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The Impacts of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Educational Equity Around the World: Mapping the Immediate and Longer-term Implications


Abstract: The COVID-19 pandemic has created the largest and longest global disruption of school-based education in modern history. Almost every country in the world has experienced school closures, affecting well over a billion children. While closing schools to mitigate transmission risks and help ensure public health and safety has widely been seen as a necessary policy response, research to date indicates that school closures have disproportionately affected already vulnerable populations and have compounded and exacerbated gaps in educational equity based on gender, race/ethnicity, socio-economic status, disabilities, and geographic location. In this paper, I first share findings from an international and comparative review of data and analysis generated since February 2020, to map some of the most troubling and immediate impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on education access and equity. In the second part of the presentation, some of the longer-term implications of the pandemic’s negative effects on education access and equity will be discussed, including possible policy responses and innovations. 

Introduction

My starting point for this paper is recognizing that the COVID-19 pandemic has led to the largest and most sustained disruption of education systems around the world in modern history. Yet, while all learners have been disadvantaged by this disruption, it is essential that we acknowledge that some learners have been more disadvantaged than others. Thus, with the purpose of mapping the pandemic’s education equity effects and implications globally, I have reviewed and synthesized the relevant scholarly and grey literatures, dating back to February 2020, and share in this paper the key highlights from this work. I also draw on the findings from a recent UNESCO-sponsored study I worked on, that focused on teacher leadership and innovation in developing crisis education responses in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic in Africa and Latin America (Mundy, Manion, Proulx, & Feitosa de Britto, 2020). In terms of the structure of the paper, I begin by contextualizing the nature and scale of education disruption as a way to set the stage for a discussion of key education equity issues identified in the literature. I then discuss the path forward, looking at equity considerations in crisis education responses. 

Contextualizing the Problem

As COVID-19 spread around the world, countries responded in different ways. Some immediately implemented full and sustained “lock-downs”, while others did not[footnoteRef:0]. Few, if any countries in the world were adequately prepared to effectively respond to the pandemic (García & Weiss, E, 2020). Nonetheless, by April 2020, over 90% of education systems were closed, including K-12 and higher education institutions, and affecting approximately 1.6 billion learners around the world[footnoteRef:1]. The already observed and predicted effects are wide-ranging and stand to impact, at a minimum, the development and well-being of an entire generation. Even if we look at the literature on women who are pregnant during this pandemic, they are several times more likely to experience anxiety and depression and the research also indicates that there is a relationship between women experiencing anxiety and depression while pregnant and their children developing anxiety, depression and other mental health issues later on. This is merely one example; however, it underscores the importance of acknowledging and anticipating the effects of the pandemic in the long term, for example, if school systems are having to deal with greater numbers of children with mental health and behavioural issues and challenges.  [0:  For example, in Malawi, the government called for a national lockdown, but it was contested in the courts and ultimately, while schools shut down, there was not a countrywide lockdown.]  [1:  https://en.unesco.org/covid19/educationresponse ] 

The loss of learning time and risks to young people’s psycho-social development and well-being are the two most frequently discussed topics in the literature (see for example, Baloran, 2020; Chen, Chen, Pakpour, Griffiths, & Lin, 2020; García & Weiss, 2020; Kuhfeld, Soland, Tarasawa, Johnson, Ruzek & Liu, 2020). Additionally, safety risks have escalated, particularly with school closures when children are spending more time at home, and if their homes and their families don't offer a safe space for them, children will be at a higher risk of experiencing (and/or witnessing) violence and neglect etc. (Baron, Goldstein, Wallace, 2020). There are also, of course, longer term implications for economic and social development. 
Across the globe, we have seen in many countries a reenergizing of distance learning modalities, including TV and radio (Mundy et al., 2020). We have also seen widespread attempts to pivot to digital learning; however, there is a split between low- and middle-income countries and high-income countries in this regard (Desire2Learn, 2020). It is important to recognize the differences between countries, but also differences within countries in terms of who and where people and systems have been able to pivot successfully to distance and/or digital learning. For, example, we see in low- and middle-income countries differences between private schools and public schools where the former have been able to more successfully pivot to digital learning than the latter.
Despite facing considerable challenges, in my research on teacher leadership in the context of crisis education responses, we heard of many innovative ways that teachers have been able to connect with their students, to help support continuity of learning, but also just to help by providing psychosocial support, to just check in to let learners and their families know that they care, and also to keep reminding them that they need to keep up with their studies (Mundy et al., 2020). In low- and middle-income countries where digital learning skills, capacities, and infrastructure are weak, we saw teachers innovate and reach out through SMS and WhatsApp (among others). But even then, these efforts were not reaching all students (Mundy et al., 2020; Tienken, 2020). 
Initial crisis education responses focused on responding to different needs, including academic and non-academic needs. And, although a fairly uneven phenomenon, I would like to highlight that we do have evidence of an increase of social dialogue in the context of the pandemic, for example between governments, which tend in most countries in the world to be the major funders and governors of national education systems, and teachers and their associations (Mundy et al., 2020, see also ILO, 2020; Ratnam & Tomoda, 2005). The focus of social dialogue in this context primarily concerned how to safely reopen education systems, ensure continuity of learning, and support the psycho-social and emotional wellbeing of learners and other education stakeholders (see ILO, n.d., 2011, 2020). 

