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in each country reported that they had not been able to afford their learners any teaching or learning opportunities during their school closures (Meinck, Fraillon &
Strietholt, 2022). Thorn and Vincent-Lancrin (2021) in analyzing studies from 10
high-income OECD countries2 found that the average learning time of students in
them was reduced by half compared to regular classroom instruction in face-to-face
settings. As a whole, large variations in student learning time could be observed during the first lockdown in 2020, with a sizeable proportion of students, up to 20% in
some countries, not engaging in any schoolwork (ibid.). While some countries
switched from in-person classroom instruction to distance learning in the course of
the school closures in 2020 and 2021 (for Germany, see Sonnenburg, Buddeberg &
Hornberg in this issue; for Austria, see Altrichter & Helm also in this issue; for other
countries, see OECD, 2021a, 2021b), and other countries experimented with televised education (e.g., Tunisia, see Bouhlila, jules, Hentati & Arnold in this issue),
students in some countries had no access at all to alternative educational offerings
(see e.g., Meinck et al., 2022). Intermittent school closures thus impaired teaching
and learning opportunities worldwide. However, even in countries where schools
stayed open for in-person classes – in some cases only in the later course of the pandemic – schooling was affected by health measures, alternating-shift classes, hybrid
classes, or the quarantining of individual students and entire classes (Thorn &
Vincent-Lancrin, 2021).
Emergency remote teaching formats, variously designated as distance education/learning/teaching, e-learning, online education/teaching or homeschooling saw
use worldwide (Bozkurt et al., 2020). Participation was mandatory in the countries
that adopted them in response to the pandemic; nowhere was it an elective option, as
is often the case with remote teaching under normal circumstances (ibid.; Hodges,
Moore, Lockee, Trust & Bond, 2020). The term ‘emergency remote teaching’ also
serves to signal that these were ad hoc measures, i.e., unplanned variants of online
education unlike ones that incorporated normal quality criteria for online teaching
and learning. Compared to the latter, the former furnishes a mere stopgap measure
pending a return to regular in-person instruction as soon as the pandemic situation
allows (Hodges et al., 2020). From the current data, we can conclude on the whole
that during the prevailing COVID-19 pandemic the nature, quality, and reach of
school-based learning opportunities vary widely throughout the world (The World
Bank et al., 2021; Meinck et al., 2022). In addition to the resulting uncertainties for
teachers and students (cf. Hornberg & Sonnenburg, in press), the first effects discussed under the following headings are already foreseeable or have even been
empirically demonstrated.
Learning losses: The disruption and impairment of schooling have raised the
specter of significant learning losses among students worldwide. As long as school
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closures continue, which they still do in some cases, these learning gaps are expected
to worsen (cf. e.g., Thorn & Vincent-Lancrin, 2021). Results of extant studies point
in this direction and show that there is a global preponderance of learning losses (cf.
e.g., the reviews of Böttger & Zierer, 2021; Hammerstein, König, Dreisörner & Frey,
2021; Helm, Huber & Postlbauer, 2021; Zierer, 2021); however, other studies report
no losses in learning outcomes (cf. Helm et al., 2021, among others). As jointly reported by the World Bank et al. (2021, p. 15), “studies from low- and middle-income
countries in particular reveal major systemwide learning losses.” Yet, enormous
learning losses afflicted even high-income countries where online learning could be
realized (ibid.). Consequently, measures to reduce learning deficits have been taken
by a large number of countries for which data are available (see OECD, 2021a, for
an overview). Generally speaking, however, it is still too early to produce empirically
sound assessments because sufficient data on learning losses just is not there yet (see
also Thorn & Vincent-Lancrin, 2021). For instance, some of the studies already cited
in reviews only examine the effects of school closures in 2020.
Loss of the school as safe space: For children and adolescents, the school closures
were accompanied by a loss of the protective space that school normally provides
them with:
During school closures, children’s health and safety was jeopardized, with domestic violence and child labor increasing. More than 370 million children globally missed school
meals during school closures, losing what is for some children the only reliable source of
food and daily nutrition. … Advances in gender equality are threatened, with school closures
placing an estimated 10 million more girls at risk of early marriage in the next decade and
at increased risk of dropping out of school. (The World Bank et al., 2021, p. 6)

These massive consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic for minors imply a dire
retrograde step for the affected individuals and societies. They underscore the importance of the Sustainable Development Agenda with its 17 goals, adopted by all
members of the UN in 2015, of which goal 4 addresses quality education, i.e., to
“ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all” (United Nations, 2015, p. 14).
Impact on student well-being: The COVID-19 pandemic by no means affected
children’s schooling alone, but also their home and social environments. For example, it shrank private contacts, changed parents’ employment situation, and led to
financial and health concerns (Thorn & Vincent-Lancrin, 2021). For students, the
pandemic was an unfamiliar situation; loss of the school as a socialization agency
led to a reduction or elimination of social contacts both at school and in the personal
sphere (cf. also Meinck et al., 2022). The World Bank et al. (2021, p. 6) summed up
the situation as an unprecedented “mental health crisis among young people.” The
combination of school closures and social restrictions consequently affected the lives
TC, 2022, 28 (3)
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of the children and their families, in some cases massively, for an extended period,
with adverse effects on the children’s educational opportunities and experiences
(Thorn & Vincent-Lancrin, 2021).
Parents as ‘substitute teachers’: Parents whose children studied in part or entirely
at home during the pandemic suddenly found themselves cast in the role of substitute
teachers (Bozkurt et al., 2020). For some, it involved assigning homework, which
the teachers had previously provided (Graumann, 2020), and helping their children,
especially the younger ones, with their assignments (Thorn & Vincent-Lancrin,
2021). In the OECD countries studied by Thorn and Vincent-Lancrin (2021), most
parents devoted more time to their children’s schooling and care than before the pandemic (ibid.). They thus had to balance caring for their children at home with their
jobs (Bozkurt et al., 2020). The elimination of presence care provided by schools and
day care centers/kindergartens thus ended up imposing a double burden on working
parents.
Changes in how students learn: The (partial) school closures also increased the
students’ responsibility for their own learning processes (Aldon, Cusi, Schacht &
Swidan, 2021). Among other things, they were challenged in the context of individualized learning to practice reflective competence for their own work and learning
behavior. With the goal of self-regulated learning by students (cf. e.g., Sonnenburg,
2022), these skills undoubtedly proved to be a key individual resource for coping
with the framework conditions induced by the COVID-19 pandemic. Bozkurt et al.
(2020) could therefore conclude that “it is maybe the first time in contemporary history, [that] learners (and parents in the case of K-12) have been given that much
agency over and responsibility for their learning” (p. 10).
Changes for teachers: The infection dynamics and their impact on schools forced
teachers to continuously adapt to changing conditions for their teaching. In switching
to distance-only instruction, for example, teachers had to find new ways of communicating with students and teaching them remotely. As Ehren et al. (2021) point out,
teachers on the one hand were therefore confronted with teaching their students in
rotating, smaller learning groups and having to develop concepts, including hybrid
learning, for this purpose. On the other hand, in face-to-face classes under the requisite hygienic conditions they had to employ methods that avoided physical proximity
between participants (ibid.), yet were practicable for both teachers and students. In
addition, in some countries, testing and assessment regimes were modified, in part
to mitigate the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., Aldon et al., 2021; The
World Bank et al., 2021), leading to additional changes in existing instructional practices.
Digitalization push and widening of the digital divide: In the course of the necessary changeover to digital forms of education, a digitalization push can be observed
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in schooling worldwide. Thus, The World Bank et al. (2021) recapitulated the
COVID-19 crisis as not only having taught critical lessons but also being a catalyst
for changes and innovations: “Remote and hybrid education, which became a necessity when the pandemic hit, has the potential to transform the future of learning if
systems are strengthened and technology is better leveraged to complement skilled
and well-supported teachers” (ibid., p. 6). However, this is also accompanied by the
need to acquire digital competencies, including from a critical-thinking perspective,
i.e., developing a skillset for critically analyzing information and evaluating its authenticity. Moreover, privacy concerns arise from the short-term shift to digital forms
of instruction and testing (Bozkurt et al., 2020). Resorting to digital modes of communication has also further exposed the global “digital divide” (ibid., p. 5). The term
refers to the disparity in access to the Internet as well as mobile devices around the
world and between urban and remote rural areas (ibid.). This is especially true in
countries that are politically unstable, characterized by violence, and poor (e.g., developing countries such as Palestine, Afghanistan, and Libya – see Khlaif, Salha,
Fareed & Rashed, 2021).
Sharpening of social inequality: The digital divide exacerbated the social divide
and inequality in education (Bozkurt et al., 2020; The World Bank et al., 2021). On
the whole, the negative consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic were magnified
in disadvantaged populations (Thorn & Vincent-Lancrin, 2021). Students who previously had also experienced social inequality were among those most severely impacted by the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic (Bozkurt et al., 2020).
The impacts discussed here are intended to serve as a kind of synopsis of widelydiscussed global impacts, not as an exhaustive list. As a further caveat, not all impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic are foreseeable at this time, and they may vary at
the individual country level. Furthermore, the data situation across countries is highly
uneven with a worldwide dearth of high-quality data and studies suitable for supporting representative results. It is also noteworthy in this context that the consequences
of the most recent developments (those from 2021 and 2022) have yet to be factored
in sufficiently.
The contributions collected in this special issue of the Tertium Comparationis
journal document the responses during the COVID-19 pandemic by school systems
in Sweden, Tunisia, Austria, and the Federal Republic of Germany as they sought to
execute their educational missions. Posing unprecedented challenges to societies
around the world, months-long school closures represented a turning point for many
school systems, as documented by the contributions collected in this issue for
Tunisia, Austria, and the Federal Republic of Germany. Sweden, whose primary
schools were kept open, with only upper secondary education locked down, represents the lone exception.
TC, 2022, 28 (3)
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With an eye to an international readership, we asked the contributors to this publication to begin by outlining the structure of their respective school systems, before
moving on to an overview of the pandemic’s chronological course in terms of how
it affected schools based on initial research findings. This rough structuring is intended to provide the reader with a comparative view. Although the articles are structured in an analogous way, they are deliberately heterogeneous with regard to country-specific characteristics. They also differ according to the type of article: The article on the Swedish school situation during the pandemic is based on a proprietary
empirical study, while the other contributions refer to already existing empirical data.
Our aim in this issue is to retrospectively document the course of the pandemic in
the selected countries with reference to the school systems discussed here as well as
to highlight the effects that are already discernible and the developmental needs they
suggest. For quality assurance, all contributions were put through multi-stage double-blind peer reviews. We would like to take this opportunity to thank the reviewers
for their valuable inputs and expertise. We are also indebted to all our participating
authors for helping us bring this special issue in under a tight deadline.
This issue is organized as follows: After this introduction, Susanne Kreitz-Sandberg, Noam Ringer, and Ulf Fredriksson lead off with an article titled ‘‘We have our
lessons in Teams’ – Strategies chosen in Swedish schools during the COVID-19 pandemic and consequences for students in upper secondary education.’ The authors
describe how Sweden responded to the COVID-19 pandemic by keeping its compulsory schools open while closing the upper secondary schools, resorting temporarily
to distance learning in the latter during the 2020 spring semester. Relying on data
gleaned from interviews they conducted with upper secondary students, the authors
delineate the strategies implemented for Swedish schools and their consequences for
the students. Their analysis highlights how the students experienced the pandemicinduced shift to digital and remote learning, with an emphasis on the digital infrastructure and adjustments required for studying under remote learning conditions.
Next we turn to North Africa, for a discussion of Tunisia’s school system and its
COVID-19 response. We appreciate this contribution by Donia Smaali Bouhlila,
tavis d. jules, Imen Hentati, and Richard Arnold titled ‘Navigating through the
Covid-19 pandemic: Unfinished learning in primary and secondary education in
Tunisia’ – we rarely have the benefit of studies on education systems from this continent. In this article, we learn that Tunisia, like many other countries confronted by
the COVID-19 pandemic, implemented emergency distance learning measures to
save the school year and ensure continued learning. These efforts, however, were
often stymied by a shortage of digital materials and inadequate Internet bandwidth.
Hence, in 2020/2021, Tunisia shifted to a model of alternating school days for primary, pre-secondary, and secondary school pupils to avoid overcrowding. In
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addition, the curriculum was pared down to give priority to teaching the fundamentals. Based on a content analysis of Tunisia’s Ministry of Education documentation,
including a survey on remote learning, the authors shed light on various measures
taken to mitigate learning losses, the challenges Tunisian students and the government had to cope with, and outcomes.
We return to Europe with an article by Herbert Altrichter and Christoph Helm
titled ‘Austrian schools in the COVID-19 pandemic era’. The authors present the key
features of the Austrian school system coupled with a comprehensive overview how
the country managed its schools during the pandemic from 2020 through early 2022.
They highlight the key empirical research findings on the effects of school closures
due to COVID-related changes in learning and teaching. How children learned during the pandemic comes in for its share of the researchers’ attention; so does how
they, their teachers, and their parents coped with the unprecedented situation. The
article closes with a discussion of the principal features of pandemic management in
Austrian schools and their implications for future school practice and research.
We close out this special issue with an article on the German school system by
Nadine Sonnenburg, Magdalena Buddeberg, and Sabine Hornberg titled ‘The German school system in the COVID-19 pandemic era’. In Germany, too, the COVID19 pandemic led to repeated school closures and a switch to distance or alternatingshift learning, but with regional differences in what steps the individual German
states took to cope with the pandemic. From the perspective of significant changes
in schools, the authors outline seven phases in the pandemic’s chronological course
in Germany and, relying on empirical findings available to date, they identify medium- to long-term development needs for the German school system. Among these,
they cite fostering self-directed learning by students, making up students’ learning
deficits, with special consideration of inequalities made worse by the pandemic, the
digitalization of the school system, and the future development of concepts for linking synchronous and asynchronous (digital) forms of learning and integrating them
into mainstream teaching.
The changes in and development needs of school systems during the COVID-19
pandemic identified in the above contributions raise the following questions for the
future. What lessons can we draw from the schooling situation during the COVID19 pandemic with regard to
(a) the lingering pandemic and how to manage it (e.g., in the event of rising infection
rates and new COVID-19 variants);
(b) addressing the related constraints (e.g., in terms of learning losses, social inequalities, psychosocial impacts, etc.);
(c) the mainstreaming of positive experiences into everyday teaching practice of
post-COVID times (e.g., relating to the use of digital tools, more flexible teaching
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and learning designs in terms of time, place, content, objectives, delivery, and
assessment); and,
(d) preparing for and managing future crises (wars, natural disasters, new pandemics,
etc.) (cf. also Bozkurt et al., 2020), which may result in renewed school closures
or cancellations of classes, either globally or specific to individual countries?
In sum, with this special issue, we aim to document current experiential knowledge
for future reference and to share with national and international readerships the lessons learned, both positive and negative, by select countries in the course of managing the COVID-19 pandemic.
Notes
1.

2.

The study surveyed students, teachers, and principals in the following 11 countries from
December 2020 to July 2021: Burkina Faso, Denmark, Ethiopia, India, Kenya, the Russian
Federation, Rwanda, Slovenia, the United Arab Emirates, Uruguay, and Uzbekistan (Meinck
et al., 2022).
Thorn and Vincent-Lancrin (2021) reviewed studies primarily from 10 countries: Australia,
Belgium (Flanders), Canada, France, Germany, Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands, the United
Kingdom, and the United States. However, studies from all countries were not available for all
content areas, so that the results of Thorn and Vincent-Lancrin (2021) cited in this paper may
partly refer to only select countries.
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In Sweden, compulsory schools were generally kept open, although according to
law there were possibilities for local education providers to close schools and turn to
remote and distance education (SFS, 2020b; SKR, 2021a). In line with the tradition
of international and comparative education we will pay attention to the context (see
e.g., Sobe & Kowalczyk, 2013), specifically the Swedish school system and education policies.
Research on schooling during the COVID-19 pandemic has exploded in the past
year. The international literature covers a broad range of studies on countries with
different school and welfare systems, discussing a variety of strategies for and consequences of school closures. Rajmil et al. (2021) found 22 studies published already
in November 2020 covering the impact of lockdown and school closures on children’s and adolescents’ health and well-being in low-, middle-, and high-income
countries. Digital teaching from a teacher perspective in upper secondary school has
been examined in a number of studies (e.g., Kim, Leary & Asbury, 2021). Other
studies have investigated the situation from a parent perspective on children’s motivation and ability to manage remote learning (Dong, Cao & Li, 2020).
The situation in Sweden has for example been covered in a comparative European
study on psychosocial effects of so-called homeschooling during the pandemic
(Thorell et al., 2020). Decision making in the education sector has been in focus
(Lindblad, Lindqvist, Runesdotter & Wärvik, 2021). Teachers have struggled with
questions of assessment, relationship building, and how to support students from all
societal groups during (Nilsberth, Liljekvist, Olin-Scheller, Samuelsson & Hallquist,
2021; Olofsson, Lindberg & Fransson, 2021). Survey studies were conducted both
with university students (Means & Neisler, 2021) and in upper secondary schools
(Lidegran, Hultqvist, Bertilsson & Börjesson, 2021), but to date we have found no
qualitative interview studies with school students that show their experiences of chosen strategies in the education sector during the COVID-19 pandemic.
The purpose of the study is to offer a general description of the strategy in the
Swedish education sector for a period during the pandemic (from spring 2020 to
summer 2021), and to describe and analyze how a group of upper secondary students
experienced the strategy’s implementation. We have focused on urban students who
study academic programs. The intention of the study was to answer the following
research questions:
1. How can the strategy in the Swedish education sector during the pandemic be
described?
2. How have a group of upper secondary students experienced the digital and remote
teaching during the pandemic, with regard to the availability of digital infrastructure and to studying under the new conditions?
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2.

