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 Key Takeaways

• LAC has endured one of the longest spells of school closures. The region was hit disproportionately hard in 
health, economic, and educational terms. In the region, an entire generation of students – approximately 170 
million – were fully deprived of in-person education for roughly 1 out of 2 effective school days to date. 

• The effects of the pandemic on the education sector of the region have been severe: 

•  The overall impact on the out-of-school population was limited by the end of 2021 thanks to protective poli-
cies, but more data are needed to fully assess this impact in 2021/2022 as millions of children and teenagers 
are at risk of dropping out for falling behind academically.

•  Expected and real learning losses are very high, and more severe for earlier grades, younger children, and chil-
dren from lower socio-economic backgrounds. Average primary education scores in reading and math would 
fall to levels of more than 10 years ago, in a context where improvements were already very slow. About 4 in 5 
sixth graders may not be able to adequately understand and interpret a text of moderate length. 

•  Learning losses would translate into a decrease of about 12 percent in lifetime earnings for a student at school 
today. 

•  Psychosocial health and well-being have also been greatly affected.

• The incipient recovery must focus on returning to schooling and, especially, recovering and accelerating 
learning:

•  The return to schooling agenda should encompass: (i) safely and sustainably reopening all schools; (ii) re-en-
rolling all students; and (iii) preventing dropouts.

•  The recovering and accelerating learning agenda must comprise: (i) prioritizing and consolidating curricula; 
(ii) assessing learning levels; and (iii) implementing at scale learning recovery strategies and programs.

• In a nutshell, this agenda entails the urgent and comprehensive implementation of four commitments: 

•  A commitment to place the education recovery at the top of the public agenda.

•  A commitment to reintegrate all the children that abandoned school and ensure they stay in it.

•  A commitment to recover lost learning and ensure the socio-emotional well-being of children.

•  A commitment to value, support and train teachers.

PH
O

TO
 B

Y:
 ©

 C
AR

LO
S 

M
AC

IA
S 

RO
M

O
 /

 S
H

U
TT

ER
ST

O
CK

.C
O

M

3
Executive summary

Two Years After | Saving a Generation



More than two years have passed since the COVID-19 
pandemic hit the Latin America and the Caribbean 

(LAC) region leaving a gigantic trail of scars and wounds 
along the way. LAC was hit disproportionately harder in 
health, economic, and educational terms. The region has 
experienced, on average, more COVID-19 deaths per cap-
ita than any other region in the world. In fact, while being 
home to only 8 percent of the global population, LAC more 
than triples that share when it comes to COVID-19-relat-
ed global deaths - 28 percent (Figure ES.1). LAC has also 
suffered from the largest hit in economic activity and pres-
ents the worst economic prospects in terms of recovery 
than any other region. The economic decline had serious 
repercussions for LAC, most notably through the sizeable 
impact on the labor market, especially from 2019 to 2020, 
where unemployment rate for the region grew, on average, 
53.6 percent. Last but not least, LAC has suffered from an 
inordinate intensity of an unprecedented phenomenon: 
the closing of educational institutions. LAC schools have 
been fully or partially closed for a dismal 58 weeks, fea-
turing as the third most affected region after South Asia 
and North America (Figure ES.2). In the region, an entire 
generation of students – approximately 170 million – were 
deprived of in-person education for roughly 1 out of 2 ef-
fective school days to date. 

While the pandemic took a toll on education systems 
across the LAC region, notable efforts were made to 
continue delivering education remotely while schools 
were closed. To ensure teaching continuity, governments 
across the region were forced to combine a series of dis-
tance learning strategies. Most of the countries (or sub-
national entities in federal countries where education 
is decentralized) developed online platforms to ensure 
education delivery. This was the most universal delivery 
channel. The second most used delivery method was TV, 
with roughly 85 percent of the systems offering this mo-
dality. Other learning channels used - including radio pro-
grams, social networks, short-message service (SMS) via 
cell phones, or printed material - were a bit less prevalent, 
but still widely used. Moreover, many governments scaled 
up support to teachers and encouraged the involvement of 
parents and caregivers, as their participation and support 
for children’s learning during this lockdown period was 
essential.

