
 

 

     

 

Introduction and background 
School closures due to the Covid-19 pandemic have given rise to concerns about slower rates of learning 
or learning loss, and to a worry that the negative impact will be worse for pupils who are economically 
disadvantaged. This rapid evidence assessment by the Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) aimed to 
examine the potential impact of school closures on the attainment gap, based on a systematic search of 
existing literature. The EEF identified 11 studies which provided quantitative evidence about the impact of 
school closures on attainment gaps. A subset of 9 studies provided comparable estimates that could be 
synthesised. Although the search included school closures with a range of causes (including adverse 
weather, hurricanes, teacher industrial action and pandemics) the final group of estimates all came from 
studies of summer holidays for primary-aged children.  
The authors of this rapid evidence assessment acknowledge that it has considerable limitations. The 
school closures caused by Covid-19 are without precedent. Factors such as the provision of support for 
remote learning, or different rates of engagement with learning while at home mean that the projections 
may be over- or under-estimates. 
The report includes a link to a range of additional resources which can be accessed here. 
 
Key findings 
 
Previous research on the impact of school closures  
 
• The Cooper et al. (1996) meta-analysis has been a key 

source of evidence about the impact of summer closures 
and has been widely cited. Cooper et al. reviewed a history 
of more than a hundred years of research on summer 
learning loss but focused their meta-analysis on studies 
published since 1975, of which they found 13 (two from 
Canada, all the others from the US; median publication 
date 1981).  

• The headline estimate for summer learning loss in the 
Cooper et al meta-analysis was 10 per cent of a standard 
deviation, or about one month of learning, slightly higher in 
maths and lower in reading, and increasing with age. The 
researchers estimated that in reading and language, the 
summer vacations created an average 3 month gap 
between middle- and lower-class students.  

• Although the Cooper et al analysis is valuable to a point, it 
has some limitations. One concern is that the ways in 
which of socio-economic status was defined in the studies 
reviewed is not very clear. Different study populations were 
described as 'middle-income' or 'low income' without much 
more detail. A further concern is that the comparison of 
effect sizes for income groups was largely a between-
studies comparison, meaning that differences between 
study populations or measures of learning analysis 
methods could affect the estimates.  

• Finally, Cooper et al. faced the issue that their systematic 
search process included a single study that was four times 
as large as all the others combined. The Sustaining Effects 
Study from 1976 had already been the subject of 
controversy as different researchers used different 
analytical approaches, different subsets of the data and 

different interpretations of the same results to argue 
different positions. 

 
Methodological challenges  
 
• There are a number of methodological challenges which 

face researchers attempting to measure the impact of 
school closures on the attainment gap. The first is that if 
we want to compare the gap between two groups, we need 
to know that the intervals between scores on tests are 
equal across that range. For example, a test with a ceiling 
effect, where candidates with quite different amounts of 
learning could be awarded the same (maximum) score 
would not yield reliable results. 

• Most of the earlier studies, and some of the best known, 
estimate summer learning gaps by testing students at the 
end of one school year with a test designed for that grade, 
and then testing again at the start of the next with a 
different test for the next grade. This creates problems for 
comparing gaps on 2 very different tests. 

• The studies which were reviewed do not consider the 
question of what is meant by ‘learning’ and ‘learning loss’. 
If learning has been truly lost, it must be regained, which 
may be slow and painful. On the other hand, if it is merely 
rusty, it may be quickly regained with a small amount of 
practice.  

• Therefore, to understand fully the implications of learning 
loss, we need to know about learning regain. If it is slow 
and effortful then the loss is painful. However, if the regain 
is quick and easy then we probably should not even call it 
‘loss’  
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Key findings from the study  
 
• The projections suggest that school closures will widen the 

attainment gap between disadvantaged children and their 
peers, likely reversing progress made to narrow the gap 
since 2011. The median estimate indicates that the gap 
would widen by 36 per cent.  

• However, the estimated rate of gap widening varied 
substantially between studies, meaning that there is a high 
level of uncertainty around this average. Plausible “good” 
and “bad” estimates range from the gap widening from 11 
per cent to 75 per cent.  

• One key difference between closures due to coronavirus 
and the closures caused by other factors is that schools 
have been providing support to enable remote learning, 
including by providing resources and online teaching. 
National initiatives such as Oak Academy have been 
watched by millions of pupils. 