A description of the Swedish school system

In this section we will first provide an overview of the school system in Sweden and
then describe some specifics regarding compulsory education and upper secondary
education. The Swedish education system is largely decentralized. The municipalities play a central role in the system, but general decisions about legislation, national curricula, and syllabi are made by the government and the national parliament.
In addition to the Ministry of Education and Research, there are government agencies
with different specific responsibilities. The most important of these is Skolverket,1
which is responsible for supporting and monitoring the quality of the education in
preschools, compulsory schools, and upper secondary schools. Another agency is the
Schools Inspectorate, which has the responsibility of undertaking systematic and recurrent inspections of preschools and schools.
There is no regional structure within the Swedish education system; below the
central level is the municipal level (SFS, 2010). Sweden has 290 municipalities,
which vary in size from about a million down to 2,000 inhabitants. The municipalities are obliged to provide education to their citizens and ensure that national
legislation, curricula, and syllabi are suitably implemented, but within these frames
they are able to decide how to do this. Compulsory schools and upper secondary
schools are financed by the municipalities and the government, with the municipalities contributing the largest proportion.
Generally, the Swedish education system contains preschools from the age of one,
compulsory schools from the age of 6 to 16, which includes both primary and lower
secondary education, and upper secondary schools from the age of 16 to 19. Most
schools are run by the municipalities, but since 1992 it is also possible to start schools
run by different organizations, foundations, and companies. These schools, referred
to as independent schools (or sometimes free schools), are obliged to follow the same
curricula as the municipal schools but, in the same way as municipal schools, are
allowed to create their own ‘profile.’ Independent schools, like municipal schools,
are not allowed to require parents to pay any fees. Each school has a principal, who
is the head of staff and responsible for seeing that the school fulfils its duties according to national legislation and municipal decisions (SFS, 2010; Skolverket, 2018).
The content of the education is regulated in the national curricula. There are curricula for preschool education, compulsory education (preschool class to grade 9)
and upper secondary schools. While the curricula describe the general content of
education, the individual teacher has the possibility to adapt the teaching to the needs
of each group of students (SKOLFS, 2011; Skolverket, 2018).
At the age of six, all children in Sweden are expected to spend a year in preschool
classes. These classes, typically placed in schools, prepare children for compulsory
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school, which together with the preschool classes lasts ten years. A child starts grade
1 in compulsory school the year he/she turns seven. Students in compulsory school
often spend their whole time in the same class, and for the first six years normally
have one teacher who teaches all the subjects. In grades 7–9 they have different
teachers for different subjects, and have the opportunity to choose between certain
subjects.
Although upper secondary education is not compulsory, most students continue
to upper secondary school after compulsory school. Free of charge to students and
their parents, upper secondary education offers 18 different tracks. Two thirds of the
students study programs that prepare them for university, while one-third study in
vocationally oriented programs, which are an integrated part of upper secondary
schools (Skolverket, 2021a). Students apply to the different tracks, and their grades
from compulsory education will determine which track they are admitted to. Most
students will finish their upper secondary education at the age of 19 (SFS, 2010).

3.

Educational strategies for adjusting to the pandemic

In this section the preparedness of the education system for a pandemic and the
measures taken to adjust to the pandemic within the Swedish education system will
be presented, including a chronological sequence of the early developments of the
pandemic with a focus on its impact on schools. Finally, we will provide a summary
of evaluation reports and previous research featuring studies on education in Sweden
during the pandemic.
3.1

General preparedness

When the WHO declared COVID-19 a pandemic, governments around the world
started taking a number of measures. Before we specifically look at the measures
taken in Sweden, it is of interest to consider the general preparedness in the world in
terms of the extent to which students, teachers, and schools were prepared to work
under new circumstances. As societies closed down, whether and to what extent
schools should close became an urgent issue. Whatever model a government chose,
they had to consider the extent to which it would be possible to deliver some kind of
(distance) education.
In a document from the OECD (2020), it was asked how well students and schools
were prepared for this. Based on available statistics from the latest PISA-study2 from
2018, an attempt was made to answer a number of questions involving topics including:
– students’ access to a quiet place to study,
– students’ access to a computer for schoolwork,
– students’ access to the Internet,
TC, 2022, 28 (3)

253

– teachers’ technical and pedagogical skills in integrating digital devices in instruction.
Generally, the available statistical data from PISA showed that Swedish students,
teachers, and schools were relatively well prepared to deal with distance education
from the perspective of available technology and knowledge of how to operate it.
What was not covered in any of these international reports was students’ preparedness to work independently. Obviously, distance education can be organized in
many different ways and computers can be used in various ways, but it is a reasonable
assumption that most approaches to distance education will demand that students
should to some extent be able to work on their own and take responsibility for their
own learning. When teachers cannot monitor students’ learning in the same ways as
in the classroom, this places more responsibility on the students for their own learning. The extent to which students were actually prepared for this is more difficult to
get a measure of, compared with information on the availability of computers and
Internet access. Self-regulated work and learning have traditionally been emphasized
in Swedish schools (Österlind, 2010).
3.2

Measures taken in schools

When COVID-19 was declared a pandemic in March 2020, several measures were
taken in Sweden. Folkhälsomyndigheten3 issued a number of recommendations on
how to limit the spread of the virus in society in general as well as in schools. According to law, it was possible for municipalities and other local education providers
to close schools in consensus with the district physician, and turn to remote and distance education (SFS, 2020b). National legislation was changed so that it would also
be possible for the government to decide about closing schools (ibid.). These initiatives were always based on self-governance rather than only on central decisions. A
great deal of responsibility for decisions regarding opening or closing schools, or
other strategies such as regularly screening teachers, was placed on the local authorities (SFS, 2020a; SKR, 2021a). This made for a variety in policies across the country.
During the pandemic, compulsory schools – which means primary and lower secondary schools from preschool to grade 9 – generally never closed down. Compulsory comprehensive schools continued to conduct business as usual as far as possible,
with recommendations that both teachers and students maintain distance, wash their
hands regularly, and stay home if they had any symptoms (Folkhälsomyndigheten,
2021a). Information was regularly adapted to the situation but generally these were
recommendation that were meant to inform decision making on the local level rather
than scarp rules. Schools were encouraged to plan their activities as much as possible
in order to avoid larger gatherings of students. In some cases, individual schools were
254

Kreitz-Sandberg et al.: Strategies chosen in Swedish schools during COVID-19

closed for shorter periods when larger numbers of students and/or staff had been
infected. This strategy has been described as being in line with principles of the Swedish welfare state (Lindblad et al., 2021). The strategies chosen here differ from policies in other European countries, which makes the Swedish case interesting. Schools
were recognized as an important social harbor for children to come to, to learn, to eat
their school meals, and to meet their teachers and peers. Attendance was carefully
followed up, both of students and of teachers (Skolverket, 2020a, 2020b; IFAU,
2021)4. School has a compensatory task, which means that it should take special care
of vulnerable children (SFS, 2010). However, not all parents were happy with open
schools and some chose to keep their children at home; this placed extra stress on
teachers, who now had to teach part of their class in school while also providing
material and support to the students who had stayed home. This is only one of several
challenges that have been described (Dahlström & Hagman, 2020).
A different strategy was chosen for upper secondary schools, including both academic and vocational tracks. These students (grades 10–12) were treated very similarly to university students: Schools were closed from March 17, 2020 (Folkhälsomyndigheten, 2021b), and all lessons were taught online. Distance and remote
teaching are well established terms for synchronous and asynchronous online teaching strategies. These terms are defined in the school law (SFS, 2010, 1 ch. 3§ and 22
ch. 11§) and are defined and frequently used by Skolverket (2021b). When studying
remote and distance teaching, it might be more appropriate to use the term emergency
remote education, because what happened during the pandemic was not planned distance or remote education (Bozkurt & Sharma, 2020; Shim & Lee, 2020).
In this article we aim to describe strategies chosen in Swedish schools, with special focus on the consequences these decisions had for students in upper secondary
education. Beginning in March 2020, these students’ lessons were delivered mainly
through different types of computer programs, like Teams or Zoom. The use of distance and remote teaching during the pandemic was regulated by Skolverket (2021c).
Students were often given long-term tasks to work on independently at home, while
whole class gathering and group work may have been organized via Zoom or other
computer programs. Generally, online learning support platforms that many schools
were already using were used much more frequently.5
As spring 2020 passed, various problems were noticed, especially in upper secondary schools. For instance, some students were more negatively affected by the
move to remote teaching than other students were. These included students who received some type of remedial education and students enrolled in vocational tracks in
which practical elements constituted an important part of the teaching. In order to
support these students, some activities at the upper secondary schools were opened
up again (Skolverket, 2021d, 2021e).
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Table 1:

Measures and actions taken with regard to the Swedish education sector
during COVID-19

Date
November 2019
11 March 2020
13 March 2020

17 March 2020

19 March 2020

March 2020
24 April 2020

30 April 2020
29 May 2020
15–16 June 2020

Autumn 2020

December 2020

26 March 2021
19–20 April 2021
8 July 2021

Autumn 2021
November 2021
23 December
2021
3 February 2022

Measure/action
First case of COVID-19 confirmed in Sweden.
COVID-19 classified as a pandemic by WHO (2020).
New ordinance (SFS, 2020a):
– Local authorities can now close a school based on recommendations from Folkhälsomyndigheten or the district physician.
Strong recommendation that all universities and upper secondary schools turn to distance
and remote teaching (Folkhälsomyndigheten, 2020a). All on-site education is paused at
universities.
New law on temporary closing of activities in the school due to extraordinary events in
peacetime (SFS, 2020b): Possible to temporarily stop school activities, upper secondary
schools turn to distance and remote education.
Compulsory schools stay open, following certain routines (Folkhälsomyndigheten, 2021a).
Government decision (the Government, Folkhälsomyndigheten, and Skolverket): Possible
(but not an obligation) to use distance or remote education in comprehensive education,
even if a school is open, if many students and teachers need to stay at home to follow
recommendations from Folkhälsomyndigheten.
The Government, Skolverket: A new commission in Skolverket:
Produce and disseminate teaching examples to support schools during the pandemic.
Folkhälsomyndigheten (2020b): Upper secondary schools can resume regular teaching.
New government ordinance – Upper secondary schools can resume regular teaching and
open up after the summer holidays.
– If necessary, an upper secondary school may partly organize distance education to
make it easier for it to follow the general recommendations from Folkhälsomyndigheten
regarding public transportation.
Compulsory schools continue with teaching in school but also provide more online and
distance teaching.
Upper secondary schools reopen with some adaptation to the situation, for example with
smaller groups in school and part of the class learning from home. Universities continue
distance teaching.
Extended Christmas holidays: Schools are closed for a week after the holidays in order to
prevent a new wave of infections.
More flexible rules regarding the organization of teaching.
The Swedish Work Environment Authority investigates the spread of the COVID-19 infection in schools.
Skolverket interviews all school leaders in lower and upper secondary schools about their
experiences with distance and remote teaching.
SFS, 2021 – changes in ordinance SFS, 2020a: Municipalities and independent education providers shall prepare for upper secondary schools to start teaching in school again
after the summer holidays in all cases, if not otherwise advised by district physician.
Upper secondary schools return to classroom teaching.
Universities start teaching on campus again.
Examples for regional transitions to distance and remote teaching in lower and upper secondary schools on recommendation of Folkhälsomyndigheten (2021c).
Omicron variant of COVID-19 has strong effects on the health of students and teachers,
making ordinary teaching practices difficult; new decisions by Folkhälsomyndigheten
(2021d) to counteract effects.
Press conference with the Government: COVID-19 to no longer be classified as a disease
that is dangerous to public health and society but rather as a notifiable disease. Recommendation to remove all restrictions. Advice to schools to be published within a week
(Folkhälsomyndigheten, 2022).

Note: Lindblad et al. (2021) have previously presented strategic responses to the pandemic by the Swedish Government and relevant agencies for Spring 2020.
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During autumn 2020 and spring 2021 most schools, both primary, lower secondary
and upper secondary, were kept open, but different measures were taken to prevent
transmission of the virus. When larger numbers of students and/or teachers were infected by COVID-19 whole schools, or sometimes parts of them, were closed and
the teaching was offered online (Skolverket, 2021d, 2021e). Measures and actions
that were taken with regard to the Swedish education sector during COVID-19 are
outlined in Table 1. In autumn 2021 schools were generally expected to get back to
‘business as usual’ which also happened until December (e.g., Folkhälsomyndigheten, 2021c). With the outbreak of the omicron variation of the Corona virus
larger numbers of students got infected than earlier. The intension was still to keep
schools open (Folkhälsomyndigheten, 2021d), but many schools have had to close
or move to remote education due to large number of infected students and/or staff
from late November 2021 (Olsson, 2021). Both government agencies and media investigated critically the role of children in the pandemic and are still positive to keeping schools open. However, in January 2022, many schools had to close shorter periods because many teachers are quarantined or ill in COVID-19 and post-COVID.6
A number of lower and upper secondary schools went back to online and remote
teaching – or sometimes students were in school, but teachers taught from home, for
example when they were quarantined (Öhman, 2022). Almost all restrictions in society and the education sector are removed February 9, 2022 (Folkhälsomyndigheten,
2022, see Table 1).
3.3

Official evaluations of implications of measures

Presently, there are several evaluations being conducted in attempts to estimate the
impact of the pandemic on education. In an evaluation report, Skolverket (2021d)
has concluded that the access to education has worked fairly well during the pandemic, but that there have been some problems. They note that there has been a
higher degree of absence in compulsory schools during the pandemic and that this
increased absence may have led to some students missing out on parts of their education. It is also noted that the occurrence of distance education may have created
problems for some students; it is specifically noted that groups of students with more
need of support may not have received it in the same way they do when teaching is
offered in the schools (ibid.).
In a special evaluation report on upper secondary education, Skolverket mentions
the same issues as in the more general report, but some points are elaborated on more
(Skolverket, 2021e). Specific problems are noted in vocationally oriented upper secondary programs and in subjects such as mathematics, biology, chemistry, and physics, where laboratory work is part of the education. Further, the grading of students
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has been less reliable than under normal circumstances. A higher number of students
are also reported to have had psychological problems during the pandemic (ibid.).
The Swedish School Inspectorate has covered issues related to the pandemic in
their annual report (Skolinspektionen, 2021), and its general conclusions are the
same as in the evolution reports from Skolverket. It is noted that the use of digital
tools has generally increased in the schools, rather than only in upper secondary
schools during the closure. A number of measures have been taken in most schools
to reduce transmission of the virus.
In a more general attempt to evaluate the impact of COVID-19 on education in
Europe, Di Pietero, Biagi, Costa, Karpinsky & Mazza (2020) emphasize the risk that
the pandemic will negatively affect specifically students who have problems adjusting to the new learning environment created by the use of distance education. They
further suggest that students from a more advantaged background may go to schools
that are better equipped with ICT to a greater extent than other students do.
3.4

Previous research on education in Sweden during COVID-19

Lindblad et al. (2021) aimed to understand how decisions on education in Sweden
responded to the pandemic and what influenced these decisions during spring 2020.
Many of Folkhälsomyndigheten’s policies built on pedagogical programs, and responsibilities were delegated to other institutions and individuals. The closure of upper secondary schools and universities went into force on March 17, 2020, and they
all immediately had to change to distance and remote teaching. At the same time
compulsory schools generally stayed open, although it was possible to stop school
activities temporarily. Lindblad et al. analyze how Skolverket acted through information, guidelines, and recommendations to schools and local authorities, and point
out that scientific expertise was an important ingredient in the public discourse.
Thorell et al. (2020) have investigated the psychological effects of homeschooling
on children and youth in seven European countries. Based on an online survey of
parents, the researchers found that there was great variation among the parents regarding how they perceived the effect of homeschooling on their child’s well-being
(ibid.). While some parents reported that their child felt more isolated, had more conflicts within the family, and used digital media more often for things besides schoolwork, others reported that remote studying had had a positive impact on their child’s
daily life functioning (ibid.). Furthermore, the study showed that parents’ perceptions
varied significantly between countries. In Sweden, parents reported fewer adverse
effects on themselves compared to their child, and fewer parents reported negative
effects of homeschooling (ibid.).
A study of Bergdahl and Nouri (2021) showed that teachers’ preparedness was
mainly related to technical aspects while they, with limited experience of their own
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of distance teaching, lacked pedagogical strategies for the emergency remote teaching. The sample included teachers from all age groups from primary to adult education, about 40% of them teaching in upper secondary school and 45% in grades
4–9. About half of the teachers expressed that they had access to digital teaching
material and that they also usually taught to a (very) high extent using digital learning
resources. However, despite this high degree of digital habits for teaching, the
study’s open-ended questions showed that enabling student interaction and collaboration for learning was experienced as a challenge (ibid.; SKR, 2021b). The researchers discuss that, while having a well-developed digital infrastructure is a ‘prerequisite,’ it is not sufficient for pedagogically satisfying solutions for teaching.