Box 1: Access to Distance Learning Modalities
While more than 90 per cent of the countries adopted digital and/or broadcast remote learning policies, only 60 per cent did so for pre-primary education.  
Policy measures taken by the governments to ensure learning continuity through broadcast or digital media allowed for potentially reaching 69 per cent of schoolchildren (at maximum) in pre-primary to secondary education globally. 
31 per cent of schoolchildren worldwide (463 million) cannot be reached by the broadcast- and Internet-based remote learning policies either due to the lack of necessary technological assets at home, or because they were not targeted by the adopted policies.  
Online platforms were the most used means by the governments to deliver education while schools remain closed, with 83 per cent of countries using this method. However, this allowed for potentially reaching only about a quarter of schoolchildren worldwide.  
Television had the potential to reach the most students (62 per cent) globally.
Only 16 per cent of schoolchildren could be reached by radio-based learning worldwide.  
Globally, 3 out of 4 students who cannot be reached by the remote learning policies come from rural areas and/or belong to the poorest households.  


Source: UNICEF, 2020: https://data.unicef.org/topic/education/covid-19/


Drivers of Educational Inequities in the Context of the COVID-19 Pandemic

Let us unpack some of the drivers of inequity in education (and beyond). And, before proceeding, I want to highlight that I conceptualize these as being intersecting drivers of inequality (Crenshaw, 1989). Using an intersectional lens means that we do not privilege or single out any one social position or social location when we try to assess and understand inequity. That is, we have to understand that there are different components and layers of our social locations and identities and that these intersect and overlap with each other and influence effects, depending on context. For example, when advocating for gender equality, we must ask “which girls?’ and ‘which boys’ need targeted support, because it is not that all girls everywhere and always are disadvantaged and that all boys everywhere and always are advantaged relative to girls – it’s not that simple. An urban-based, relatively affluent girl will have a greater advantage educationally, for example, than a boy who comes from a poor family and lives in a rural/remote area. I also want to emphasize that these drivers of inequality that I am discussing, they are not specific to and did not emerge in the context of the pandemic: they were “pre-existing conditions”, that the pandemic has shone a light on and amplified.   
One driver of inequity is geographic location. Depending upon where you are in the world, you will have different educational opportunities and experiences. For example, rural and remote populations tend to be disadvantaged relative to those in urban or peri-urban areas (Morgan, 2020). Being poor, for example, in a rural area is often described as more difficult because of the lack of access to public services, including education; whereas being poor in an urban area has been suggested as oftentimes a little easier because you have more access to more people, and more potential resources.  
In addition to where we are in the world, socio-economic status (SES) is a widely recognized and studied driver of inequality. Greater affluence generally means the availability of more resources to invest in children’s education. Greater family affluence is also generally associated with higher educational attainment, and more affluent families tend to have greater access to information to make decisions about their children’s education. Socioeconomic status matters in terms of access to digital technologies, having the gadgets, the phones, the tablets, the laptops, the computers, radio and TV (Desire2Learn, 2020; Morgan, 2020). Considering SES with geographic location, a family living in a remote, rural area may have a TV and may have a radio, but because of the location of broadcasting towers and consequent signal strength, learners in that family may still not be able to access the distance learning programs. Again, this is an example of intersectional analysis and intersectionality. A learner may have a tablet, may have a smartphone, but lack reliable access to electricity to power their gadgets, and this also applies to TV and radio. Similarly, lack of reliable access to the Internet and/or ability to buy data, also limits the ability of learners to access digital learning programs. This is also leaving aside the question of learners having the understanding, skills and capacities for effectively using digital technologies for learning purposes – an issue that I will discuss shortly. 
Often linked with SES is the issue of time available to parents and learners. A prominent theme in my research concerned parents keeping their children busy with non-school related activities, often out of necessity to help contribute to the family and meeting basic needs. Thus, rates of child labour have increased, particularly in poor families, as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic (Lancker & Parolin, 2020). In low SES contexts, parents and caregivers often do not have sufficient time to devote to engaging with and supporting their children’s learning. 
Gender is a further driver of inequity in education, as has been widely documented for decades (see for example, Connell, 2010; GPE, 2020; Tembon & Fort, 2013; Wodon, Montenegro, Nguyen, & Onagoruwa, 2018). In many countries, girls are disadvantaged relative to boys in terms of access, retention, the nature and quality of teaching/learning experienced, and educational outcomes (Baily & Holmarsdottir, 2015). Given the importance of digital learning in the context of school closures, it is important to highlight that there is gendered digital divide. In a global survey, it was found that in low- and middle-income countries, boys are 1 1/2 times more likely to own a phone than girls, and boys are 1.8 times more likely to have smart phones with the ability to access the Internet[footnoteRef:2].  [2:  https://plan-international.org/education/bridging-the-digital-divide ] 

