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• Many have argued: School closures increase inequality between children from 
different family backgrounds (e.g., UNESCO, 2020; European Commission, 2020) 

• We argue: Another dimension of  inequality: low- vs high-achieving students
− Low-achieving students particularly affected by lack of  educator support during closures

• Educational production perspective 
− School closures induced sharp decline in support of  trained teachers (defining feature) 
− Our data: Direct contact with teachers evaporated during school closures

• Out-of-school learning implies large amount of  self-regulated learning 
− Children must independently acquire and understand academic content
− May be feasible for high-achieving students, but esp. challenging for low-achieving students 
− Skill formation as process of  dynamic complementarities

How School Closures Affect Low- and High-Achieving Students
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SETTING
• 3 months of  nation-wide school closures in Germany due to COVID-19 pandemic
• Almost no digital learning experience, no master plan of  school ministries

DATA & RESEARCH DESIGN
• Detailed time-use information on school children during and before closures
• Survey of  1,099 parents of  school children in Germany
• June 2020 (part of  representative ifo Education Survey)
• + Elicitation of  parental support and schools’ distance-teaching activities

RESULTS
• Learning time reduced by about half  (from 7.4 to 3.6 hours per day)
• Reduction significantly larger for low- than for high-achieving students
• Replaced mainly by detrimental (gaming) rather than conducive activities
• Learning gap not compensated by parents or schools 
• No difference in reduction by parental education; but larger for boys than for girls

This Paper
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• March 13: All federal states close all educational institutions throughout Germany 
− Emergency services in schools for children of  parents in “system-relevant” occupations

• Many students lost up to 12 weeks (1/3 of  entire school year) of  in-person 
classroom learning

• No state- or nation-wide concepts to implement online school operations
− Decisions on distance-teaching activities left to schools’ and teachers’ discretion

• Late April: education ministers decided to gradually re-open schools
− Partial return in daily or weekly shifts, starting with graduation classes
− Successively expanded to other grades in May and June 
 Most students had a few weeks of  in-person teaching before summer break

• August/September: Schools opened for all students after summer break
− Still no clear guidelines on how to continue school operations through distance teaching in case 

of  future school closures

Institutional Background: COVID-19 School Closures in Germany
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Data and Research Design 

• Our annual representative opinion survey: ifo Education Survey 2020
− Fielded by Respondi in online access panels from June 3 – July 1, 2020
− Total sample: 10,338 respondents representative of  population aged 18-69

• This study: subsample of  1,099 parents of  school children 
− Asked about youngest child in school 
− Convenience sample, but provides very good fit for students in Germany

• Survey items on  
1. Children’s time use during and before corona-induced school closures
 What activities did your child do on a typical workday during [before] the several weeks of  

Corona-related school closures?

2. Children’s school grades in math and German before school closures
 Low- versus high-achievers: students with average grade in math/German below vs at-or-above 

median of  respective school type

3. Parental involvement in children’s activities 
4. Parental beliefs on benefits of  activities for child development
5. General information about family environment
6. How schools organized teaching during school closures
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Sample Characteristics
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Activities of Low- and High-Achievers before and during School Closures
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During-before Differences in Time Use for Low- and High-Achievers
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Robustness of Gap in School-related Activities during School Closures
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Parental Involvement in Activities of Low- and High-Achievers 
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Schools’ Distance-teaching Activities during School Closures
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Parental Education and Child’s University Access 
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Parental Education and Child’s Activities before and during School Closures
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Child Activities before and during School Closures by Child’s Gender
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• Results by school type

• Parental assessment of  whether activities are beneficial for child development

• Parental assessment of  home environment and child’s learning
− Psychological burden for child: 0.39 vs 0.36 for low- vs high-achievers (not significant)
− Psychological burden for parent: 0.39 vs 0.36 (not significant) 
− Argued more with child: 0.30 vs. 0.24 (marginally significant)

Further Analyses
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• We measure learning time, not acquired knowledge and skills 
− Likely lower bound, as high-achievers arguably more effective time users 

• Survey-specific challenges
− Social desirability bias 
 Yet: fewer learning, more TV and gaming 

− Recall bias 
 Yet: retrospective reports on hours of  schooling before closures correspond to curricula 

− Parents’ knowledge of  child’s activities 
 Yet: only 21% of  respondents/partners away from home for work for at least half  a day

− Survey fatigue 
 Yet: 500 of  1,099 respondents filled in open field in time-use battery

Discussion
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• Important dimension of  inequality during closures: Low- vs high-achieving students 
− Low-achievers particularly hurt by lack of  educator support during school closures
− Self-regulated learning (too) challenging

• Low-achievers reduced learning time significantly more than high-achievers
− Replaced mainly by detrimental (gaming) rather than conducive activities

• Learning gap not compensated by parents or schools 

• Educational inequality likely to increase (along this dimension) 
− Need for binding distance-teaching concepts particularly targeted at low-achievers

How School Closures Affect Low- and High-Achieving Students

1910/20/2020 COVID-19 and Educational Inequality



THANK YOU 
FOR YOUR ATTENTION! 

Comments and questions 
are very welcome

woessmann@ifo.de
@Woessmann

sites.google.com/view/woessmann-e
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