4.

Upper secondary school students’ experiences of their distance and
remote education – an empirical study

4.1

Method

4.1.1 Study design
This study employed in-depth semi-structured individual interviews with upper secondary students. In order to explore students’ experiences of their remote studies, we
interviewed 13 upper secondary students, eight girls and five boys aged 16–19, from
different schools that had rapidly ceased their face-to-face teaching in the classroom
and moved to studying from home via Internet platforms.
4.1.2 Recruitment procedure and study participants
The recruitment of students was done via advertisement on the websites of youth
organizations, and upper secondary schools in Stockholm. Initially, an information
was sent via e-mails to principals of various upper secondary schools, as well as to
various youth organizations, with information about the aim of the study, and the
need for coming in contact with students. Six principals and four youth organizations
replied to our request and agreed to inform students about the study.
In order to reach a variety of experiences, an effort was made to interview participants who varied in terms of gender, grade, the subject of their educational program (natural science, economics, social science, art, music), type of school (public
or independent), and type of family (live with two parents, live with one parent, have
siblings, only child). However, we have not managed to achieve a variation among
participants in term of type of educational program, as all participants were attending
theoretical and esthetical study programs and not vocational ones. 
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4.1.3 Data collection and analysis
The aim of the semi-structured individual interviews was to achieve descriptions of
the students’ thoughts, beliefs, emotions, and behaviors relating to their remote studies. The interview guide was treated as a flexible tool, and was revised according to
the interview content. Interviews were conducted from April 30, 2020 (about a month
after the start of remote teaching) to May 28, 2020, three weeks before summer vacation. The interviews, conducted by the authors via the digital platform Zoom,
lasted 25–50 minutes and were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim.
A thematic analysis approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Braun, Clarke, Hayfield &
Terry, 2019) was used as a guide for the data analysis. According to this reflexive
approach, the analysis involves several stages. In the first stage, we familiarized ourselves with the data by listening to the interviews and reading and re-reading the
interview transcriptions. In the second stage, we generated initial codes by breaking
up the data into their component parts and properties, and, third, defined potential
themes. In the fourth stage, we reviewed the themes and subthemes, and in the fifth
one we named and revised themes so they would constitute answers to the research
questions (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Braun et al. 2019). In order to increase the trustworthiness and transparency of the analysis, two of the authors (NR & SKS) repeatedly discussed and negotiated the various possible categorization and interpretation
of the data. In this process we used the material in the original language, Swedish,
and only quotes used for the illustration of different themes in the article were translated.
4.1.4 Ethical considerations
No ethical approval was needed from the Ethical Approval Authority as no sensitive
personal data, as defined by Swedish law, were obtained during the interviews. However, ethical issues were carefully considered and addressed. Before the interviews,
participants were given information about the study’s aim and method, as well the
conditions of confidentiality and anonymity. They also signed an informed consent
form. When participants were under the age of 18, their parents were given information about the study and were asked to give consent for their child’s participation.
Empirical data were protected according to the General Data Protection Requirements (VR, 2017).
4.2

Results

The analysis resulted in five themes, namely (1) the experience of online teaching
and learning, (2) informal feedback, (3) distraction from classes, (4) workloads and
(5) lacking motivation.
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4.2.1 “We have our lessons in Teams”
With regard to the availability of digital infrastructure, all participants experienced
that they had sufficient conditions to study remotely from home. These conditions
included technical facilities such as one’s own computer provided by the school, a
fast Internet connection, a camera, and access to a learning platform through which
they could participate in lessons (which were carried out according to the regular
schedule) as well as receive information and instructions from their teachers.
Then when the lesson starts, I go into Microsoft Teams, because we have our lessons in
Teams, and I go into the lesson … And then the teacher usually gives a lecture or gives us
instructions for what to do during the lesson. (Axel, 17 years old)

In most cases, students had access to an additional device that they could use when
unable to use their computer. In cases of technical problems, participants were able
to take immediate contact with a special department at the school that had the role of
assisting students in such cases, as exemplified in by the following quote:7
Just today the mike decided not to work, so when I was going to take part in the video
meeting with my class and, like, in the lessons, people couldn’t hear me when I was talking
and I couldn’t hear them at all … so I called IT, our IT department at the school, and the IT
department is still working at the school so they asked me to come in and so they had to
look at it, like, at school and offer me a new microphone. (Maria, 17 years old)

In addition to the available technical facilities, all participants experienced that they
also had sufficient skills for managing the necessary technology and learning platforms.
4.2.2 “It’s easy to make mistakes”
Generally, participants experienced more insecurity about their performance, and
perceived that it was easier to make mistakes during their remote education compared
to the classroom education. There were several sources of this insecurity.
Firstly, when working in the classroom, with their classmates and teachers
physically around them, the students perceived that it was easier to get direct and
spontaneous feedback from others. Meanwhile, when they worked on an assignment
at home their classmates and teachers could not see them, which meant that the direct
and spontaneous feedback was unavailable.
A second source of insecurity involved the lack of possibility to observe and compare one’s performance with that of others’ in order to regulate one’s own efforts.
While working on the same assignment in the classroom, students typically observe
other classmates and compare their own invested efforts with the efforts and engagement of others. When working in separate locations, however, an effective compari-
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son with others was impossible, leading to insecurity about their own performance.
This is illustrated in the following quote:
And then you have to think about, also, that if the teacher or other classmates aren’t around,
you have no idea if you’re working too much or if you’re working too little. And it can also
affect you mentally. I mean, if you have an assignment you think is really big and really
important, and then a friend calls after an hour when the lesson’s over and you’ve come a
third of the way, and he says ‘No, this wasn’t important at all, didn’t you hear what the
teacher said?’, that affects me mentally … this sounds weird, but the teacher can’t stop you
if you do something too much when it comes to home education. (Simon, 18 years old)

A third source of the insecurity and the perception that it was easier to make mistakes
was that the students felt it was embarrassing and cumbersome to ask questions during lessons in distance education. Several participants perceived that spontaneous
questions, such as a student raising their hand during a lesson and asking a question
in front of the rest of the group, disappeared with distance education. These spontaneous questions, which were common in the classroom, were often an important
source of knowledge and clarified expectations. The disappearance of the spontaneous questions prevented students from hearing others’ questions and from learning
from the teachers’ answers to them.
4.2.3 “There’s always something else you want to do instead”
The experience of doing other activities that were more appealing in the moment,
instead of participating in school activities, was described by all participants. The
temptation of other activities, such as watching a movie, eating, social media, or
playing a video game instead of participating in class, was much stronger in distance
education than in the classroom. In addition, as shops and restaurants were kept open
in Sweden during the pandemic, participants also mentioned that other activities outside the home were available during school time. As their teachers and classmates
were not able to see what they were doing, several participants perceived that negative consequences in the form of criticism from others for not participating were less
prominent. However, even if the lack of control from teachers was sometimes perceived as a possibility, it was generally experienced as a source of stress and an obstacle to focusing on their studies, as one of the participants illuminated:
At home you only have your own judgement to think about, and then it’s really easy to think
‘I’ll go get something from the fridge’ or ‘Maybe I can go buy that outfit and I’ll do that
lesson later’. At school that’s not possible, because somebody would tell you ‘No, you really
shouldn’t ditch this lesson, that’s crazy’. (Daniel, 17 years old)
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4.2.4 “It feels like you never get a break”
Many of the participants experienced that there was an ambiguity in distance education regarding time for regular school activities, working with extra school assignments that needed to be done after school time, and time for leisure activities. This
ambiguity led to pressure on the students due to not being able to take breaks, perceiving that every part of the day should be seen as a potential time for studying, and
blaming themselves when they took part in other activities besides studying. In addition, this ambiguity was difficult to manage, as illustrated in the following quote:
Then, I could, like, separate school and home. At school I knew that I have to do that during
the lesson, and I knew that when I get home I have to sit and study because I have these tests
next week. Here it’s school at home, free time at home, study at home, everything’s at home,
sort of. (Nora, 17 years old)

4.2.5 “I just do the minimum” / “not having the motivation”
Many participants experienced being less motivated to work on their school assignments and to participate in the remote teaching. Students described this experience
in terms of a lack of energy, being less serious or disengaged, expending the minimum effort to receive the minimum grade, and not having the drive.
There were several reasons for being less motivated. Firstly, participants perceived that not being with their teacher in the same room decreased the possibility to
get positive acknowledgement of their efforts. In the same way, as teachers could not
see their efforts, there were no negative consequences for their disengagement.
A second reason for the lack of motivation was that students perceived that they
were less encouraged by their classmates. According to several participants, the
spontaneous reassurance they received from peers in a classroom education stopped
when they moved to education from home.
A third reason for being less motivated was the decreased shared responsibility
for each other when working on a group assignment, as one of the participants
articulated:
We had planned from the beginning that we would divide the whole presentation into five
parts, and so we thought that those parts would be woven together or that they would stick
together, so that I would build on what another person in the group has written, and a another
that would build on my presentation, and so on. But in the end, it did not happen at all …
The parts were not connected at all in the same way, and it almost did not feel like a group
work but more like five separate works that have been thrown together. (Isabelle, 16 years
old)

All these examples show that upper secondary school students perceived many challenges in relation to their emergency remote education even though their technical
preconditions were good, with regard to both Internet connection and IT use, as well
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as learning platforms being in place. The perceived challenges were related to a feeling of insecurity when working on assignments; difficulty managing distractions and
focusing on their studies as well as managing their time the blurred boundaries between school time and leisure time; and regulating their own motivation and engagement in their studies.

5.

Discussion

5.1

Discussion on the results

Following the results presented above, we return to the purpose of the study: to offer
a general description of the Swedish educational policy and strategies during the
COVID-19 pandemic (from spring 2020 to summer 2021) and to describe and analyze the experiences of a group of upper secondary students in remote education during the pandemic.
As described earlier, the Swedish education system was never fully closed down.
Most parts of preschool, primary, and lower secondary education were kept open
during the entire period from spring 2020 throughout 2021. The only part of the
education system that was closed down was upper secondary education at the beginning of the pandemic in 2020, from March through the summer holidays (Skolverket,
2021d, 2021e). Compulsory schools were generally open but students’ absence was
about twice as high as the previous school year (Skolverket, 2021f). In upper secondary schools the absence from distance teaching was similar to the absence from
school the year before (Skolverket, 2020c).
Many problems can be discussed in relation to school closures and distance education in spring 2020 (e.g., Åstrand, 2020). Schools’ compensatory task was cited as
a reason why schools and after-school programs should remain open. As Swedish
society was not completely closed down during any period, the upper secondary
students who participated in remote education in spring 2020 did not experience that
they were part of a total closure of all parts of society; although they had to study
from home, many other activities in society were going on more or less as usual.
The experiences presented in this article of a group of upper secondary students
involving remote education during the pandemic are related to spring 2020. The students who participated in the interviews in this study did not express serious concerns
about their well-being that could be interpreted as signs of mental stress. Other studies of student experiences of the pandemic have highlighted such issues (e.g., Henning Loeb & Windsor, 2020). Even if this was not directly expressed by the students
we interviewed, it is obvious that they experienced elements of stress and dissatisfaction that in the long run could jeopardize their mental well-being. Preventing such
risks may be related to the issue of self-regulated learning. To further discuss their
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experiences, we will now attempt to answer our second research question: How have
the upper secondary students perceived the shift to digital and remote teaching during
the pandemic with regard to the availability of the digital infrastructure, and to
studying under the new conditions of distance and remote education?
Generally, the access to technology does not seem to have been a problem. Most
students had access to their own, school owned computer with a fast Internet connection and camera. According to OECD (2020), this is one of the important prerequisites for turning to online education. The schools had learning platforms that
could be used as a central tool for organizing the remote education; the students do
not seem to have had any major problems accessing these platforms. Through these
learning platforms they could participate in lessons, get material, and deliver their
completed tasks. The schools also seem to have been able to provide some technical
support to the students if needed, and the students appear to have had the skills
needed for operating their computers and using the necessary programs.
Working from home meant that the students were confronted with more distractions than what they normally deal with in the classroom. It was easy to do other
things, such as eating, watching a movie, playing a computer game, using social media, or answering private calls from friends. In the home environment it was more
difficult to draw a line between leisure time and school work. This led not only to
distractions but in some cases also to more school work. Some students perceived
that they had no breaks during the school day.
What has been problematic for the students – and this is one of the important
findings from our study – were challenges related to their ability to self-regulate their
learning and motivation. Grounded in social cognitive theories, self-regulation is
seen as the process in which individuals adopt, develop, and refine strategies to
monitor, evaluate, set goals, and plan their learning (Zimmerman, 1998). Self-regulated learning is guided by environmental social conditions as well as individual
characteristics (ibid.). According to the results, not having direct contact with their
teachers or other students, as well as having difficulties to communicate and observe
teachers and other students in the same way as in the classroom, had consequences
for their ability to monitor and plan their studies, as well as to manage uncertainty.
The students’ increased responsibility for their own education also resulted in motivational problems and a lack of energy. It was difficult to feel responsible for the
work in groups when it was so easy to split the work up into individual parts. Group
work is as Forslund Frykedal and Hammar Chiriac (2017) have shown an educational
mode that builds on students’ academic and social connections. This was difficult to
achieve in emergency remote education during the COVID-19 pandemic.
In short, the students we interviewed managed the use of the technology well, and
schools seem to have been able to offer the necessary technical support. The problem
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has rather involved handling the new situation of increased personal responsibility
for one’s education, with neither teachers nor peers able to provide the support they
normally do in the classroom. The students we interviewed in our study in Sweden
seem to have the technical skills needed for remote education. This may be not only
a matter of what they have learned in school, but might even more so be a result of
their own leisure-time activities. The ability to regulate their own learning seems to
have been more of a problem. The results here can be understood against the background of a European study showing that problems were related to learning, wellbeing, and motivation among students (Di Pietero et al., 2020). However, in contrast
to that study, the students in our study described having little problem with regard to
digital equipment but more problems with self-regulated learning.
5.2

Methodological limitations and further studies

The study has some methodological limitation to highlight. Firstly, all participants
in our study were students in theoretical programs, and not in vocational tracks.
Students in vocational education might have different experiences of their remote
studying, experiences which are not represented in the results of the current study. In
more practical fields self-regulated learning may play a different role than in academic studies. Secondly, the participants were recruited from schools in and around
Stockholm. It can be assumed that students from larger cities have a different experience of remote education than students living in more rural areas, with longer distances to school. A recently published Swedish study showed that challenges during
the distance education differed for urban and rural students, and for students of
different social groups (Lidegran et al., 2021). This limitation has implication on the
generalization of the results. For further studies it would be interesting to investigate
student experiences and modes of (self-regulated) learning for different student
populations.

6.