There is also an increased risk of gender-based violence, particularly during school closures. Again, because children are/were spending far more time at home, there is concern that some homes are not the safe spaces that we want them to be and what children need them to be. Young people are in these spaces during lockdowns, locked in and oftentimes isolated and cut off from potential support systems and people, including their teachers. Thus, there has been an increased risk for some children, and there is a gender dimension to these risks. 
I also want to highlight that surging rates of early pregnancy and marriage in some country contexts have become a significant and growing concern in many parts of the world, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa. While we know that this is happening, we do not yet know the impact this will have on girls and young women returning to school to complete their studies. While there is a risk that we will see a significant drop-out of students as a result of the school disruptions and child poverty – Save the Children estimates 9.7 million children are at risk (Warren & Wagner, 2020), the risks are higher more when we are talking about young mothers and the fact that many countries do not have adequate or equitable school re-entry policies[footnoteRef:3] (Zuilkowski, Henning, Zulu, Matafwali, 2019). There is a lot of work and advocacy going on in this area. [3:  https://www.hrw.org/report/2018/06/14/leave-no-girl-behind-africa/discrimination-education-against-pregnant-girls-and ] 

We also see different abilities and disabilities as drivers of inequality. The evidence suggests that learners with special needs have suffered disproportionately during the pandemic, including in low- middle- and high-income contexts (Masonbrink & Hurley, 2020; Toquero, 2020). During school closures, many learners with special needs (e.g., visual and/or hearing impairment, physical disabilities, autism, etc.) were marginalized by crisis education responses that did not include consideration of their different needs. There is also evidence to suggest that in the context of school re-openings, students with special needs have received inadequate attention and support (ibid). 
Race and ethnicity are further drivers of inequity in education (and beyond). Research highlights the structural disadvantages experienced by racialized people and groups, to draw attention to the reality that depending upon your ethnic background, in some country contexts or regional contexts, this can negatively impact your ability to access educational opportunities and it can negatively affect your educational experiences (Bhopal, 2016). While race/ethnicity is a driver of inequity outside of the pandemic context, within the context of crisis responses, ethnicity can become a more or less salient factor in terms of the supports and opportunities available to you. Related to race/ethnicity is the issue of language. Here the problem is that national distance/remote learning programming is largely delivered in one or possibly two dominant languages, thus preventing access to linguistic minority learners (Mundy et al., 2020).  


“Build Back Better”: Exploring Values and Strategies in Crisis Education Responses