• A recent review of remote teaching conducted by the EEF 
found that remote learning can be effective, given the right 
conditions. A review of the impact of online schools in the 
US found that although pupil outcomes online were, on 
average, poorer for all groups compared to in-school 
learning, attainment gaps between disadvantaged students 
and their peers were no wider (Woodworth, 2015). This 
may suggest that, if online schooling were operating well 
for all children, then the projection of gap widening above 
may be overstated.   

• The evidence suggests, however, that this has not been 
the case. Surveys of teachers and parents in England in 
2020 show that many pupils are not engaging in high 
quality home learning and that disadvantaged pupils 
appear to be learning less than their peers. Findings from 
these studies suggest that children from the most 
disadvantaged families are spending less time on learning 
activities, are submitting less work and typically have 
access to fewer resources at home. This means that the 
remote learning that has taken place during school 
closures is likely to have further widened rather than 
narrowed the gap.  

• There are other reasons why the studies reviewed here 
may underestimate the impact of school closures. For 
example, they do not capture the fact that coronavirus has 
had a differentially large economic and health impact on 
disadvantaged families.   

• Testing for differences across subject and age is limited by 
two factors. Firstly, all but 2 of the studies focus on either 
reading or maths, and all the estimates in the meta-
analysis come from research conducted in primary 
schools. Secondly, researchers have a small set of only 15 
comparable estimates to draw on.  

• Similarly, there is little evidence in the meta-analysis about 
differences between pupils with high or low prior 
attainment. Gershenson (2017) finds that over the summer 
higher-attaining disadvantaged children fall behind other 
higher attainers at a faster rate than other groups. 
However, this result was not replicated in maths, and 
overall there was not enough evidence to draw clear 
conclusions. 

 
Discussion and implications  
 
• Providing access to teaching via technology has the 

potential to make a small-to-moderate positive impact on 
learning during school closures.  

• However, there is a significant risk that disadvantaged 
children have less access to teaching than their peers, 
partly because of reduced access to technology. This 
exacerbates the attainment gap. 
 

• A rapid evidence assessment on remote learning recently 
conducted by the EEF emphasised that the pedagogical 
quality of remote learning is more important than how 
lessons are delivered. It is unlikely that simply providing 
pupils with access to resources without support will 
improve learning. It would be valuable to test the feasibility 
of online tuition as a way of supplementing the support 
provided by teachers to disadvantaged children. 

• Along with providing access to technology, teachers and 
pupils need to be given support and guidance to use 
specific platforms. 

• The evidence indicates that it is very challenging for 
schools to increase levels of parental engagement 
successfully. Schools may need support in communicating 
effectively with parents and in helping parents understand 
specific ways to help their child learn. Maintaining 2-way 
communication with parents and promoting the 
development and maintenance of reading habits are likely 
to be particularly valuable.  

• The effectiveness of strategies varies by age group. At 
primary level, shared book reading and linked activities 
such as building vocabulary and practising spellings are 
important, while in secondary schools, parents can support 
children to read independently and create study routines. 

 
Supporting catch-up  
 
• It is highly likely that the attainment gap will have widened 

by the time children return to school. There are 2 
approaches which could help pupils to catch up, namely 
targeted support and professional development for 
teachers.  

• In terms of targeted support, the EEF has identified a list of 
18 promising projects that have been evaluated and shown 
to have positive impacts on learning, with particularly 
strong effects for disadvantaged children in most cases. 
For example, the EEF estimates that the average impact of 
one-to-one tuition is 5 additional months’ progress (EEF, 
2020). An evaluation of low cost tutoring delivered by 
university students showed a positive impact on learning of 
3 additional months’ progress. 

• Improving the quality of teaching is the best way of 
improving pupil outcomes, particularly for disadvantaged 
students. The EEF recommends that when spending the 
pupil premium schools take a tiered approach, starting with 
efforts to improve teaching quality.   

• Priorities for professional development might include: 
ensuring high-quality materials are available for early 
career teachers linked to the Early Career Framework; 
online courses linked to the best available evidence on 
improving literacy and maths; and online courses linked to 
pedagogical approaches that are likely to be particularly 
effective for disadvantaged learners, such as 
metacognition.  