Conclusions

The described experiences of upper secondary students offer us some clues as to how
upper secondary students themselves may have experienced remote and distance
education during the pandemic. These experiences and the results on the central role
of self-regulated learning may inform future teaching, both in the classroom and
online. Finally, as these lines are being written, Folkhälsomyndigheten (2021a,
2021b) has rescinded almost all its specific recommendations for education institutions that were in place at the beginning of the autumn 2021 term. There is little
specific advice from the authorities, but the responsibility is placed on the individuals
in the schools. This could be seen as another example of what can be described as a
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soft strategy, relying on recommendations rather than commands (Folkhälsomyndigheten, 2021b). Several measures against COVID-19 are expected to be phased out
on February 9, but schools are advised to continue flexibly applying measures to
cope with infections and absence, both of teachers and students.
With regard to an international comparative perspective, we believe that the
Swedish experience was strongly shaped by the following dimensions:
– A consensus among the government, authorities, and large parts of the political
opposition that compulsory schools should remain open.
– Upper secondary schools basically followed a strategy similar to that followed
by universities – remote and distance education. While upper secondary education is non-compulsory, it is attended by a great majority of the age group it concerns.
– The relatively smooth transition to remote and distance education during the time
of ‘emergency remote education’ was only possible because both teachers and
students were already accustomed to using digital tools in the teaching and learning process. Students had access to computers at home, schools had the necessary
infrastructure, and teachers had knowledge in how to use computers.
The experiences from the pandemic will have consequences for students and on how
schooling will be organized in the future as well:
– Despite the smooth technical transition, many students were affected by how
education was organized during the pandemic. The extent to which this will have
an impact on their further education remains to be seen.
– The pandemic can be seen as a giant experiment in which a large number of students from one day to the next had to take up their education online. As this seems
to have worked fairly well in the Swedish context, it will be interesting to see the
extent to which elements of online education will be further integrated into normal teaching.
– The pandemic can also be seen as a giant experiment, testing students’ ability to
take more responsibility for their own education. The future may include more
training in self-regulated learning, or a general lesson could be that students need
more structure in their education.
Possible lessons to learn from the pandemic in Sweden could be that students are
better technically prepared to work with computers than is sometimes expected, but
less prepared to work independently than is often assumed. Also, in situations of
remote education, it seems to be necessary to find a balance between self-regulated
learning and structured learning activities. On top of the importance to understand
how necessary it is for students to have contact with their teachers and schoolmates
we could also understand from our study how important training in self-regulated
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learning may be. It may be more important to consider how to train students in selfregulated learning than in computer skills. Another possible conclusion could be that
upper secondary students still need the support of a teacher to find structures for their
learning, both in the classroom and in remote education.
Notes
1.
2.

3.
4.
5.

6.

7.

In English: The National Agency for Education.
PISA stands for the OECD’s Programme for International Student Assessment. PISA measures
15-year-olds’ ability in different subjects and gathers information on their schooling experiences.
In English: The Public Health Agency of Sweden.
IFAU – Institutet för Arbetsmarknads- och utbildningspolitisk utvärdering [Institute for
evaluation of labour market and education policy].
It was during these months we gathered the data for the study introduced below. The analysis
of the data was conducted during later phases of the pandemic and on the background of the
information available up to day.
For media reporting see for example Dagens Nyheter DN 2022-01-28: Har barn varit drivande
i smittspridningen? [Have children been a driving force in the spread of infection] and Norrköpings tidningar NT 2022-01-27: Så här ser läget ut bland skolorna i Norrköping [This is the
situation in schools in Norrköping] with a list of which (primary) schools were closed for the
coming days.
Quotes are translated from the original Swedish.
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some students not attending school and others forced into online learning education,
learning losses range from forgetting what was previously taught to missing what
would have been learned if schools had not been closed.
These learning losses and short-term learning deficits have the potential to worsen
in the long run (with some projections highlighting that they will accumulate up to
2.8 years of lost learning in the long run; see Angrist, 2021). As students re-enter
school far behind the curriculum expectations, they may be too far behind to learn
anything from daily instruction and fall even further behind.
In Tunisia, the pandemic has exacerbated the crisis in education. To curb the
spread of the pandemic, schools were closed for six months (from March 12 to September 15, 2020), which included the summer vacation (from June 15 to September
15 each academic year). Minimal online instruction was offered, though secondary
students’ third-term exams,1 typically required, were canceled (UNICEF, 2020). Returning to school in the academic 2020/21 year, primary, pre-secondary, and secondary school pupils attended school on alternate days to avoid crowded classrooms. As
a result, the curriculum has been lightened without giving up the fundamentals. As
of the beginning of the 2021 school year, most schools, including universities, in
Tunisia had completely reopened without restrictions (UNICEF, 2021b) in the face
of a widespread vaccination effort,2 though a return to remote learning was kept on
the table as a plan B for higher education (Sawahel, 2021).
To assess the challenges facing students in primary and secondary education regarding remote learning, the Ministry of Education conducted an online survey in
early September 2020 in which 1,837,314 primary, pre-secondary, and secondary
students from public schools participated. Based on a content analysis of the Ministry
of Education archives and the results of this survey conducted in the education sector
during the pandemic, we seek to answer the following question: What were and are
the main challenges facing Tunisia students amid the pandemic? To answer this
question, we first present an overview of the Tunisian educational system, focusing
on the different exceptional measures taken by the Tunisian government to ensure
educational continuity during the COVID-19 pandemic. We then address some of
the challenges faced by the students and families themselves, as well as the government. After that, we discuss future recommendations that could develop an efficient
environment for distance learning during any other future crises and highlight the
necessity of thinking about an effective strategy to remedy learning loss.

2.

Historical overview of Tunisia’s educational system

Since its independence in 1956, Tunisia has placed a particular emphasis on the development of the education sector. Public spending on education expanded to the
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degree that Tunisia was one of the biggest education spenders in the Middle East and
North Africa (MENA). In 2016, Tunisia spent 7.3% of its gross domestic product
(GDP) on education (The World Bank & UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2021).
Historically, the education sector in Tunisia has witnessed several significant reforms. In 1958 the Tunisian government sought to unify and nationalize the education system and divided it into three cycles (primary, secondary, and higher education). It made education compulsory and free for all children aged 6–15. The late
1960s witnessed the Arabization of the primary education curriculum, granting primacy to the Arabic language and making it the language of instruction. French, the
colonial language of choice, became a second language and the language of information and communication which gave access to scientific and technical culture.
Around the same time, the Arabization of technical and scientific education began to
constitute an essential feature of education policy (De Bouttemont, 2002). In 1989,
further legislative reform of the education sector was introduced, aiming to enhance
the standard of education and to create the best possible balance between training
and employment. The reform was formalized by Law No 91-65 of 1991, which reinforced the notion of free education at all levels of education as well as the implementation of basic education.

3.

Structure of the school system

The Tunisian educational system is divided as follows (ILO, 2014):
Pre-primary education
Preschool education is provided in Tunisia for children aged 3 to 5 years. This level
of education is optional for now, and it will be made compulsory for public schools
by 2025. Public and private kindergartens, Kouttabs (Quranic schools), certain public
schools, and private schools provide pre-primary education.
Basic education
Basic education (before secondary) is compulsory, and it is divided into two cycles:
primary education and pre-secondary education. Basic education lasts for nine years.
All subjects related to arts, sciences, and technical education are taught in Arabic at
all grades of basic education.
– Primary education: This educational level lasts six years and covers the fundamentals of written and oral language, mathematics, and reading. French as a second language is taught from the second grade, whereas English as a third language
is introduced from the fourth grade (Chraiet, 2019). By the end of the final year
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in primary school, students take a non-mandatory national exam, which, depending on the score, allows students to enter elite Pilot pre-secondary schools.3
– Pre-secondary education (lower secondary): This educational level lasts three
years and expands on the fundamentals. It also helps students improve their communication skills in Arabic and the two secondary languages. By the end of presecondary schooling, students can sit for a non-mandatory final national examination. Those who take and succeed in the national examination are awarded a
diploma corresponding to a basic education certificate (Diplôme de Fin d’Etudes
de l’Enseignement de base). The elite students can enter Pilot secondary schools.4
Secondary education (upper secondary education)
Students who have successfully completed pre-secondary education are eligible for
secondary education in Tunisia. Secondary education in Tunisia lasts for four years.
This level of education is divided into two cycles (general academic secondary education and specialized secondary education), with each cycle lasting two years. After
completing the general academic secondary school level, students are tracked into
the fields of mathematics, experimental sciences, technical sciences, economics and
management, arts, computer science, or physical education. Admission to these
tracks is determined by a student’s score based on particular core subjects. Students
must sit for a Tunisian Baccalaureate exam (Examen National du Baccalaureate)
after completing specialized secondary school in order to attend college or the workforce.
Vocational and technical secondary education
The Ministry of Employment manages the vocational and professional programs of
study. Two-year vocational programs award the Certificate of Professional Aptitude
(CAP – Certificat d’Aptitude Professionnelle) upon completion. After completing
the first two years of upper secondary school, students can enroll in two-year vocational programs that award a Professional Technician Certificate (Brevet de Technicien Professionnel). Students who successfully complete the professional technician certificate are eligible for two-year higher technical programs. After successfully completing the two years of the higher technical program, students get their
Advanced Vocational Diploma (BET – Brevet de Technicien Supérieur).
Higher education
Universities and higher institutes provide higher education in Tunisia, and Tunisia
has both public and private higher education institutions. The Tunisian higher education credentials are as follows: (i) bachelor’s degree, which takes three years of
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full-time study; (ii) master’s degree, which takes two years; and a doctoral degree
which takes three to five years to complete, depending on the field of study.

4.

Quality of education

Regarding educational quality, Tunisia’s participation in international assessments
such as the Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) and the
OECD Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) reveals that students
perform poorly in the different areas, scoring below the scale average, which is fixed
around and at 500 points for PISA and TIMSS, respectively (OECD, 2018; Mullis,
Martin, Foy & Arora, 2012; Martin, Mullis, Foy & Stanco, 2012).
Figure 1:

Tunisia mean scores of PISA students’ performance
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Note: PISA data can be downloaded from https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/ for the different PISA cycles.
Source: Authors’ creation based on PISA Data.

In both PISA and TIMSS, proficiency score levels are defined. They describe what
students typically know and can do at given proficiency levels. Proficiency levels
range from lowest proficiency level 1 to highest proficiency level 4 for TIMSS and
6 for PISA. The international evaluations have shown that Tunisia faces a severe
learning crisis among most students. Given the vast amounts invested, the return on
investment (in terms of student outcomes) has been unsatisfactory, and the standard
of education has declined drastically (Bouhlila, 2011). For instance, in the 2015 PISA
evaluation, Tunisia ranked 66th out of 70 participating countries (OECD, 2018),
and the majority of the participating students scored below proficiency level 1
278

Bouhlila et al.: COVID-19 pandemic: Unfinished learning in Tunisia

(Figure 1). For Tunisia, a rise in the number of students did not correlate to higher
quality education.
More importantly, Tunisia, the home of the Arab Spring and one of the youngest
democracies in the region, has not undertaken any significant reforms since the Arab
Spring commenced in 2011, so it is challenging to measure the learning loss that has
occurred to date. In the aftermath of the so-called Jasmine Revolution, under the
governing Troika from 2011 to 2014,5 the Ministry of Education took a non-interventionist approach to education reforms. In September 2014, the ‘Social Dialogue
on Education’ (al-Hiwar al-Watani Hawla al-Taelim) was launched, and it adopted
a participatory approach that included related educational sectors, namely, the Ministry of Education, the ‘Union of Tunisian workers’ (UGTT), the ‘Tunisian Forum of
Social and Economic Rights’ (FTDES), and the ‘National Observatory of Youth’
intending to reform the education system. However, by 2015 both ministry studies
and independent studies noted that teacher absenteeism was becoming prevalent, and
the quality, infrastructure, regional disparities, and the skills needed to transition
from school to work were severely lacking (Benstead et al., 2015; Jules & Barton,
2018). Before the COVID-19 pandemic hit, Tunisian’s educational system was in a
state of disarray; it had not undergone any needed major educational reforms from
the Ministry. There was dissatisfaction across the system, while private schools were
thriving. The employment sector reported a disconnect between the skills students
were learning at school and the skills needed for the world of work.

5.

Implementation of ICTs in the education sector

Tunisia has committed to institutionalizing information and communication technology (ICT) in the education sector. The government policy towards integrating ICT
in the Tunisian education system was clearly stated in the 2002–2007 policy (Hamdy,
2007). The policy has also emphasized the importance of ICT in equipping schools,
introducing ICT as a subject, and providing teacher training. In addition, the ICT
programs have taken into account the training of learners in the use of ICT as a tool
to acquire knowledge and self-training. The integration of ICT in education is being
reinforced through the ‘Université Virtuelle de Tunis’ (the Virtual University of
Tunis – UVT). Initially launched in 2002 to teach Arabic to Tunisian families abroad,
UVT provides a remote learning place during the lockdowns. UVT has been designed and created within the ‘Institut National de Bureautique et de Micro-Informatique’ (INBMI)6 and is considered an essential basis of the ‘School of Tomorrow
Reform.’ It is an example of pioneer experiences in North African and Arabian countries.
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Though it has existed since 2002, the UVT was “neglected in the past, as it lacked
the necessary resources before the coronavirus crisis” (Agade, 2020, para. 11). The
UVT is a space for virtual classes where teachers and students can interact, either
synchronously in videoconferences and collaboratively working on shared documents, or by exchanging documents, activities, and links and discussions in discipline forums between disciplines themselves and their respective teachers. It is also
composed of a virtual library; it hosts a collection of free educational resources
created by Tunisian teachers and validated by educational inspectors (Agade, 2020).
These resources are classified and categorized according to Tunisian educational
standards to facilitate searching and indexing. There is also a revision area for the
last courses, which is furnished with video revision sequences for students in the
Baccalaureate, the second year, and the sixth year of primary school. In addition to
a room dedicated to the primary and preparatory grades, various interactive activities,
audio-visual resources, and educational books are available for student use. However, nineteen years after its launch, there has never been an evaluation of how effective and successful (or not) the UVT has been. It was very abruptly retooled as its
current iteration in the face of the school closures in 2020. Many families nevertheless saw promise in the system and hoped to have it further implemented in the future
(ibid.). In 2011, a National Center for Technologies in Education (CNTE) was
created. CNTE is under the supervision of the Ministry of Education, and it is in
charge of developing and integrating information and communication technologies
into the Tunisian educational system. Under the CNTE, UVT is being implemented
during the pandemic (ibid.).

6.

The chronological sequence of the pandemic with a focus on the most
critical stages and consequences for schools

This section describes the most notable pandemic-response actions implemented by
the Ministry of Education for the school years 2019/20 and 2020/21 based on the
different archives and communications of the Ministry of Education, which can be
accessed through the Ministry website.7 It is worth noting that these exceptional
measures applied to both public and private schools in Tunisia. In private schools,
remote learning was ensured but without any students’ assessments.
Exceptional measures during the school year 2019/20
On March 14, 2020, the Tunisian government ordered the closure of all schools and
colleges and banned any public gatherings (Agade, 2020). Since then, the Ministry
has taken a series of steps in order to help students catch up on their learning. The
first meeting to examine these options took place on March 19, 2020, intending to
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study the scenarios for the success of the school year and national examinations. The
Ministry of Education agreed to use distance learning strategies to keep the connection between students and educators alive and active. However, it was stressed that
remote learning is not considered a substitute for face-to-face instruction and that
students will not be tested on what they will learn online. As a result, there were no
incentives for students to catch up on their learning in this scenario.
Following that, further meetings were held. The meeting on March 22, 2020 focused on a three-pronged strategy. First, the Ministry of Education planned to set up
a practical plan, including mechanisms and technological, logistical, and pedagogical
solutions to activate and develop the digital platform in order to provide content,
lessons, and digital services to students and educators for the duration of the pandemic (ADEA, 2020). Second, the Ministry of Education noted that it would prepare
a logistical, pedagogical, and legal framework to establish an educational television
channel. It was stressed that television had the potential to reach most students.
Finally, it was thought that using this station for the development and broadcasting
of television classes linked to third term programs for the final year students in primary education, pre-secondary education, and secondary education would hopefully
help them in preparation for national examinations. It was underlined again that these
courses are not a substitute for classroom instruction and cannot be used in the national assessments. The educational television channel ‘Al-Watania Educational’
was launched in Spring of 2021 with over 200 lessons geared towards Baccalaureate
students, taught by a core group of teachers, and supervised by school inspectors (All
Africa, 2021).
On March 26, 2020, the Ministry of Education issued a communication urging
teachers at all educational levels to take the initiative to prepare documents (whether
in Portable Document Format [PDF], Microsoft Word, or Microsoft PowerPoint formats) relevant to the official programs for the third term of the school year. On April
29, 2020, the Ministry of Education, which had already bumped up the spring break
in response to the lockdowns, decided to end the school year early (Brookings Institute, 2021). The Ministry shifted its focus to building up the UVT online portal and
supporting teachers who were creating lessons and activities by structuring, organizing, and approving them pedagogically. The hope was to make these materials available on the National Center for Technologies in Education’s digital portal. Tunisian
students were encouraged to follow these courses and use these digital materials at
home. The Ministry notified students that hard copies of the lessons will be made
available to students who cannot access the platform in their educational institutions.
On May 12, 2020, a ministerial decision was taken to bring the school year to an end
except for students in the Baccalaureate classes who will take the national examination. On May 28, 2020, schools reopened for complete in-person instruction for
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Baccalaureate students from May 28 to June 23, after a period of class suspension
that had lasted more than two months. The students were divided into smaller groups.
The Baccalaureate national examination took place in early July 2020.
Exceptional measures during the school year 2020/21
Beginning on September 15, 2020, all students returned to in-person schooling from
2020/21. However, in the context of adjusting to the country’s multiple health concerns due to COVID 19, the school time was cut in half, and the teaching of students
occurred in groups daily to minimize congestion and guarantee social distancing. In
addition, it was important to adjust the official programs in primary, pre-secondary,
and secondary to the new school time since it is not possible to teach all of the elements of the programs in the same manner in half the time allocated for them. The
General Administration for Programs and Continuing Education reviewed, adapted,
and modified the content of official programs.
With the upsurge of the pandemic in October 2020, lessons were suspended in
primary, pre-secondary, and secondary schools from October 29, 2020 until November 8, 2020. According to the Ministry of Education, this decision represents an extension of the pre-planned half-term holiday for the first term, beginning on November 2, 2020 and ending on November 4, 2020. Following this, two ministerial circulars8 on assessment and evaluation in elementary, pre-secondary, and secondary
education have been released. In the ministerial circular number 2021-10-12 dated
February 12, 2021,9 exceptional measures were also discussed. Both propose combining the second and third terms of the school year 2020/21 into a single assessment
period lasting from January 4, 2021 to the conclusion of the academic year and
eliminating the second term half-holiday scheduled for February 4 to February 7,
2021.
Hygiene measures and vaccination campaigns
To ensure the safety of students and their teachers upon school reopening in September 2020, students attended schools on alternate days to avoid crowded classes. Some
hygiene measures such as spacing, regulations wearing masks, ventilation, and disinfection were implemented. On March 7, 2021, and in order to strengthen prevention measures and the application of the appropriate health protocol, the Ministry of
Education, with the support of UNICEF and funding from the ‘United States Agency
for International Development’ (USAID), launched a large distribution operation of
cleaning and disinfection kits for all 6,102 schools in Tunisia (primary schools, presecondary, and secondary schools), benefiting approximately 2,100,000 students
(UNICEF, 2021c). Schools were also given 8,630 contactless infrared thermometers
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and multiple printed materials (1 million flyers, 170,000 posters, etc.) with COVID19 response tips.
In May 2021, the government prioritized vaccinating primary and secondary
school teachers and teachers over the age of 50 and/or with comorbidities (L’Économiste Maghrebin, 2021). Before the start of the school year in August 2021, the
Health Ministry began giving COVID-19 vaccines to students aged 18 and up and
school staff. Students primarily targeted by the vaccination were mostly Baccalaureate candidates and those under the age of 18 with chronic diseases. In collaboration
with the Ministry of Education, the Ministry of Health organized coronavirus vaccination campaigns in high schools from October 7 to 14, 2021. The goal was to
vaccinate students aged 15 and up who had not yet received a dose. In December
2021, all students (15 years and older) were eligible for the COVID-19 vaccination.
Teachers and school staff must present the vaccine pass to access schools after the
winter holidays. As of December 22, 2021, the vaccine pass became mandatory for
all without exception, in accordance with the Presidential Decree No 1/2021 of
October 22, 202110 (Tunis Afrique Presse, 2021a).