Despite these commendable investments made to sup-
port learning continuity, the remote learning response 
faced several limitations, especially affecting the most 
vulnerable countries and groups. The distance learning 
response package faced several challenges, limiting its 

Figure ES.1. Contribution to global totals for 
population and number of COVID-19 related deaths, by 
region (%), March 2020 – March 2022
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Figure ES.2. Number of school weeks with schools 
fully and partially closed, by region,  
March 2020 – March 2022
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reach, participation, and quality. Five types of constraints 
were particularly relevant in LAC: (i) the uneven state of 
connectivity in the region; (ii) the limited access to de-
vices needed for distance learning, especially for vulner-
able groups; (iii) the complexities in the implementation 
of the specific response strategy, subject to the different 
strengths, limitations, and requirements of each distance 
learning channel; (iv) the lack of teacher preparedness 
for remote learning; and (v) institutional constraints. In 
fact, recent data compiled for 12 countries in LAC show 
that roughly only 1 in 4 households have access to Inter-
net (Figure ES.3) with noteworthy differences across coun-
tries. For example, while 40 percent of all households in 
countries like Panama and Colombia report having Inter-
net access, such indicator is below 15 percent in countries 
like Guatemala and Haiti. The quality of the connectivity 
is also an important constraint for schooling and learning, 
and vulnerable groups such as Afro-descendant students 
have significantly lower access to the Internet and a com-
puter at home, as compared to their non-Afro-descendant 
peers. Emerging regional evidence confirms that remote 
education delivery, especially with the multiple limita-
tions mentioned above, has fallen short of ensuring en-
gagement in education activities at home, and quality of 
learning. It has therefore become patent that, even under 

the best scenario, remote learning was far from being a 
perfect substitute to face-to-face education.

The relatively limited available evidence so far on the 
impact of the pandemic on schooling points to an im-
portant attendance shock during remote learning for all 
children and youth, stronger for the most vulnerable. 
Before the COVID-19 outbreak, the out-of-school popula-
tion (OOSP), both in absolute terms and as a share of the 
school age population, was consistently decreasing over 
time across education levels. Evidence collected from 
the High-Frequency Phone Survey (HFPS) showed that, 
as of mid-2021, when most of the schools in the region 
were still fully or mostly closed, school attendance had de-
creased, on average, 12 percent from its pre-pandemic val-
ues (Figure ES.4), with important differences across coun-
tries. This decrease was sharper for lower-income groups. 

By the end of 2021, as schools were reopening, the 
overall impact on schooling appeared limited in se-
lected countries, with a very small increase in the 6-to-
14-years-old OOSP population, but the risks of future 
dropouts for children and teenagers require continuous 
attention. By the end of 2021, in selected countries and 
using other indicators, the overall impact on attendance/

Figure ES.3. Internet access across LAC, selected 
countries (%), latest available year
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Figure ES.4. Attendance rates before and during the 
pandemic, selected countries (%),  
February 2020 vs. May/July 2021
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enrollments rates appeared limited. Reduced opportunity 
costs of schooling, cash transfer policies, automatic pro-
motion rates, among other factors, may have played a role 
in this outcome. Yet, data for four countries, represent-
ing about 40 percent of the 6-to-14-years-old school age 
population of the region, reveal an average small increase 
in the 6-to-14-year-old OOSP. Additionally, the relatively 
slow economic recovery, limited engagement and atten-
dance during school closures, mental distress and learning 
losses may lead to large shocks in dropouts in 2022 and 
beyond, which could reverse the overall trends in OOSP, 
for both children and teenagers and, especially, the most 
vulnerable. 

While the ultimate effects on enrollment and drop-out 
may not be yet clear at this point, the pandemic is ex-
pected to have had a large impact on learning outcomes 
and skills development, eroding the already weak foun-
dations of LAC’s education systems. Prior to the irrup-
tion of COVID-19, the region was already characterized by 
a deep learning crisis. According to results from the “best 
pre-pandemic” measure of student achievement in the 
region – ERCE 2019 results – the average student in LAC 
suffered from a profound lack of core foundational skills, 
namely literacy and numeracy. By mid-primary education 
(3rd grade), roughly half of the students in the region were 
below minimum proficiency levels (MPL) in both math and 
language; by the end of primary education, the situation 
worsened significantly: 69 percent of 6th-graders were 

below MPL in reading and a dismal 83 percent were below 
MPL in math. The arrival of the pandemic is expected to 
have led to a crisis within a crisis. A strong negative impact 
on learning is expected because of the limited reach, en-
gagement in and quality of remote learning. 

