 comparison sample “does not provide data on the performance of disadvantaged and
non-disadvantaged pupils”. The authors, instead, compare the standardised achievement gap observed
among the 2020 sample with that derived from another assessment carried out in 2019 to estimate whether
the gap has grown.

10 See, for example, the results reported for Baden-Wiirttemberg by Schult et al. (2021(23). See also results
for studies such as PISA (Programme for International Student Assessment), TIMMS (Trends in
International Mathematics and Science Study) and PIRLS (Progress in International Reading Literacy
Study).
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