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THE QUESTION

What Can Be Done to
Address Learning Losses

Due to School Closures?

: : Geoffrey D. Borman, Arizona State University

With nationwide school closures due to COVID-19, over 50 million of the country’s 57 million K-12 students are out of school
until next fall." If (and that remains a big if) the 2020-21 academic year begins on schedule, most students will have experienced
a full 5- to 6-month hiatus from school. Of course, COVID-19 also represents a simultaneous healthcare and economic crisis
without precedent. The pandemic has caused rising unemployment, psychological distress, and great uncertainty for U.S.
families. These hardships are unequally distributed, affecting low-income families and families of color most significantly. The
realities of the digital divide? have been highlighted by many schools’ attempts to provide distance learning. Without question,
this crisis will impact our country’s education system in unforeseen ways for years to come. It is possible that the pandemic will
be worse for education than the recent Great Recession® and natural disasters like Hurricane Katrina,* both of which greatly
reduced student achievement, especially among economically disadvantaged and minority students.

Though the current situation is unprecedented, a long history of prior research on summer learning may help inform
policymakers and educators about how this extended “break” from school might affect students. Lessons may also be learned
from past research on summer learning programs. Are there particular strategies or ideas that may help students continue
learning or make up for learning losses suffered during the pandemic? Because school-based summer programs may not be
feasible due to continued stay-at-home orders, are there quality home-based summer learning options or other ways to make
up ground when schools reopen in the fall?
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THE EVIDENCE

The Summer Slide

More than 100 years of research has documented the summer
slide—the loss of skills that students experience from the
end of one school year to the beginning of the next.® Like a
musician or athlete who does not practice, when students
take a 3-month break from their studies, their academic

skills tend to stagnate or decay. Estimates of the severity of
the summer slide vary and some recent debate® has even
called into question whether summer learning losses are real.
Regardless, researchers find a consistent and intuitive result:
all children learn reading and math more slowly (if at all)
during summer break than during the school year, with some
evidence showing that they actually forget things they learned
during the school year over summer break.

What Should We Expect in Terms of Learning Loss?
With schools physically closed for nearly one third of the
school year, we have good reason to believe students have
not learned what they needed to learn during 2019-20 and
may even have lost some of what they had learned before
school closures. We also know that they are now heading into
3 more months without schooling—summer break. How far
behind will students be when they return to school in the fall?
Recent estimates of the summer slide, based on the
widely used MAP Growth assessment,” suggest that students
lose about 20 to 50 percent of their school-year math and
reading gains during a typical summer. We can use this
information to estimate how much ground students will lose
due to the 2 to 3 additional months of face-to-face instruction
that most students have missed. Based on millions of test
scores, projections suggest that when schools reopen in the
fall, students will return with about 70 percent of their typical
reading gains and less than half of their usual math gains.
These recent estimates of the COVID-19 slide do not,
however, consider the many other serious health and
economic hardships that are affecting students’ learning and
general well-being under pandemic conditions. These health®
and economic?® struggles tend to hit low-income families
and families of color hardest, in general amplifying existing
societal inequalities.™ As a result, it seems inevitable that
economically disadvantaged and minority students will return
to school with more ground to make up academically.

The projected learning losses also identify key differences
by subject and grade, with greater declines in math than
reading skills and with older students experiencing greater
disadvantages than younger students. Research shows that,
in general, students’ out-of-school learning outcomes are
far more variable than their school-year outcomes."” As a
result, we can expect that when schools reopen in the fall (at
the earliest), there will be even larger learning differences
among students than usual and even greater demand for
differentiated instruction.

What Can Be Done to Accelerate Student Learning?

What can be done to compensate for these learning losses
and increased learning differences among students?

Research suggests that school-based summer programs often
compensate for the typical summer slide, but these programs
may have to wait until summer 2021 given recent state
guidance suggesting that schools will not physically be able
to reopen until the fall or later.” During summer 2020, home-
based summer programs can help, especially in reading.

In particular, a review of home-based literacy programs
targeting low-income children (K-8) suggests that they can be
just as effective as school-based programs.™

Home-based summer reading programs, like Harvard
Graduate School of Education’s READS LAB (readslab.org/
readingresources) and Kids Read Now (kidsreadnow.org),
provide children with access to approximately nine to
twelve books that are matched to each student’s reading
level and interests. The programs typically offer key
guidance for teachers or parents to help improve students’
comprehension skills, and they employ gentle nudges from
teachers or program staff—such as texts, emails, or phone
calls—to encourage students’ continued reading over the
summer. Free-book distribution programs, such as Reading
Is Fundamental’s Books for Ownership program (rif.org/
literacy-network/our-solutions/books-ownership), Bernie’s
Book Bank (berniesbookbank.org), or school-public library
partnerships,™ are also great ways to get quality books
to low-income students who have access to few or none of
their own.

Considerably less research evidence, though, exists on
home-based math programs, such as the widely used Khan
Academy (khanacademy.org). Parents often read with their
young children, but very few parents practice math problems
with their kids. Rigorous research™ supports a tablet-based
math app for elementary students, called Bedtime Math
(bedtimemath.org), that helps parents and caregivers bring a
little bit of math into the home. In general, research suggests
that any efforts caregivers can make to engage with their
children in studying math at home can help.
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Online classes may be another option during summer
2020. However, research' comparing online instruction
to face-to-face instruction typically reveals that online
instruction is relatively less effective. And even when students
are offered remote instruction, those without reliable
internet service or the devices to access it will fall further
behind. If online classes are the only option, though, they
are likely a better strategy than offering no instruction at
all. Relative to the classroom setting, online instruction can
present challenges for teachers with respect to monitoring
students’ active engagement. To help all students gain the
most from distance learning, teachers may need to set
specific expectations or rules that encourage all students
to demonstrate active participation. Additional efforts to
deliver supplemental online help to those who need a little
more time and assistance to master the content also can make
online learning more effective.

O

CONCLUSIONS

Even if academic programming is possible during summer
2020, it is inevitable that students will return in the fall with
greater overall needs and even more variable learning levels
than usual. Educators should be prepared to use formative
assessments to evaluate where students are academically in
the fall.” This information should then be used to target the
specific needs of students through supplemental and/or
differentiated instruction. Research has consistently shown
that one-to-one tutoring™ is an effective strategy—though
teachers and paraprofessionals are best, trained volunteers
can be effective as well. Given the pandemic and resulting
recession, many recent college graduates will be unemployed
and as many as 20 percent of young people may delay
attending college.™ Like the Peace Corps, a “Corona Corps”*°
or federally funded “Tutor Corps™* of young people could be
formed to provide online or face-to-face tutoring supports.
Evidence-based intelligent tutoring systems® could provide

a technology-based option in lieu of face-to-face tutoring.
Finally, spring end-of-year assessments could be used

to identify students who continue to struggle and these
students could be served through supplemental 2021 summer
programs. It will take more than business as usual during this
summer and the coming academic year. The academic futures
of our nation’s children are depending on it.
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