Simulations using observed data on the length of 
school closures to date forecast large learning losses 
for the region, confirmed by early evidence. Updated 
estimates using different assumptions on the extent of 
partial reopening and the effectiveness of remote learning 
show a loss of between 1 and 1.8 learning-adjusted years 
of schooling (LAYS), with a loss of 1.5 LAYS under an inter-
mediate scenario. These learning losses translate to a sig-
nificant decrease in earnings and productivity equivalent 
to a decrease of about 12 percent in lifetime earnings for 
a student at school today under an intermediate scenario. 
Under an intermediate scenario, mean ERCE scores are ex-
pected to decrease by around 6.3 percent (or 45 points) 
in both grades and subjects. The simulation results for 
3rd and 6th grade imply that every country would have 
worse mean scores than in 2013. Put differently the mean 
scores in reading and math would fall to levels of more 
than 10 years ago (Figures ES.5 and ES.6), in a context 
where improvements were already very slow. In weight-
ed terms, the proportion of 3rd and 6th graders not able 
to adequately understand and interpret a text of moder-
ate length is expected to have increased, on average, from 
37 to 50 percent and from 62 to 82 percent, respectively. 

Figure ES.5. TERCE 2013, ERCE 2019 and simulated 
2022 reading scores 

Figure ES.6. TERCE 2013, ERCE 2019 and simulated 
2022 math scores
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And increases in learning poverty are the steepest in the 
world. According to the very latest World Bank estimates, 
the proportion of “learning poor” may have increased from 
52 percent in 2019 to 79 percent as a result of the pan-
demic. Recent evidence collected on São Paulo, and more 
recently on the Mexican State of Guanajuato, seems to fur-
ther buttress the simulated estimates. While scores and 
score scales are not comparable, percentage decreases 
in primary education (ranging from about 8 percent to 19 
percent) are comparable or even sharper; and grade 5 re-
sults for São Paulo are equivalent to scores from 10 years 
ago or more. While evidence is very scarce, transferable 
skills, which include skills like problem-solving, resilience, 
and communication skills and are shown to influence the 
ability to accumulate skills in the future, including foun-
dational ones, have also have been negatively impacted. 

On average, early grades, younger children, and chil-
dren from lower socio-economic status have been dis-
proportionally affected by learning losses according 
to early evidence, setting the stage for a generational 
crisis and increased inequality. Results from São Paulo 
show much starker declines for grade 5 than for grades 9 
and 12, and data from Mexico also show steeper drops in 
primary than secondary education. The still very limited 
evidence on pre-primary education also points to import-
ant losses. Data from Mexico also show steeper declines 
for lower-income students, with losses of 32 percent in 
math scores for lower-income students vis-à-vis 25 per-
cent for higher-income students. And other evidence in 
the region and outside points to sharper decreases for the 
most vulnerable groups. Female students also appear to 
have been more impacted by learning losses, suggestive of 

unequal distribution of responsibilities in the household. 
In combination with the impact on schooling, these learn-
ing losses lay the ground for a major generational crisis, if 
the right policies are not implemented, with a dual focus 
on schooling and learning recovery starting from a very 
young age. This is even more true for the most vulnerable 
students, who are at an especially great risk of dropping 
out in the near future without urgent learning support, 
with huge potential implications for inequality. 

The pandemic has also affected psychosocial health 
and well-being of teachers and students, while show-
ing the importance of digital skills. Recent evidence on 
the post-pandemic points to a deterioration of well-being 
of children and teenagers across education levels, hinder-
ing their readiness to learn and pointing to a mental health 
crisis within the crisis. At the same time, the pandemic also 
revealed large gaps in digital skills, while providing some 
opportunities for enhancing those skills. More than ever 
before, education systems and schools were pushed to 
adopt tools that implied a certain degree of digital ability. 
This caused great strain on teachers, students, and par-
ents, while also enhancing exposure to these skills and 
opportunities for strengthening tools and strategies to de-
velop these critical competences.