Now, this concept ‘build back better’, I think you probably have all come across this at one time or another in the past few months. It seems to certainly be a galvanizing discourse and call to action. I see this ‘build back better’ call as reflecting recognition that the COVID19 pandemic is an opportunity to take on the challenges that existed before the pandemic and intentionally and meaningfully pursue the radical transformations required of education systems. In other words, COVID-19 is an opportunity to build back, not to where education systems were, but even better and I like to think that this build back better call to action is really also signaling the need and the desire to take inequality and inequity, seriously. I want to repeat a point that I have already made, just because I feel that it is so critical to understand, and that concerns the need to recognize and face the challenges that existed before COVID-19 (see for example, García & Weiss, 2020).
I was thinking about what some of the constituent elements of a build back better agenda for education might be, and through my review of the literature, I have been able to distill some foundational pieces of this complex puzzle. First, building back better means protecting the right to quality education for all, thus connecting with Sustainable Development Goal 4. Second, it is about ensuring continuity of learning and mitigating the impacts of learning losses and gaps caused by school closures and shifts to distance and digital learning modalities. Third, building back better means ensuring the socio-emotional well-being of all, and it also means ensuring that all children, families and communities equitably benefit from and are supported by education policy and practice in this build back better era.
Now, let’s discuss some of the goals and strategies that are featured in country-level crisis education responses. The literature is clear that the focus needs to be dual; we cannot elevate equity over quality, and we cannot elevate quality over equity. They need to be prioritized and pursued equally. There is not a trade-off here: it is not a zero-sum game in that gains made in terms of learning quality mean losses in terms of equity. Research shows that we can raise both of these dimensions of the educational experience at the same time. 
There is a need for multi-prong, multisectoral and transformative approaches. Above, I talked about social dialogue and that we have seen an increase of such processes in many countries, with governments working with educators, teachers’ associations, etc., trying to come together to plan safe school re-openings as well as strategize ways to ensure that learners can “catch up” or “make up” for learning time losses as a result of school closures. Issues of psycho-social development and emotional well-being have also been at the center of social dialogue processes in developing crisis education responses (see for example, Teacher Task Force, 2020; Sayed & Bulgrin, 2020; Symeonidis, 2015; UNESCO, 2018). 
There is a need to ensure that adequate information, training, and PPE (personal protective equipment) is provided to schools for safe re-openings. It has been necessary to re-consider and somehow alter the organization of schools so that COVID-19 safety protocols can be effectively implemented. For example, large class sizes are a common challenge in many parts of the world, and large class sizes make it difficult to re-arrange physical spaces in accordance with physical distancing protocols. 
There is a need for pedagogical and technological changes and also changes to physical and digital infrastructures. Pedagogically, a key concern focuses on different capacities for independent learning. There is evidence of generational gaps in terms of capacity and skills with using digital learning technologies, but also a lot of educators I have spoken with suggested that kids often have difficulty learning on their own because it is not a pedagogical approach that is centered in schools. Similarly, Just the same as many teachers are not trained in many countries (and not all of course), but because in many countries digital teaching and learning skills are not part of initial teacher education programs, teachers, have been really hit hard by this need to pivot to online or distance teaching modalities (Marshall, Shannon, & Love, 2020). But also, kids, because they are going through a system where there is a teacher that directs, tells students what to read, what to look for, and assesses knowledge acquired. Thus, many young people still do not know how or are not proficient at learning on their own, and this needs to be addressed. 
I have found some evidence to suggest that teachers are recognizing this gap, learned through the experience of distance and digital learning during school closures, and have tried to adjust their pedagogical approaches to nurture self-directed learning skills amongst their students. For example, in the context of partial re-openings for students writing high stakes leaving exams (grade 9 and 12) in Ghana, teachers reported working with their colleagues to implement “flipped classrooms” – where students are responsible for covering material prior to the class where it is addressed by the teacher. Thus, pedagogical changes are needed and have been part of some efforts to “build back better”. Lastly, but quite critically, technological changes are required in terms of investing in physical and digital infrastructures.
Another key idea that I wanted to highlight from my review concerns the need for meaningful and targeted support for parents and guardians[footnoteRef:4]. In addition to home schooling and trying to support their children with learning, parents and guardians could be facing or have experienced job losses, or changes to their socioeconomic status. The pandemic has understandably sparked widespread fear, uncertainty, and ambiguity and this increases stress levels and can cause anxiety and depression, thus making it harder for parents to be the supports that they want to be and what their children need them to be. I have been heartened to see the level of discussion about providing meaningful and targeted support for parents and guardians in my research. [4:  The Conversation (October 15, 2020): https://theconversation.com/to-build-back-better-after-covid-19-we-must-support-parents-146978 ] 

There is also, of course, the need to recognize and support teachers and school leaders. I think in all of this, so many people have realized that teachers are essential workers. They are front line workers. They have the know-how, they are problem solvers, particularly when they have a chance to collaborate and work together and learn together and implement together. In addition to providing spaces for such in-service teacher collaboration, professional learning and experimentation, there is a need to invest in and reform initial teacher training. Part of reforming initial teacher education will involve integrating content and providing experiential learning opportunities in the area of digital teaching and learning. Reforms to initial teacher education should also support the development of teachers’ understanding and skills in implementing learner-centered pedagogy to build up students’ independent learning capacities and confidence. 

Concluding Remarks

	The focus of this brief paper has been on highlighting the main equity issues and implications of the COVID-19 pandemic in the education sector. I have presented key findings from my global review of scholarly and grey literatures on the topic, published since early in 2020. In my discussion and analysis, I have also drawn on UNESCO-sponsored research that I completed in July-September 2020, focused on teacher leadership and innovation in developing crisis education responses in Africa and Latin America (Mundy, Manion, Proulx and Feitosa de Britto, 2020). 
	My main argument has been that the COVID-19 pandemic has not so much caused inequities in education as it has amplified the effects of pre-existing drivers of inequity, in education and beyond. Thus, following a brief contextualization of crisis education responses, I center the discussion on several pre-existing drivers of inequity: geographic location, socio-economic status, gender, ethnicity/race, and different abilities/disabilities. In the last part of the paper, I present a brief overview of some of the foundational elements of a “build back better” agenda in a post-COVID-19 world, and as part of this discussion, I identify some key areas for policy and action to ensure access to quality, inclusive education for all. 
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