7.

Challenges during the pandemic

When faced with a crisis, the intensity of policy change made by actors is dependent
on whether that crisis is exogenous or endogenous, and “Covid-19 thus constituted a
strong and multidimensional shock with sufficient destabilization and disruptive capacity to evolve into some form of paradigmatic and path-departing policy change”
(Zancajo, Verger & Bolea, 2022, p. 113). The exogenous changes “can alter educational policy by changing the conditions in which education is delivered and by generating new educational problems” (ibid.). For Tunisia, the pandemic forced a change
in the conditions of delivery and exposed problems. The intensity of the proposed
solutions did not match the intensity of the policy changes during the lockdowns. In
a practical sense, Tunisia did not actually switch from face-to-face learning to remote
learning in primary, post-secondary, and secondary schools. In fact, there were different communications from the Ministry of Education, and the different measures
taken regarding distance learning were experimental. The UVT, while being offered
as a resource to families, is a resource only; the Ministry of Education committed to
making its expansion a priority (Agade, 2020), but this is of little use to schools and
families that do not have access to the Internet, and thus this ‘priority’ becomes optional to use. The building up of actual resources on the platform was left to teachers,
and as of January 2022, the platform no longer appears to be supported. The Ministry
also targeted a certain satisfaction of public opinion in the stressful period of the
pandemic. In line with the global trend, Tunisian students’ and parents’ attitudes
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towards distance learning showed a preference for traditional face-to-face learning.
With around 50% of the households in Tunisia estimated to have both a computer at
home and be connected to the Internet, the Ministry could not make distance learning
mandatory. The general disinterest of Tunisian students in online learning is explained not only by the fact that it is not obligatory but also by the lack of incentives
as they are assessed only for the face-to-face courses. As a consequence, students in
Tunisia may experience a considerable learning deficit. We group the challenges of
distance learning in Tunisia into three areas:
1. Shortage of digital media equipment, lack of Internet service, and technical problems;
2. Unequal economic opportunities and
3. Unfinished learning.
The Ministry of Education conducted a mandatory online survey about distance
learning, in which 1,837,314 students from public schools participated (Ministry of
Education of Tunisia, 2020). The online survey conducted in early September 2020
had to be completed by the students and their parents before proceeding with their
online enrollment (the online enrollment is also mandatory for all students in primary, pre-secondary, and secondary schools in the public sector). The survey is divided into two sections. One is for the parents, while the other is for the students.
Parents were asked about home resources that support e-learning, whether or not
their children continued learning (via hard copies provided by the school, recorded
lessons on virtual classrooms, or television lessons, etc.), their preferences for the
different types of learning for their children (face-to-face, remote learning, and hybrid learning, etc.) and the main problems that children encountered when they had
some sort of e-learning.
Table 1:

Percentage of students in Tunisia with no digital connectivity and who
did not follow any remote learning across educational levels
No device

No Internet service

No remote learning

Students in primary schools

71%

73%

93%

Students in pre-secondary
and secondary schools

49%

60%

89%

Source: Ministry of Education of Tunisia (2020).

The students responded to questions on home educational resources, such as the
availability of any media equipment (computer, Internet connection re-liability, or
tablet, etc.). They were also questioned about the difficulties associated with remote
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learning and if they had access to any kind of e-learning during the school closure.
The number of respondents were distributed as follows: 946,781 students in primary
and 890,533 in pre-secondary and secondary schools. The survey findings made public in October 2020, revealed that 93% of pupils in primary schools and 89% in
pre-secondary and secondary schools did not participate in any online learning (see
Table 1).
Shortage of digital media equipment, lack of Internet service and technical problems
One of the biggest challenge students face regarding online learning is the shortage
of equipment and Internet connection. As shown in Figure 2, students in Tunisia
(across all educational levels) show higher digital connectivity (i.e., access to both a
device and the Internet) than other low-middle-income Arab countries, including
Algeria, Egypt, and Morocco.
However, this rate (around 40%) is still low and shows that many students in
Tunisia were likely excluded from ongoing learning opportunities. The figures for
the percentage of students with Internet access are not optimistic for remote learning.
Students in lower grades, in particular pre-primary and primary, were more likely to
be excluded from remote learning than those in higher grades. The Ministry of Education’s survey shows that 71% and 49% in primary and pre-secondary and secondary, respectively, do not have any device for learning. Moreover, the lack of Internet
connection impedes distance learning where 73% and 60% of students in primary
and pre-secondary and secondary, respectively, do not have an Internet connection
(see Table 1).
Additionally, the data gathered from students show that among those who participated in distance learning, 75% of the primary population and 66% of the presecondary and secondary population reported that they prefer hard copy materials
from their respective schools instead of electronic resources. In addition, among
those who reported taking remote learning, 57% and 52% in primary and pre-secondary and secondary, respectively, declare that they have frequently encountered
technical problems. Moreover, another impediment in this context is parents’ negative attitude toward remote learning, which may be explained by the low digital connectivity. According to the survey, just 13% and 14% of parents whose children are
in primary/pre-secondary and secondary school, respectively, have shown a particular preference for remote learning for their children. In comparison, 53% and 48%,
respectively, of parents in the same grades prefer face-to-face learning (see Table 2).
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Figure 2:

Digital connectivity across educational levels in selected Arab countries
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Source: UNESCO, UNICEF & the World Bank (2021, p. 25).

Table 2:

Percentage of parents’ preference in Tunisia regarding the different
forms of learning for their children
Face to face

Parents’
preference
regarding
the forms of
learning

Distance learning

Hybrid learning

Primary

Pre-secondary
and secondary

Primary

Pre-secondary
and secondary

Primary

53%

48%

13%

14%

34%

Pre-secondary
and secondary

38%

Note: Parents were asked the following question: “Under exceptional health conditions, would you prefer
for your child (a) Face-to-face education, (b) Distance learning, (c) Hybrid learning?”
Source: Ministry of Education of Tunisia (2020).

Unequal economic opportunities
School closures may increase inequality between low- and high-achieving students
(Grewenig, Lergetporer, Werner, Woessmann & Zierow, 2021) and between chil286
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dren from different family backgrounds (European Commission, 2020; UNESCO,
2020). Children from low-income households generally live in precarious housing
conditions, and they are less well-equipped in terms of technological devices both in
numbers and quality, making homeschooling difficult (Van Lancker & Parolin,
2020).
The PISA 2015 data collected for 5,375 15-year-old students enrolled in high
schools shows that students in the poorest wealth quintiles are the most disadvantaged in terms of possessing a computer for schoolwork and in terms of having a
reliable Internet connection at home (see Figures 3 and 4).
Figure 3:

Students’ possession of a computer for schoolwork according to wealth
quintiles in Tunisia

Note: PISA 2015 data can be downloaded from https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/
The Y-axis indicates the number of students in each wealth quintile. The X-axis indicates the wealth
quintile (the first quintile corresponds to the 20% poorest and the fifth quintile corresponds to the 20%
richest).
Source: Authors’ creation based on PISA 2015 data.

The lack of access to computers/Internet-capable devices is indicative of a deeper
issue of economic inequality within Tunisia, heavily inflamed by the pandemic lockdowns. The World Bank estimates that income inequality jumped from 37 to 39.5
due to the pandemic (UNICEF, 2020). The Carnegie Institute estimates that “the percentage of poverty increased from 14 to 21 percent” in 2020, and “the unemployment
rate increased from 15 percent in Q1 2020 to 17.8 percent in Q1 2021” (Dridi, 2021,
para. 3). UNICEF (2020) notes that Tunisia drifted further away from SDG 1 during
the lockdowns and that child poverty is now 50% higher than adult poverty. Child
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poverty only enhances the struggles of primary and secondary students and makes
them that much more likely to forgo virtual schooling, especially if that virtual
schooling is not a mandate. The widespread economic inequality, combined with the
government’s feeble efforts to address that inequality during the lockdowns, amplified an educational crisis.
Figure 4:

Link to Internet connection in the students’ home according to wealth
quintiles in Tunisia

Note: PISA 2015 data can be downloaded from https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/
The Y-axis indicates the number of students in each wealth quintile. The X-axis indicates the wealth
quintile (the first quintile corresponds to the 20% poorest and the fifth quintile corresponds to the 20%
richest).
Source: Authors’ creation based on PISA 2015 data.

Unfinished learning
Between March 2020 and June 2021, schools in Tunisia were closed for sixteen
weeks, with an essential lightening of the curriculum during the academic year
2020/21. Even though the school closure was much shorter in terms of weeks than
the MENA average of twenty-five weeks (Figure 5), the resulting learning loss may
have an impact on an entire generation of children, particularly the most vulnerable
learners, including those with disabilities, if adequate measures to compensate for
the learning loss are not put in place.
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Figure 5:

Duration of school closures (in weeks) on average in MENA (March
2020 to June 2021)
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Globally, the combination of the stress of the pandemic and the abrupt switch to
online learning has left students overall preferring face-to-face instruction to remote
learning (Butt, Mahmood, Saleem, Rashid & Ikram, 2021), which unfortunately is
not possible during the lockdown and thus leads to higher instances of interruption
of learning.
During the COVID-19 pandemic, the Arab Barometer’s Wave sixth, the largest
publicly available Arab education survey, was conducted in seven Arab countries
between July 2020 and April 2021 in three rounds to capture the changing sentiments
of citizens during the COVID-19 pandemic (Arab Barometer, 2021a). The survey
was conducted in Tunisia with a sample composed of 3,208 respondents (ibid.). Nationally representative mobile phones surveys were fielded. The survey lasted approximately 25 minutes, with most of the questions closed-ended (Arab Barometer,
2020a, 2020b, 2021b), meaning that respondents picked the response option that
most closely matched their view. The survey revealed that many Tunisian families
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are frustrated by incomplete learning due to this unnecessary interruption: 47% of
respondents feel the impact of the COVID-19 epidemic on children’s education has
been extremely negative. In comparison, 27% believe it is moderately negative.
With around 50% of the households in Tunisia estimated to have a computer at
home and are connected to the Internet (see Table 3), the Ministry of Education could
not make distance learning mandatory. The total disinterest of Tunisian students in
online learning is explained not only by the fact that it is not obligatory but also by
the lack of incentives as they were assessed only for face-to-face courses.
Table 3:

Households with computers and Internet connection in Tunisia (%)
2017

2018

2019

Percentage of households with
computers at home

47.1%

47.5%

52.1%

Percentage of households
connected to the Internet

44.5%

46.1%

52.1%

Source: Institut National de la Statistique (2021).

When children are unable to attend school, they miss out on the opportunity to acquire knowledge and may forget what they have already learned, resulting in lower
average learning levels for countries and, eventually, disengagement and dropout
(Ardington, Wills & Kotze, 2021; Angrist et al., 2021; Azevedo, Hasan, Goldemberg, Iqbal & Geven, 2020; Gustafsson & Nuga, 2020; Kuhfeld et al., 2020). If students continue to fall behind in the curriculum, un-remediated learning deficits may
accumulate over time (Kaffenberger, 2020). To quantify the learning deficits and
their impacts on future earnings, UNESCO et al. (2021) released COVID-19 simulations for the MENA region based on their modeling of the potential impact of
school closures on several learning outcomes, including learning poverty, the percent
below minimum proficiency on PISA, and lifetime earnings.11 The study’s main objective is to assist Ministries of Education, critical national stakeholders, and development partners in advocating for and planning evidence-based recovery strategies
to mitigate potential learning losses caused by COVID-19 school closures while
combating learning poverty that existed prior to the crisis.12 Three simulation scenarios were developed. In the optimistic scenario, country-level school closures were
observed. The effectiveness of government-initiated mitigation measures (such as
remote learning) is high and partial closures are assumed to affect 50% of the student
population. Under the intermediate scenario, country-level school closures were observed. Mitigation measures have a middle level of effectiveness, and partial closures
are assumed to affect 75% of the student population. Finally, under the pessimistic
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scenario, country-level school closures were observed. Mitigation measures have a
low level of effectiveness, and partial closures are assumed negligible and are treated
as a complete closure (UNESCO et al., 2021). Based on our previous analysis, the
pessimistic scenario applies more to Tunisia than the other two. In this case, the results show (see Table 4) that the pre-COVID learning poverty estimate in Tunisia
(used as a baseline for the simulation analysis) suggests that 65.3% of children were
either out-of-school or unable to read and understand a simple text by age ten. We
argue that this percentage will rise to around 77% based on these simulations.
Unlike the measurement of learning poverty, which focuses on achievements at
the primary level, the analysis of education proficiency based on PISA focuses on
student performance for 15-year-olds, who are typically in lower secondary school.
The simulations focus on reading proficiency scores and show how children performing below the minimum proficiency (PISA Level 2 or 407.47 points) could potentially change due to school closures and low mitigation effectiveness of remote learning. The percentage of 15-year-olds below minimum proficiency is likely to rise, and
the percentage of 15-year-old children scoring below minimum proficiency could
rise from 72% to 85.6%, respectively.
Table 4:

Learning outcomes and future earnings: Pre-COVID baseline and under
the pessimistic scenario in Tunisia
Baseline

Pessimistic

Learning poverty

65.3%

76.9%

PISA below minimum proficiency

72.0%

85.6%

-11.456 M

-22.915 M

-11,465

-22,933

Present value loss to economy lifetime
earnings with adult survival and labor
force participation (millions of US$)
Present value (PV) loss to lifetime
earnings of a single individual (US$)
Source: UNESCO et al. (2021).

The loss of learning can have a negative impact on lifetime earnings and single individual earnings. Under a pessimistic scenario, the simulations project that the current
cohort of learners could lose approximately US$ 22,915 million of lifetime earnings
(at the present value in 2017 purchasing power parity). For a single individual in
Tunisia, these projected losses translate to close to US$ 22,933 (see Table 4).
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8.