While recovery has started, the gravity of the crisis re-
quires comprehensive and sustained action, and this re-
port attempts to make a significant contribution to this 
crusade by providing clear directions to education poli-
cymakers in LAC, building on the response so far. The 
document builds on a previous similar effort one year ago, 
this time gathering three international organizations like the 

Figure ES.7. The road to recovery and acceleration in LAC
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World Bank Group (WBG), the United Nations Children’s Fund 
(UNICEF), and the United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) which, partnering with the 
Inter-American Dialogue (IAD), join forces here to elevate the 
pitch (and underscore the sense of urgency) for the sizeable 
schooling and learning recovery agenda ahead. In fact, if ur-
gent and sustained action is not taken, an entire generation 
may suffer profound and long-lasting consequences on their 
human capital accumulation. 

The main policy recommendation is clear: recovery 
must focus on two essential strategies, returning to 
schooling and recovering from learning losses (Figure 
ES.7). The “return to schooling” aims at ensuring, as a first 
priority, that all schools re-open and that all children who 
were attending education prior to the pandemic can get 
back to, and stay in, school. Two key reasons substanti-
ate the key rationale for this strategy. First and foremost, 
COVID-19 poses limited health risks for younger popula-
tions. Second, foundational skills are not adequately de-
veloped at home. Once students are in school, they also 
need to be learning and recover from the massive learning 
losses, therefore actions also need to be taken to offset 
those losses and accelerate (“recovery from learning loss-
es and acceleration”). To be successful, this dual schooling 
and learning agenda will require addressing the psycho-
social challenges triggered by the pandemic, as well as 

continuing to address the digital divides that have been 
hampering the response. Embedded in all these priorities 
is the support to teachers and principals, and ensuring ad-
equate and efficiently used resources, to make their imple-
mentation possible. 

Returning to schooling and recovering from learning 
losses entails the implementation of four commit-
ments, aligned with this agenda (Figure ES.8) and the 
priorities put forward by the WBG, IAD, UNESCO and 
UNICEF. These commitments include: (i) a commitment 
to schooling – so as to ensure that no student is left be-
hind and/or drops out; (ii) a commitment to learning and 
well-being– to prioritize foundational skills and foster ap-
propriate levels of human capital formation along the way; 
(iii) a commitment to teachers – to make sure teachers are 
valued and supported throughout; and (iv) a commitment 
to advocacy and financing – insofar as the education recov-
ery agenda is a responsibility of all and needs sufficient, 
and wisely used, resources for its implementation. The re-
port provides an actionable roadmap to ascertain which 
are solid measures, programs, interventions and strate-
gies to achieve the three first commitments, while flagging 
risks and opportunities to achieve the fourth commitment. 

The first step to support a return to schooling is to get 
back to in-person education by finalizing the school 

Figure ES.8. The four commitments of the education recovery in LAC
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reopening process and make it sustainable. To ensure 
a safe return to in-person education, it is essential to ap-
ply context-appropriate health and hygiene protocols and 
to prioritize teachers in the vaccination process. School 
reopening strategies need to be coherent, flexible, and 
clearly owned by, and communicated to, all stakeholders. 
In the process of prioritizing school reopening, opening 
early childhood education and primary education institu-
tions should be a top priority, for all the above. 

Open schools are not enough to ensure schooling: 
countries need to make sure they have in place a set 
of smart policies to spur enrollment and attendance. 
While enrollment and attendance data are still limited, 
all efforts must be made to ensure re-enrollment and pre-
vent dropouts in 2022 and 2023, and prevent current or 
future disconnects with schooling, building on what has 
worked so far, and with special emphasis on the most 
vulnerable children and youth. Three main interrelated 
reasons will make these efforts especially critical: (i) op-
portunity costs of schooling may increase again, follow-
ing changes in the labor market; (ii) financial constraints 
may remain binding, or even increase as focus goes back 
to face-to-face education, because of the slow recovery; 
and (iii) learning gaps accumulated during school clo-
sures will become fully apparent. In this context, the fo-
cus should be on smart policies to spur re-enrollment and 
attendance. Building on good practices reviewed in this 
report, interventions should build on different incentives, 
with emphasis on keeping and enhancing the demand for 
schooling. These interventions could include information 
campaigns for re-enrollment; scaling up cash-transfers, 
softening their conditionalities; ensuring accessible mate-
rials and services for all; and targeting additional support 
for specific vulnerable groups, while ramping up policies 
to recover from learning losses. Examples of effective cash 
transfer policies can be found in many countries in the re-
gion, including Brazil, Mexico, and Colombia. These poli-
cies should be complemented by early warning systems to 
identify the students most at risk of dropping out. 

First and foremost, the return-to-schooling strategy 
must be accompanied by an aggressive strategy to re-
cover and enhance foundational skills. In view of the 
massive learning losses, and expected impacts on drop-
outs, this is an even more burning priority than school-
ing itself at this stage. This strategy must include three 
critical priorities: (i) curricular consolidation with a focus 
on foundational, and transferable, skills, stating what stu-
dents should learn; (ii) assessment of students’ current 
learning levels to properly diagnose the breadth, depth, 

and characteristics of learning losses; and (iii) building on 
the curricular decisions and on the evaluation of learning 
losses, interventions that can help provide the needed (and 
presumably accelerated) learning recovery. Underlying in-
stitutional and service delivery constraints will also need 
to be addressed, and countries should as much as possible 
prioritize existing practices and programs, improving and 
scaling them up building on emerging lessons. 

Countries should keep prioritizing foundational skills. 
Building on efforts made so far during the pandemic, they 
should focus on foundational, and transferable, skills in 
their curricula in the short and longer term, and proficien-
cy in these skills should be measured. The pandemic may 
be an opportunity to reiterate the importance of transfer-
able skills and how to enhance them across the life-long 
learning cycle, while refocusing teaching and learning on 
foundational skills. 

Learning assessments should be urgently re-priori-
tized, with a focus on formative assessments. Comple-
mentary assessment efforts need to be urgently stepped 
up everywhere to diagnose the real learning levels of stu-
dents, including recent learning losses, with a strong focus 
on formative assessments. In the last decade, countries 
like Brazil, Chile, Mexico, and Uruguay introduced assess-
ments that are made available for the schools and teach-
ers to administer, score, analyze, and use to improve ped-
agogical practices, and some other countries have taken 
initial steps along this line. Formative assessments have 
the potential to be integrated with pedagogical approach-
es, measure transferable skills and to be replicated and 
scaled up at a relatively low cost. At the same time, in-
ternational, regional and/or national standardized assess-
ments should continue to be fostered to generate compa-
rable data for benchmarking learning losses, and inform 
educational policies, in the context of a strengthened eval-
uation culture where assessments work together to ulti-
mately improve learning.

Learning recovery programs should be scaled up. Learn-
ing losses are expected to be widespread, and learning 
heterogeneity to have increased, requiring a scale-up of 
reforms, initiatives, and programs to recover. This can 
build on evaluated pre-existing programs (Figure ES.9), 
and new programs introduced as a response to the pan-
demic, to the extent that they start being monitored and 
evaluated. All programs should focus on foundational lit-
eracy and numeracy skills. Good monitoring and evalua-
tion systems and strengthening institutional capacities to 
implement at scale will be critical.
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Countries willing to implement learning recovery pro-
grams at scale will need to pay attention to critical 
questions and features which are conducive to scalabil-
ity. While information on unit costs is missing for most 
types of programs, based on critical features to adapt and 
scale up and evidence of results, programs like “Teaching 
at the right level” may be especially promising to both 
recover and accelerate, but other programs may be less 
demanding in terms of training requirements. Targeted in-
struction has strong potential to also accelerate learning in 
the long run. Supporting a prompt recovery in early child-
hood education will help tackle lack of readiness to learn.