Conclusion and discussion

In this paper, we shed light on how the COVID-19 crisis affected primary and secondary education in Tunisia and how the country has responded to the crisis in the
education sector. A government-level survey conducted in early September 2020, in
which 1,837,314 students from public schools participated, showed that more than
80% of the respondents in basic and secondary education did not participate in any
online learning (Ministry of Education of Tunisia, 2020). The online survey is part
of a larger body of evidence that there are many barriers to distance learning in
Tunisia. However, instead of investing in children and their education, government
budgets are being hollowed out by a recession and the diversion of public spending
to health care and economic recovery. While notable efforts have been made to ensure the smoothest possible adaptation to distance and online teaching, numerous
challenges persist, not the least of which is poor implementation and missed opportunities of technologies. The shortage of digital equipment, the drought of access to
the Internet, and the technical problems make remote learning difficult for many students. In addition, the high cost of access to technology makes it difficult for children
from poor backgrounds to access remote learning. The learning losses attributable to
COVID-19 may not end with the pandemic but will likely also have long-term implications for the affected cohorts and are likely to exacerbate existing inequalities. Two academic years after the pandemic, the Tunisian government has not
planned any strategy to address this learning deficit.
We can take away many lessons for the pandemic to better prepare educational
systems for shocks and educate our students better. However, we cannot forget the
lasting effect of the pandemic on our children as it threatens to rob them of their
learning, and its effects, if not handled correctly, can lead to the further exploitation
of many children. Many children can be at risk for child labor, violence, and exploitation without schooling. When the pandemic forced the closing of schools worldwide, many nations made an effort to support a formal switch to remote learning.
However, Tunisia did not formally switch from face-to-face learning to remote learning in primary, pre-secondary, and secondary school, instead asking schools to offer
it to students who could participate. The Ministry’s ICT arm, CNTE, made efforts to
support students with the UVT virtual learning platform but made no notable efforts
to reach those in the rural coastal areas who did not have access to remote learning.
Despite a lack of formal studies in this early stage of a ‘post-pandemic’ Tunisia,
there is evidence that there are many continuing barriers to distance learning in
Tunisia. The online survey conducted by the Ministry of Education has demonstrated
the lack of faith Tunisian students have in the concept of distance learning due to
inequalities (Ministry of Education of Tunisia, 2020). Data from UNICEF (2020)
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only support the idea that “the closure of schools for six months, combined with little
to no access for the majority of children to distance learning, despite the Government’s efforts in this regard, will most likely further deteriorate learning outcomes”
(p. 1). These barriers can hamper or completely prevent the utilization of distance
learning. The shortage of digital equipment, access to the Internet, the high cost of
access to technology, and the technical problems make remote learning difficult for
many students.
Moreover, it is crucial to change students’ attitudes and behaviors about using
digital resources. Students’ preference for hardcopy materials makes it challenging
to transition to digital materials in a short period. Even though research studies show
that most students prefer hardcopy materials to softcopy materials (Akaadom,
Takramah & Anagbonu, 2020; Looi & Chen, 2010), we recommend that teachers
incorporate digital technology into their teaching by making course materials available in digital formats for students to access for their studies, a question of familiarizing them with electronic resources. Furthermore, primary school students may lack
fundamental technology skills and may lack a computer and digital platform culture,
which may impede their ability to continue learning. Introducing digital literacy at
an early age is essential as it makes them responsible for using technology.
Remote learning ensures parental support if it is properly implemented. When
students are required to remain at home and navigate the digital learning landscape
on their own, parents need good parenting skills and a moderately high level of education, good computer knowledge, and digital literacy. Parents with lesser levels of
education often feel unable to assist their children in studying specific courses and
using the technology, which may explain their preference for face-to-face learning
over remote learning. Promoting adult digital literacy is essential as it helps them
respond to society’s challenges. Moreover, the perceived effectiveness of online
learning is vital in a stressful time such as a pandemic. Additionally, quality of the
platform predicts performance. In an international study on online learning platforms
during the pandemic, Butt et al. (2021) found that overall quality correlated with user
satisfaction and predicted the ability to complete tasks, the student’s performance on
those tasks, and thus the continued use of that technology. It is not just a matter of
ensuring that the virtual platform is available to most students, but also ensuring that
the user experience promotes student learning effectively, especially if the platform
is optional to use and reliant on the populace to seek out and make use of. There are,
as of yet, no formal studies on the effectiveness or quality of television as a remote
learning platform in Tunisia, but preliminary clues are not promising. As mentioned
before, it was an online platform for ICT that was hastily repurposed to host online
learning in masse. Combined with the lack of access, this may explain (not discounting the many other probable factors) part of why the 2020 ninth-year exam scores
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were low and experienced an increase in fraud. However, the preliminary 2021 results were that scores had improved, and instances of fraud lessened (Tunis Afrique
Presse, 2021b).
Access to technology makes distance learning simpler for the wealthy and more
difficult for the poor, contributing to the widening gap between students from affluent origins and those from underprivileged ones. This is a problem worldwide:
The rapid shift to the digital sphere during school closure periods highlighted major differences in access to digital technologies, depending on countries’ level of income, but also
with regard to the different social groups within countries. The stark digital divide added to
and amplified the social divide, increasing inequality and directly impacting the distribution
of learning losses among social groups during school closures. (Bozkurt & Sharma, 2020;
as cited in Zancajo et al., 2022, p. 116)

As a result, increasing access to the Internet and other digital solutions for all children
would be a critical long-term goal for reducing learning vulnerabilities. It is a role
that the state must play in the ongoing digital age restructuring of schools, and it will
not become more accessible when the pandemic has become history. Douse and Uys
(2020) argue that remote learning during the pandemic is only part of the larger body
of evidence that “an entire overhaul is called for, moving above AI [artificial intelligence] and beyond ICT, embodying and synergistically integrating contemporary
technology in its connectivity, organisation, curriculum content and research, and in
innovation, learning methods and management” (para. 9). This is not possible when
infrastructure issues do not allow for this ‘overhaul.’ Tunisia committed to improving its virtual education space, but it must make sure that space is available to most,
if not all, of its student populace, or else this is simply a half measure, and will only
decrease the effectiveness of its own schooling in a post-pandemic world. Moving
forward:
Not only in these pandemic times but forever onwards, there need seldom be whole class
group work. Weekly one-to-one face-to-face safe meetings with individual teachers
and small group interactions as needed will be sufficient to supplement and sustain the predominantly online learning experience. This is already the world within which young learners live. (Douse & Uys, 2020, para. 11)

The move to online learning that has been implemented worldwide in the wake of
the pandemic should not be conflated with ‘effective’ online teaching as it was, in
most cases, haphazardly organized and executed, and should be differentiated as
‘emergency remote teaching’ (Hodges, Moore, Lockee, Trust & Bond, 2020).
It is worth noting that Tunisia has not implemented remedial programs since the
COVID-19 school closures. The country has not planned to take any steps to measure
learning losses in primary, lower secondary, and upper secondary levels. In addition,
there has been no extension for the school year 2021/22 planned, and no curriculum
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adjustments have been announced. Most children have lost substantial instructional
time and may not be ready for age- and grade-appropriate curricula before the pandemic. Therefore, remedial instruction is essential to reduce long-term learning
losses. Tunisian decision-makers should develop a strategy to address this learning
deficit.
Although government policy measures taken to ensure learning continuity were
not effective, they have nonetheless shown that deploying distance learning strategies requires developing an effective environment for distance learning, including
schools, teachers, students, and their parents. On the one hand, remote learning could
not reach all students. On the other hand, the preference for traditional face-to-face
learning due to digital illiteracy and low computer knowledge makes it challenging
to implement effectively. Now, what is the way forward for the Ministry of Education? More resources must be invested in the necessary digital, pedagogical, social,
and emotional competencies to succeed in remote learning. A clear and appropriate
plan to digitalize the learning and teaching process must be developed and discussed
with different stakeholders.
Notes
1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

There are three terms throughout the school year (first, second, and third). The first lasts for
three months. The second and third terms run for two and a half months. Each term, students
are evaluated based on the content covered in that term.
On December 22, 2021, the Tunisian government made the vaccination pass compulsory
according to the Legislative Decree of October 22, 2021 (see: https://legislation-securite.
tn/fr/law/105101).
In each governorate in Tunisia, there is a government run Pilot pre-secondary school. Entry to
these Pilot schools is based on the criterion of having a score of 15 or higher out of 20 in the
national examinations.
In each governorate in Tunisia, there is a government run Pilot secondary school. Entry to these
Pilot schools is based on the criterion of having a score of 15 or higher out of 20 in the national
examinations.
On October 23, 2011, Ennahdha won a plurality of the first post-Jasmine Revolution elections
vote for the National Constituent Assembly (NCA). They formed a ruling coalition called the
Troika – an alliance between Ennahdha, Ettakatol (the Democratic Forum for Labor and Liberties), and El Mottamar (the Congress for the Republic) – through which it ruled the country
under Moncef Marzouki as President (from 2011 to 2014) and Hamadi Jebali as Prime Minister
(from December 2011 to March 2013).
Institut National de Bureautique et de Micro-Informatique (INBMI) was previously named
Bourguiba Center for Microcomputing (CBMI – Centre Bourguiba de Micro-Informatique),
which was established in October 1984 by Mokhtar El Atiri, founder of the Tunisian National
School of Engineering (Ecole Nationale d’ingénieurs de Tunis).
The different archives can be found on the Ministry of Education website. They are all in
Arabic: http://www.education.gov.tn/?lang=fr
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8.

Ministerial circular 2020-10-62 (November 2, 2020) for the assessment and evaluation in primary education and ministerial circular number 2020-10-63 (November 3, 2020) for the assessment and evaluation in pre-secondary and secondary education.
9. Ministerial circular: http://www.administration.education.gov.tn/2021-02-12/12102021.pdf
10. For the Decree, see: https://legislation-securite.tn/fr/law/105101
11. See UNESCO et al. (2021) for the different learning outcomes used their corresponding definitions and how to calculate them.
12. Note that the results are simulations and they do not use actual data on learning losses or mitigation effectiveness, both of which are currently limited, particularly in MENA countries.
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March 2020 and many more were to follow. To date, there is no large-scale assessment study that would allow drawing conclusions on educational losses and increased educational inequality due to COVID-19 in the Austrian education system.
In contrast, other effects of the pandemic in the school system are well documented.
In the first part, the paper starts with a detailed description of the situation of Austrian
schools during the pandemic crisis. Based on this, the second part reviews various
studies on the impact of the pandemic on the Austrian school system. Finally, consequences and lessons of the pandemic for the school system and for educational
research are discussed.

2.

Overview of the Austrian school system

Austria is a land-locked Central European country with 8.9 million inhabitants, of
which about 1.7 million, or 19.8%, were born abroad (Statistik Austria, 2021a). In
the school year 2019/20, 1,135,519 students were enrolled in all Austrian primary
and secondary schools (including vocational secondary schools), the percentage of
students whose first language was not German (i.e., the language of instruction) was
26.8%, in primary schools it was more than 31.4% (Statistik Austria, 2021b).
Compulsory education lasts nine years, usually from the age of 6 until the age of
15. Pre-school education is not considered to be part of the education system. Children start their educational career usually at the age of 6 in a 4-year primary school.
The secondary school system is segmented in two streams: After four years of primary school, students are channeled according to their performance either to a 4-year
‘Mittelschule’ (acronym: NMS; i.e., lower ‘practical’ secondary school) or to an
8-year ‘Allgemeinbildende Höhere Schule’ (acronym: AHS; an ‘academic’ secondary school).
Schooling is compulsory up to the age of 15. Since the school year 2016/17, the
legal guardians must ensure that their children receive further training after compulsory schooling until the age of 18. Students may attend the Upper Level of the AHS
or a Medium or Upper Secondary Technical, Commercial or other Vocational
School. Once students have completed nine years of compulsory education, they can
also take up an apprenticeship within the dual system of vocational education combining practical training with a part-time vocational school (‘Berufsschule’).
There is an obligatory national syllabus for all schools which can be adapted to a
minor degree by ‘school-autonomous curricula.’ Textbooks must be approved by
state commissions which check for conformity with the syllabus and for educational
quality. Assessment in Austrian schools is mainly teacher-led. Performance of students is continuously assessed throughout the school year by various instruments,
e.g., tests, oral participation, homework, schoolwork, presentations, etc.
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The grades at the end of primary school and of lower secondary school (8th year
of schooling) are important for promotion to the various types of lower secondary
school and of upper secondary education or vocational training respectively. Upper
secondary schooling finishes after 12 or 13 years of schooling with a ‘Matura’ which
is a special school leaving examination licencing for tertiary education. While these
Matura examinations were set by individual schools until recently, since 2015 a new
scheme is in place which includes centrally set written examinations, regionally moderated oral examinations, and a ‘research paper’ written by individual students.
For a long time, Austria was considered as a prime example of firmly state-based
and bureaucratic governance of schooling (Altrichter, 2020). The central ‘federal
ministry’ was responsible for overseeing and organising virtually all areas of school
organisation, classroom teaching and learning as well as remuneration and retirement
of educational staff. In specific matters laid down in the constitution, the federal parliament set the legal framework, while detailed legislation was implemented by provincial parliaments (Eurydice, 2018). Schools were seen as the last link in a bureaucratic chain with not much room for maneuver left for developing different educational offers or different ways of organizing their work.
This resulted in a legalistic, stable, not very dynamic system which was characterized by two main governance mechanisms (‘dual regulation’; Brüsemeister, 2004,
p. 5): On the one hand, there was strong input regulation by the state (e.g., central
legal requirements for assessment and certification, for content specification of curricula, setting of standards for teaching material and textbooks, central funding, central teacher assignment; see Fend 2001, p. 41). Input regulation was traditionally
coupled with a high level of professional self-regulation (or teacher autonomy) in
classroom teaching on the other hand (which is reflected by a strong position of
teacher unions with respect to all kind of educational decisions).
The Austrian system of school governance has certainly been criticized, e.g., for
its mediocre results in international student assessments, for not using the energy and
ingenuity of teachers for more autonomous school development responsive to its
constituency’s needs, and for its administrative inefficiency resulting from the split
of responsibilities between central state and provinces etc. (e.g., Lassnigg &
Vogtenhuber, 2015). Over the last 25 years, Austrian authorities – as in many European countries – have attempted to ‘modernize’ the governance of their education
system (Altrichter, Brüsemeister & Heinrich, 2005). While coordination by state input regulation and by professional self-regulation of teachers was indicative of the
previous state of governance, coordination by external output control, by partial autonomy of individual schools, by internal management and by competition became
more important. These governance reforms culminated in the implementation of
evidence-based policies after the PISA shock (Altrichter, 2020), most prominently
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among them: a new system-wide approach of quality management in 2011
(Altrichter, 2021a) and a performance standard policy in 2008. The latter included:
(1) the formulation of performance standards in Maths and German for 4th year students and in English, Maths and German for 8th year students. (2) Nation-wide testing
of these standards which started in 2012. (3) Performance feedback of test results to
actors on all levels of the school system in an aggregated form (Altrichter & Gamsjäger, 2017). In 2018, performance testing has been abolished to be replaced by an
‘improved system’ (BIFIE, 2019, p. 8) which, however, is presently in the process
of being developed and implemented (IQS, 2021).

3.

Stages of the pandemic and consequences for schools

3.1 Governmental school policies Austrian’s during the pandemic
On February 25, 2020, the first two COVID-19 virus infections were detected in
Austria. On March 16, 2020, a nationwide lockdown was issued which was gradually
alleviated after the Easter vacation. In the meantime, the country has seen two more
lockdowns (November/December 2020; December 2020/January 2021). The first
vaccination was given on December 27, 2020. On February 6, 2022, 72.78% of the
population were fully immunized.1 Vaccination for children of at least 12 years was
approved on May 28, 2021, and for children of at least 5 years on November 25,
2021, by the European Medicines Agency (EMA) and immediately recommended
by the Austrian National Vaccination Board. Vaccination opportunities were opened
at different speeds in the individual federal provinces. By the beginning of February
2022, 54% of the 12- to 14-year-old students were fully immunized (BMSGPK,
2021). On-site schooling was suspended several times (see Figure 1; BMBWF GZ
2020-0.748.6562; BMBWF GZ 2020-0.834.1).
(1) From March 16 to May 3, 2020, all schools were closed and were requested
to turn to distance learning: “Students are to be provided with work packages via
Distance Learning3 until the time of their return to school” (BMBWF, 2020a, p. 7).
While teachers in the beginning were told to introduce no new content through
distance learning but to concentrate on “repetition and consolidation of previously
taught material” (BMBWF, 2020f, p. 1) because authorities had obviously envisaged
the lockdown as a short intermission of ‘ordinary schooling’ – as a “bridging phase”
(ibid.), new ‘guidelines for distance learning’ were issued by the ministry at the end
of March 2020. Again, teaching of new content was in the focus of the circular:
teachers were allowed to teach new content, if only they took care to avoid student
overload. Additionally, tests and performance assessments were ruled out “until further notice. The work performed during the bridging phase will be included in the
semester or annual assessment” (ibid.). The circular also included checklists for
TC, 2022, 28 (3)

303

school leaders, class teachers, teachers, and parents which drew these actors’ attention to some of the critical issues experienced during the first weeks of the lockdown,
e.g., upholding communication with students and parents and special attention to
communication breakdown, student work overload through lack of coordination between teachers, feedback for student work, structuring the student’s day at home
(BMBWF, 2020f).
(2) The re-opening followed a stepwise ‘activation plan for the school system’
(BMBWF, 2020a): From May 4, 2020, schools were reopened for older students
“who need to obtain school-leaving qualifications” (BMBWF, 2020c) in academic
secondary schools (‘Matura’) or in vocational education. From May 18, 2020,
schools opened for all primary and lower secondary students (6–14 years), while two
weeks later (June 3) face-to-face teaching resumed for all other upper secondary students. The various ministry communications (BMBWF, 2020a, 2020b, 2020e) of this
‘activation plan’ emphasized three major ideas:
Protection and hygiene:
x Students were to be “taught in shifts to aid social distancing” (BMBWF, 2020c):
To increase physical distances in classrooms a system of shift instruction was
introduced until the end of the school year (July 3 or 10, 2020), i.e., 2–3 days of
face-to-face instruction per week for half of each class, while the other half takes
part in distance education: halfway through the week, the two half-groups switch
roles.
x Teaching in sports and music was suspended due to infection risks (BMBWF,
2020a).
x A special ‘hygiene manual’ was issued by the ministry which among others included (BMBWF, 2020d) specifications for distances in classrooms and school
premises, for regular ventilation, room cleaning and disinfection, exact regulations for hygiene during examinations, hygiene measures for buffet operators/caterers and school kitchens. Facemasks had to be worn by all persons in the school
premises, however, not during classroom instruction. The manual also included a
set of ready-made information posters to be displayed on the school premises.
Reduction/moderation of performance requirements: In a letter to parents, school
leaders and teachers the Minister issued “curriculum: less is more” as a motto for the
remaining learning period until summer and admonished teachers “to use discretion
when assessing performance” (BMBWF, 2020c).
x All afternoon classes were cancelled. Free periods (resulting from suspended lessons in sports and music) “should be used to repeat and reinforce content in other
subjects or to complete assignments” (BMBWF, 2020a, p. 7).
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x No additional formal tests were to be scheduled in the classes. “Achievements
made in the course of distance learning and the now following face-to-face lessons are included in the overall assessment. Students who have worked continuously should also have their participation rewarded” (BMBWF, 2020a, p. 7).
x Class repetitions in primary schools were suspended at all. Promotion in secondary schools with negative grades were made easier.
Exceptions for specific groups (BMBWF, 2020c): The circular formulated exemptions for risk groups of students and teachers. Students who felt that they were mentally not in the state of attending school were given an exemption, however, had to
undergo an examination at the end of the school year.
In a letter to parents the Education Minister compared the reopening of schools
with “a balancing act. It is the result of weighing the protection of health against our
duty to guarantee educational and career opportunities for our children and young
people in the medium and long term” (BMBWF, 2020c).
(3) A second nation-wide school closure took place from November 3 to December 4, 2020 (primary schools and lower secondary schools) and November 14 to December 4, 2020 (upper secondary schools). When schooling resumed after the closure, primary classes were still in shifts until the start of the Christmas break.
(4) Immediately after the Christmas vacations (January 7, 2021), a third period of
school closure started which lasted until the semester break (February 1 or 8, 2021,
depending on the region). Due to regional infection peaks, in some provinces – and
in a few cases: communities – schools were closed or shifted to half-class instruction
also later on, e.g., schools closed in Vienna and the east region from April 6, 2021,
however with the exception of the 4th grade in primary and lower secondary schools.
As of April 26, 2021, the entire country switched back to face-to-face instruction,
which was maintained until the end of the semester.
On average, the school closures between March 2020 and January 2021 resulted
in a loss of about 40% of regular school days in primary and lower secondary schools,
and of approximately 60% on the upper secondary level (Figure 1). Primary school
students spent about 12.5 weeks less in school than originally planned. During the
school year, the distance learning periods ranged from 8.5 weeks (majority of provinces) to 11.5 weeks (Vienna and Lower Austria).
According to the OECD Special Survey (OECD, 2021), Austrian students missed
in 2020 significantly more instruction days (52 fully closed and 37 partially closed
days in primary and secondary education) than students in Germany (most typical:
25 fully closed and 65 partially closed) or Switzerland (34 fully closed). However,
in the first half of 2021, the number of days schools were fully and partially closed
was larger in Germany than in Austria.
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Figure 1:
Year

Periods of school closure in Austria 2020 and 2021 (source: the authors)
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In-person instruction for all students

Shift instruction in primary schools and lower secondary
schools. Distance learning in upper secondary schools.

Distance learning for all students

In-person instruction in primary schools and lower secondary
schools. Distance learning in upper secondary schools.

Shift instruction for all students

In-person instruction in primary schools. Shift instruction in
lower and upper secondary schools.

a all federal states
b Distance learning in Vienna, Lower Austria, and Burgenland
c Distance learning in Vienna and Lower Austria, shift instruction in Burgenland

(5) On August 4, 2021, a ‘4-point plan’ was published by the ministry to prepare for
the school year 2021/22 including the following measures (BMBWF, 2021a):
x An early warning system for schools and preschool institutions: Through
wastewater analyses (possible for 3,062 school sites catering for about 75% of
students) the virus was to be detected seven days before the infections become
detectable by other means. In the event of an increased risk situation, schools and
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preschool institutions were to be warned at an early stage and can react regionally
(tests, masks) before the infections spread (BMBWF, 2021a).
x Regular PCR and antigen testing at all schools: Testing three times a week was
a compulsory requirement for school attendance during the first three school
weeks. One of these tests per week had to be a PCR test.
x Vaccination offers at school through vaccination buses: For optional low-threshold vaccination of students from age of 12 vaccination buses were to be ready at
school locations.
x Efficient room air cleaners in schools: Through €10 million support package the
education ministry announced to help school owners to purchase air purification
equipment where air exchange via windows is not possible.
On the one hand, this tight testing regime was successful as a significant number of
infected cases were detected. On the other hand, the aspired smooth start of the
school year was disrupted more severely than expected. To take the example of the
capital city of Vienna: After one week of schooling 603 classes, i.e., about 5% of all
classes, in 522 (of the 720) schools had to be closed because of infection cases and
all (approximately 12,000) students of these classes were sent into quarantine.4 The
education minister reacted by demanding to reduce the quarantine time from 14 days
to 5 days and by limiting K1 quarantine to the immediate seat neighbors of the infected person.5
Although the term ‘school closure’ was commonly used, schools were not fully
closed but had to offer optional on-site care for students. Ministerial regulations stipulated for all three lockdowns that students whose home supervision could not be
ensured (e.g., because their families could not remain at home during lockdowns),
who needed educational support or who did not have an adequate workplace or access to IT devices could opt to be supervised at school. Hence, instructional time for
individual students varied not only between school types, but also within schools. A
representative parent survey indicates that this care option was well used by parents
in the third lockdown. About one-third of the 3,450 parents surveyed reported that
their youngest school-age child was cared for at school for more than three hours per
day (Helm & Postlbauer, 2021). In addition, one in four families used childcare options during the school closures in early 2021. However, childcare opportunities were
much more limited during the first lockdown.
According to TALIS 2018 (OECD, 2019, p. 30), Austrian teachers were clearly
below OECD average-31 with respect to digital skills (use of ICT in formal education
or professional development, feeling well-prepared for ICT use in teaching, having
students frequently using ICT). However, they also did not report a particularly high
need for professional development in this field and their principals did not see an
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inadequacy of the digital equipment in schools. In a school leader survey during the
pandemic, Jesacher-Rößler and Klein (2020) found that professional development
with respect to distance education was left often to individual teachers, while there
were only few school-wide training efforts. In June 2020 an eight-point improvement
plan ‘Digital School’ was launched by the education minister which promised development by 2024 in the following areas and assigned 250 million Euro for this purpose
(BMBWF, 2021b, 2021e). The program was to build up and upgrade the schools’
basic IT infrastructure, bundle all applications for learning and administration on a
uniform platform ‘Digital School’, provide professional development for teachers
about blended and distance learning through a Distance-Learning-MOOC and issue
digital devices to students and teachers in order “to create the pedagogical and technical conditions for IT-supported teaching and to give students equal access to digital
education” (BMBWF, 2021b).
Amid the debate of educational losses of disadvantaged students, a summer school
program was launched by the education ministry in the summer vacation time of
2020 (and repeated in 2021). Proclaimed as “a milestone in educational policy” by
the ministry, the summer school aimed to fulfil “the social mandate of supporting
students who need to catch up, enabling them to prepare well for the start of school
and raising their level of achievement” (BMBWF, 2021c). The two-week program
offered support for students in German, mathematics, and primary natural and social
studies, and in particular, “the consolidation of German as a language of instruction
in order to counteract impending educational disadvantages due to different family
conditions during the school closures as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic and to
enable good preparation for teaching in the coming school year.” (BMBWF, 2021d)
Teaching took place four hours a day and was done by student teachers and teacher
volunteers. Participation was voluntary, and students with a first language other than
German, students with learning deficits, and students at the transition to the 5th or 9th
grade were primarily targeted. The program required remarkably few central resources, as student teachers were rewarded by curriculum credits for their university
studies, their training and supervision was organized by universities and universities
of teacher education out of their resources, and venues were provided by the school
maintaining bodies. In 2020, about 24,000 students (i.e., 57% of the target group)
have participated in this measure according to the ministry (Lassnigg, 2020a,
pp. 50 f.).
While summer schools were met with positive resonance in the public, researchers have pointed to the fact that there is no systematic evaluation of the program6
(ibid., p. 10) and that a 2-week (40 hours) support program implemented by not fully
qualified teachers (Herzog-Punzenberger & Kart, 2021) may not be sufficient “for
long-term learning success” in language learning (Lindner & Schwab, 2021, p. 150)
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and for making up for 300 hours lost instruction by school closures and partial
schooling (Lassnigg, 2020a, p. 10).
3.2

Reactions

As the population accepted the first lockdowns comparatively willingly (Lassnigg,
2020a), also most school leaders (about one half to three-quarter) and teachers (about
two-thirds) showed great understanding for school closures in the early surveys during the first lockdown in spring 2020 (Huber et al., 2020). A major part of the teaching force felt adequately informed by the school authorities about general aspects of
school closures and distance education (for school leaders, e.g., Jesacher-Rößler &
Klein, 2020, p. 42), however, with respect to leaving exams, grading during distance
learning and the duration of lockdowns a substantial number of school leaders and
teachers complained about insufficient information (see below).
While parents of school-aged students showed ample understanding for school
closures in the first lockdown (Huber et al., 2020), they did not do so after the third
lockdown (Helm & Postlbauer, 2021). One third of the parents graded Austria’s
educational policy during the second and third lockdown as a ‘fail,’ and another quarter as ‘just enough’ in a representative survey by Helm and Postlbauer (2021). For
further policy development, the following issues may be relevant:
x Communication policy: In a study by Schober et al. (2021), teachers said that
constantly changing conditions and insufficient or short-notice information from
the ministry made lesson planning challenging. In an open letter school leaders
complained that rules how to handle the pandemic situation were often communicated too late for timely implementation or even communicated first to public
media leaving school leaders in uncertainty about the validity of this information
and about ways of implementation (VPFA, 2020; Dobler, 2021). Examples for
time pressure due to dysfunctional ministerial processes were given (VPFA,
2021); no “understanding of organized time flows” of school practice was attributed to the ministry (Dobler, 2021, p. 153). “The lock-down and shift to distance education was announced on Friday and had to be implemented over the
weekend. The same occurred with the openings, school and teachers had simply
to comply with the directives without much info in advance” (Lassnigg, 2020a,
p. 11). Additionally, some schools and regional offices seem to have reacted to
the unclear situation by very restrictive interpretations of these regulations (Lassnigg, 2020b, p. 1).
x Over-regulation: While most school leaders were generally keen on getting reliable information, some of the recommendations seemed to be examples of impracticality and over-regulation. For example, the ‘hygiene manual’ explains to
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school leaders how to organize breaks (obviously with a very specific layout of
the school in mind): “During break: classes with odd class designations (1st grade,
3rd grade, etc.) will remain in the classroom during break, the others will leave.”
(BMBWF, 2020d, p. 9) The authors of the ‘hygiene manual’ even drew graphic
sketches to communicate options for one meter safety distances to school leaders
(obviously with teacher-focused classrooms in mind which will be rather rare in
primary schools; see Figure 2).
Figure 2:

Hints for the positioning of tables (BMBWF, 2020d, p. 10)

x Dispensation from public schooling: At the beginning of the new school year
2021/22 the number of students whose parents had asked for dispensation from
public schooling had nearly tripled from about 2,600 in the year before to 7,515
(i.e., approx. 1% of the student population).7 The reasons for dispensation were
not recorded,8 however, may include both COVID-19 deniers and parents who
think that there were too few protection measures for their children (Gaigg, 2021).
As a reaction the ministry announced that the regulations for dispensation will be
revised: examinations for dispensation students will take place every semester
(instead of every year), examination schools may no longer be freely chosen but
will be allocated by the ministry, and mandatory information interviews will take
place before application for dispensation.9
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4.

Research on the impact of COVID-19 on student learning
and work at schools

As in many other countries, Austrian research institutions as well as market research
companies (mostly commissioned by unions) reacted quickly to school closures10
with studies analyzing the new and complex situation and exploring its impact. Table
1 lists those studies which were identified by a review of 92 quantitative studies
(Helm, Huber & Loisinger, 2021) and, for most recent additions, complemented
by further searches in conference programs (e.g., Gesellschaft für Empirische
Bildungsforschung – digiGEBF-Thementagung, DGS/ÖGS – Deutsche Gesellschaft
für Soziologie/Österreichische Gesellschaft für Soziologie) and research networks
(e.g., www.covid19studien.ihs.ac.at, edulead.net/schuba/cover). Selection procedures are explained in Helm, Huber and Loisinger (2021), which examined (virtually
all) quantitative studies on the first lockdown in spring 2020 in Germany, Austria,
and Switzerland. For the purpose of this paper, we have focused on studies on Austria, but also included research on the second and third lockdown (see Table 1).
Within the German-speaking countries the dimensions most frequently studied
are ‘experience of stress,’ ‘peer- and self-assessed students’ learning success,’ ‘learning effort,’ ‘students’ motivation to learn,’ ‘students’ self-organization,’ ‘students’
self-directed learning,’ ‘technical equipment at home;’ ‘family support in distance
learning,’ ‘quality aspects of distance learning,’ ‘teacher competencies,’ and ‘use of
digital media in distance learning’ (Helm, Huber & Loisinger, 2021). In the following chapters we focus on a few of these dimensions that are well documented by
surveys in Austrian schools.
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27,466

2,274
1,382

579

579

13,539

1,353
1,233
1,035

3,450

1,662

404
510

433

14,457

1,027

1,819

2,317
37

3,467
110
1,759
3,274
417

88

142

Teachers

1,014

169

301

12

532

School leaders

56,476

3,450
2,274
3,931
1,233
1,035

1,662
1,819
301

230
142
316
848
532
8,349
11,118
2,491
2,064
234
4,016
110
1,759
3,274
833
943
2,317
1,195

Total

AUT
AUT
AUT
AUT
AUT

AUT
AUT
AUT

AUT
AUT
Vienna
AUT
AUT
AUT
AUT
AUT
AUT
Tyrol
AUT
AUT
AUT
AUT
AUT
AUT
Tyrol
Upper Austria

Region

10.02.21
14.04.21
06.04.21
11.02.21
04.05.21

01.12.20
15.11.20
01.09.20

01.05.20
15.06.20
10.04.20
01.04.20
01.06.20
06.04.20
27.04.20
08.06.20
07.10.20
29.06.20
23.04.20
23.03.20
01.05.20
04.05.20
01.04.20
15.07.20
24.04.20
01.06.20

Start

28.02.21
23.06.21
21.05.21
21.02.21
17.05.21

10.12.20
28.11.20
31.10.20

06.05.20
15.07.20
17.04.20
30.06.20
31.07.20
20.04.20
11.05.20
29.06.20
15.10.20
10.07.20
05.05.20
24.03.20
14.05.20
02.06.20
18.05.20
30.07.20
08.05.20
30.06.20

End

Note: Table 1 adapts and updates information provided by Helm, Huber & Loisinger (2021). There are two further cross-country studies which included
Austrian samples but did not report findings exclusively for Austria. Huber et al. (2020; 2,152 students, 2,222 parents, 1,949 teachers, 655 school leaders;
start 24.03.20, end: 06.04.20) and Scheiber et al. (2020; 3,015 parents; start: 08.06.20, end: 21.06.20).