Recovering and enhancing schooling and learning will 
also require a strong focus on psychosocial health and 
well-being. Countries should put in place diagnostic as-
sessments to provide timely data on the effects of the pan-
demic on psychosocial health and well-being and design 
strategies to address them. Some countries such as Chile 
and Ecuador have strived to promote balanced recovery 
approaches which include aspects related to well-being.

Recovering and enhancing learning will also require a 
strong focus on digital divides. At the same time, efforts 
to connect families and schools should continue, with fo-
cus on both the access and quality of the Internet access, 
which are still very uneven in the region. This needs to 
be combined with proper equipment and devices and the 
enhancement of digital skills of students and teachers and 
entail the needed institutional strengthening. Periodic as-
sessments of digital skills should be supported.

Teachers need to be supported throughout the recov-
ery effort. Scaling up diagnostic assessments and learn-
ing recovery programs will require sufficient teachers and 
strengthening teacher professional development. Teach-
ers, tutors, and other implementers need to be trained and 
supported on how to target instruction, by teaching at the 
right level of students. Teachers’ digital skills also need 
to be strengthened to make the best use of technological 
solutions, including through digital competencies frame-
works. Finally, as first responders, teachers also need to be 
trained to provide psychosocial support to students and 
their own health and well-being need to be supported.

Finally, countries also have an important advocacy and 
funding agenda ahead of them with opportunities for 
partnerships and efficiency improvements. A broad-
based commitment and response are essential to avoid that 
the exogenous shock suffered by the 170 million students 
in LAC that went through a real educational turmoil end up 

becoming an educational tragedy with large economic and 
social implications. The region needs to protect education 
budgets first. The schooling and learning recovery package 
has a “price tag”. Improving school safety has a cost and so 
implementing at scale programs to support attendance and 
recover from learning losses. It is estimated that $47 billion 
is required to connect the region to the Internet for educa-
tional purposes by 2030. Notwithstanding the primary role 
of ministries of education and public funding, the response 
can also build on the many partnerships and alliances be-
tween ministries, the public and private sector, and govern-
ments and civil society developed during the crisis. Further 
strengthening and developing these partnerships for educa-
tion is an opportunity provided by the crisis. Finally, there is 
also potential for efficiency improvements, to complement 
additional funding efforts. Countries can build on data and 
technology to improve service delivery through strength-
ened information and monitoring and evaluation systems, 
platforms to enhance targeted learning or, yet innovative 
and sustainable uses of remote and hybrid learning. While 
the agenda of needed institutional reforms is much larger, 
the pandemic crisis and response has also shown how im-
portant it is to support principals and align incentives and 
capacities across stakeholders to implement successful re-
sponses. Countries could also capitalize on these efforts to 
use resources more efficiently.

Figure ES.9. Examples of learning remediation and 
recovery programs in LAC

TaRL
Teaching at the Right Level 

Mexico

Aula Global
Tutoring.
Colombia

Acelera Brasil
Acceleration.

Brazil
PAM

Computer-Assisted 
Learning
Uruguay

Early Learners
Leveling.

Caribbean

JEE
Extended Teaching Time

Dominican Republic

 Source: Mancebo and Vaillant (2022).
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The COVID-19 pandemic caused the LAC region to suffer a triple curse. It was the region with the largest 

number of COVID-19-related deaths per million people. It was also the region with the largest economic 

downturn and with the worst medium-term economic prospects. Last but not least, it was among the 

top regions with the longest spells of school closures to date. 

The pandemic has had a sizeable impact on learning outcomes and skills development, eroding the 

already weak foundations of LAC’s education systems. It is estimated that the average student in LAC 

lost, to date, between 1 and 1.8 years of schooling, adjusted by learning. Average primary education 

scores in reading and math could could have fallen to levels of more than 10 years ago.

The main policy recommendation is simple: recovery must focus on two essential strategies, returning to 

schooling and recovering from learning losses. This dual agenda should focus on four key commitments: 

(a) placing the education recovery at the top of the public agenda; (b) reintegrating all the children that 

abandoned school and ensure they stay in it; (c) recovering lost learning and ensure the socio-emotional 

well-being of children; and (d) valuing, supporting, and training teachers.
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