Total

Third lockdown in the beginning of 2021
Helm & Postlbauer (2021)
Lenz & Helm (2021)
Schober et al. (2021)
Schönherr & Zandonella (2021a)
Schönherr & Zandonella (2021b)

Second lockdown in the end of 2020
Schönherr & Zandonella (2020b)
Schwab & Lindner (2020)
S-CLEVER Konsortium (2020)

286

2,064

316
417

230

Parents

234
263

8,349
11,118
2,491

343

Students

Research on COVID-19-related distance learning in Austria

First lockdown in spring 2020
Berghammer (2020)
Bešiü et al. (2020)
Feistrizer et al. (2020)
Holtgrewe et al. (2020)
Jesacher-Rößler & Klein (2020)
Schober et al. (2020a)
Schober et al. (2020c)
Schober et al. (2020b)
Schönherr & Zandonella (2020a)
Schreiner et al. (2020)
Schwab et al. (2020)
Seda & Ottacher (2020)
Spiel & Holzer (2020)
Steiner et al. (2020)
Tengler et al. (2020)
Trültzsch-Wijnen & Trültzsch-Wijnen (2020)
Vollmer et al. (2020)
Weber et al. (2021a, 2021b)

Authors

Table 1:

4.1

Students’ learning progress and educational inequalities

Studies based on standardized student assessments
While several studies (e.g., Depping, Lücken, Musekamp & Thonke, 2021; Schult,
Mahler, Fauth & Lindner, 2021; Tomasik, Helbling & Moser, 2020) have studied
learning losses and educational inequalities due to school closures using large scale
student assessment data in Germany and Switzerland, only a small scale study is
available for Austria so far: Using the data of 409 Austrian second graders, Weber,
Helm and Kemethofer (2021a) examined whether social and ethnic disparities in the
reading achievement of primary school students have widened during COVID-19related school closures in spring 2020 and whether disparities were mediated by parental involvement in distance learning. Taking a within-subject design they first
compared the effects of social and ethnic family background on reading achievement
during a pre-lockdown period with the respective effects during the lockdown period
of similar length. They found that low socio-economic status and non-German language use at home negatively predicted post-lockdown reading achievement even
after controlling for pre-lockdown reading differences. This indicates that disparities
did grow during the school closures in spring 2020. Secondly, a series of mediation
models did not provide any support for the hypothesis that parental involvement explained family background effects on reading achievement during the lockdown period. While at the individual level (i.e., within classes), social inequalities do exist,
no such effects were observed at the class level (i.e., between classes) (Weber, Helm
& Kemethofer, 2021b). This indicates that students from socially disadvantaged families suffered more strongly from school closures than their peers from privileged
families. At the same time, no additional inequality due to the composition of a
school class was observed.
Studies based on ratings
Student ratings: Findings from student surveys point to a substantial group of students (about one-third to one-half) who reported negative effects of school closures
on their grades and learning development (Lenz & Helm, 2021; Schreiner, JesacherRößler, Roßnagl, Berger & Kraler, 2020; Trültzsch-Wijnen & Trültzsch-Wijnen,
2020). This contrasts with more optimistic findings showing that about 75% of the
students surveyed experienced themselves as competent during distance learning in
spring 2020 and almost 50% reported learning gains because of distance learning
(Schober et al., 2020a). In addition, there is evidence that in the course of the pandemic, the proportion of students who rated their competence growth as (rather) high
increased slightly to 35% during the second and third lockdown.
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Parent ratings: Parents’ estimation of their children’s learning success during distance learning is essentially in line with the findings of student surveys. Depending
on the survey, about one-third to slightly more than half of the parents were concerned that school closures would have led to learning losses for their children (Helm
& Postlbauer, 2021; Huber et al., 2020; Schönherr & Zandonella, 2020a). At the
same time, Schober et al. (2021) found that just over half of the parents surveyed
after the third lockdown reported that their child will have no long-term disadvantages in education despite potential learning gaps.
Teacher ratings: From teachers’ perspective the findings are more heterogeneous,
ranging from one-quarter to two thirds of teachers who feared COVID-19-related
negative effects on their students’ learning success. After the first lockdown about
one-third of the teachers expected that their students would not complete the year’s
material (Steiner, Köpping, Leitner & Pessl, 2020). After the second lockdown about
two thirds of the teachers expected that students with a low socio-economic status
would develop significantly worse (Schwab & Lindner, 2020). Finally, after the third
lockdown half of the teachers believed that almost all students would incur many
learning gaps (Schober et al., 2021).
4.2

Impact of distance learning on students’ learning efforts

Student motivation to learn
One quarter to one third of the students reported enjoying working and learning during school closures (Schober et al., 2020a, 2020b, 2020c; Lenz & Helm, 2021). The
results of the repeated student surveys by Schober et al. (2020a-c) during the first
period of the pandemic (spring and summer 2020) yielded a quite stable minority of
students who liked distance learning (about a quarter to a third). On the opposite,
from parents’ perspective almost half of the students (47%) did (rather) not enjoy
learning at home (Helm & Postlbauer, 2021). Moreover, about 60% of secondary
school students said that the only reason they learned in distance learning was because they had to (Lenz & Helm, 2021).
However, the studies by Korlat Ikanovic et al. (2021), Holzer et al. (2021), and
Pelikan et al. (2021) showed that the intrinsic motivation of students strongly depended on the social context and, thus, can be increased in distance education. In line
with self-determination theory, they confirmed that supporting basic psychological
needs for autonomy, competence, and social inclusion also predicts students’ intrinsic motivation in distance education. Another predictor of student motivation is students’ socio-economic background. Helm and Postlbauer (2021) found that parents
of lower-performing children reported significantly less often that their children were
motivated during distance learning.
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Students’ learning efforts in hours
According to parents (Helm & Postlbauer, 2021), children spent an average of approximately 4 hours a day for learning at home in the early 2021 lockdown. Additionally, children spent on average, about 2.5 hours a day in school, i.e., in schools’
emergency on-site care. In total, the number of hours per day Austrian school-age
children spent on schooling (emergency school attendance and distance learning)
decreased from almost 8 hours before the lockdown to 6 hours during the lockdown.
A student survey in upper secondary schools (Lenz & Helm, 2021) showed a drop
of weekly hours spent for school attendance and learning at home from 40 hours
before the pandemic to 28 hours during the first lockdown and to 34 hours during the
second and third lockdown. According to Holtgrewe, Lindorfer, Siller and Vana
(2020) secondary school students invested 4.5 hours daily in learning. Primary
school students reported slightly less learning effort a day, i.e., 3.5 hours.
4.3

Use of digital media and tools during distance learning

According to a parent survey after the third lockdown, digital learning platforms have
replaced more traditional delivery methods such as email as the most commonly used
tool in the course of the pandemic. Two-thirds of parents reported that the teachers
of their children used digital learning platforms to transmit learning materials, while
only 4 in 10 parents had observed the use of emails (Helm & Postlbauer, 2021). In a
German study on the spring 2020 lockdown (Wößmann et al., 2020), digital learning
platforms still took second place behind other tools such as email or WhatsApp.
However, there were large differences between school levels in Austria (Helm &
Postlbauer, 2021): While in primary schools, assignments were provided mostly in
paper, older students more often experienced synchronous digital teaching (see
Figure 3). Nevertheless, almost one third of all students had experienced whole-class
lessons (e.g., via video conference) never or less than once a week. Half of the primary school parents even stated that their child had had no lessons for the whole
class.
Increasing digital media use is confirmed by an Austrian teacher survey conducted after the second lockdown (Schwab & Lindner, 2020). In contrast to the findings reported above, teachers say that the use of digital media has also increased in
primary schools: About 60% of primary school students were given e-learning tasks.
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Figure 3:

Use of digital media in distance education (Helm & Postlbauer, 2021)
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4.4
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Perceived stress due to COVID-19 and distance learning

In Lenz and Helm (2021), secondary school students’ retrospective evaluations show
that the perceived stress increased steadily, from one third of students rating (rather)
high stress in the first lockdown to two thirds in the second and the third lockdown.
In line with the findings from student surveys, parents of school-age children report
high psychological stress due to COVID-19. In surveys after the third lockdown,
almost every second parent perceived the closure of schools as a great psychological
burden and reported being at the limit or never having time for themselves (Helm &
Postlbauer, 2021; Schober et al., 2021; similar findings for Germany: Wößmann et
al., 2020, 2021). Parents of older and well-performing children reported less often
stress due to school closures. Parents of low-performing children more often experienced school closures as great strain (Helm & Postlbauer, 2021). Compared to
students and parents, teachers seemed to feel most strongly afflicted by lockdown
stress: Two thirds to three quarter of the teachers said that they had been strongly
stressed by the first and second lockdown (Schwab et al., 2020; Schwab & Lindner,
2020).
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4.5

Perceived challenges and gains of distance learning

4.5.1 Challenges reported by students
Various student surveys (Holtgrewe et al., 2020; Schreiner et al., 2020; Schober et
al., 2020a on the first lockdown; Lenz & Helm, 2021; Schober et al., 2021 on the
third lockdown) give insight into challenges perceived by secondary school students.
The greatest challenge in all lockdowns was the loss of social contacts to friends and
classmates (Holtgrewe et al., 2020; Lenz & Helm, 2021), e.g., across the surveys
about 90% of the students said that they missed their friends. In addition, surveys
point to other challenges such as too difficult assignments, distractions while learning and lack of quiet study place, self-structuring of the day, technical problems in
online learning (e.g., poor internet connection), lack of parental support, etc., but
these are only reported by comparatively smaller groups (about 10% to 30% across
the surveys).
4.5.2 Challenges reported by parents
Irrespective of the lockdown period, parents experience lack of time and supporting
their children’s learning as challenges in distance learning (Feistritzer, Schreder &
Schiff, 2020; Helm & Postlbauer, 2021). Motivating and guiding their children as
well as explaining learning material was challenging for more than half of the parents
(Helm & Postlbauer, 2021). Up to one third of parents referred to their lack of
knowledge and motivation, unclear assignments, students’ lack of motivation, and
arguments with the child as further challenges of distance learning (ibid.). However,
these challenges seemed to vary according to parents’ education and their children’s
performance (ibid.): For example, parents without an academic degree were significantly more likely than parents with an academic degree to report that helping children completing school assignments and the lack of knowledge and motivation
needed to support their children were challenging. Parents of low performing children were significantly more likely to be challenged than parents of high performing
children by general assistance to their child, learning support and control, lack of
time, knowledge, and motivation.
4.5.3 Challenges reported by teachers
While for many parents it was challenging to find a balance between support for their
children, their own home office duties, private obligations (household, caring for
parents, etc.), and free time (Schober et al., 2021), the main challenge for teachers
was in handling the additional workload arising from distance learning. In the teacher
surveys, more than 80% of the respondents said that increased time requirements
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were a challenge (Steiner et al., 2020; Schober et al., 2021; Schwab & Lindner, 2020;
Tengler, Schrammel & Brandhofer, 2020). For instance, more than half of the teachers reported that lesson planning and preparation was much more laborious than in
face-to-face classes (Schwab & Lindner, 2020; Schober et al., 2021). Student support
is another major challenge in distance learning. Moreover, for about two-thirds of
the teachers guiding their students’ learning was challenging, particularly maintaining access to and contact with students as well as understanding whether student
work had been done independently (Steiner et al., 2020); this was particularly demanding with respect to students with a low socio-economic status or little
knowledge of German (Schwab & Lindner, 2020; Schober et al., 2021). In addition,
many teachers found it difficult to assess how much students could do at home and
to provide sufficient support for students with learning difficulties and those with
poorer technical skills (Spiel & Holzer, 2020). Technical capacities for web-based
teaching-learning formats posed a challenge for about one-fourth of the teachers
(Huber et al., 2020). Like parents, teachers faced the challenge of reconciling professional and private duties: Many teachers saw themselves under the multiple burden of increased demands of digital teaching on the one hand and looking after their
own children (during lockdown home office) on the other (Schober et al., 2021).
4.5.4 Perceived gains
Schneider, Huber and Berger (2021) coded responses of 2,152 students, 2,222 parents, 1,949 teachers, and 1,242 school leaders in Germany, Austria, and Switzerland
to open-ended questions for positive aspects of the first lockdown.
(1) In line with the findings on increased use of digital media (see section 4.3), students, parents, and teachers highlight that distance learning triggered digitalization in schools. Moreover, teachers argue that the infrastructure needed for digitally based instruction was expanded during school closures. While parents think
that their children’s digital skills were significantly developed due to distance
learning, also teachers say that they have acquired additional competencies in the
use of digital media.
(2) A large group of students say that they experience and appreciate increasing
autonomy and independence in distance learning. Particularly, independent time
management according to their individual learning rhythm allows them to use
the day more efficiently. Hence, more time is left to pursue their own interests,
acquire new skills (e.g., play an instrument, learn a language).
(3) Moreover, many students feel that distance learning has a positive effect on their
sleep, since they may get up later and have more energy for schoolwork as a
consequence.
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(4) Distance learning seems to offer more opportunities for individualized learning,
e.g., a number of students say that learning processes took better account of their
individual learning pace. Thus, high-performing students no longer had to wait
for their classmates, and low-performing students were given the opportunity to
engage with the learning content more intensively and at their own learning pace
(not in the usual rhythm of school hours or subjects). Moreover, distance learning
allowed individual students to focus on particularly relevant subject matter (e.g.,
difficult material or personal interests).
(5) Many parents mention that family cohesion and life benefited, e.g., by lunching
together, and increased insight into their children’s school life. Moreover, distance learning gave some parents a better insight into the child’s learning status.
(6) Parents express their increased appreciation for the work of teachers. In addition,
they praise the good and increased communication with teachers.
(7) Moreover, distance learning triggered increased teacher collaboration in some
places (e.g., joint lesson planning).
4.6

School leaders’ and teachers’ approaches to distance learning

According to Pessl, Köpping, Leitner and Steiner (2021) in a qualitative interview
study with Viennese teachers, distance learning led to a shift in teachers’ role. Aspects such as personal contact and a role as learning facilitator came to the fore.
While this was perceived as positive aspect of the new situation, it was also associated with personal stress and increased workload. Another strategy in the face of
distance learning focused on motivating students and on supporting them in planning
and structuring their independent learning at home. The interview findings suggest
that teachers from ‘Mittelschule’ tended to react with less demanding teaching in
terms of resources and parental support, while teachers in ‘academic secondary
schools’ took better student self-motivation, and self-directed learning skills as well
as better technical equipment, and more parental support for children’s learning for
granted.
In contrast, the majority of school leaders in a quantitative survey by JesacherRößler and Klein (2020), was not prepared to reduce performance standards in distance learning. For the preparation of teachers for the new challenges of distance
learning, focused in-service training opportunities were provided only in a small
number of schools. In most cases, teachers were given information material and expected to process it individually. Only a small proportion of school leaders stated
that they had received additional resources for distance learning from regional school
authorities or school-maintaining communities.
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4.7

Differences in distance learning by school level

As relevant competences, digital and self-regulation skills, develop over time, it may
be assumed that there were different practices of distance education for primary and
secondary school students. Surveys on school closures in spring 2020 largely confirm this assumption. The most significant difference was observed regarding the
extent of digital technology/media used in distance learning. Digital devices and
online learning were significantly more pronounced in higher than in lower grades
(Helm, Huber & Loisinger, 2021). In primary schools, learning material was mainly
provided in paper form (Helm & Postlbauer, 2021).
Unsurprisingly, findings indicate that students’ self-regulation was more strongly
developed in higher grades (Helm, Huber & Loisinger, 2021). For instance, Holtgrewe et al. (2020) report that primary school students needed more support in distance learning. Thus, as expected, parents committed most time (Holtgrewe et al.,
2020) and found their commitment most challenging at the primary level (Berghammer, 2020). In addition, parents of primary school children were significantly more
likely than parents of higher grade students to worry that their child was falling behind academically. Interestingly, at the same time, parents of primary school students
said more often that distance learning worked well (Berghammer, 2020) and that
their child was less likely to be overwhelmed with online tasks and tests (Feistritzer
et al., 2020). Less complex subject matter and simpler organization of primary
schools are possible reasons.
Despair, sadness, and loss of learning motivation were more likely to be issues
among primary school children. In terms of time invested in learning, parents reported that half of the primary school students invested only 1 to 2 hours a day, compared to an average of about 3 to 4 hours for secondary school students. In contrast,
parents of primary school students were significantly less likely than parents of secondary school students to report that Corona had reduced their children’s learning
time (Helm & Postlbauer, 2021).
Finally, teacher-student contact and teachers support of students during distance
learning was more positively rated by parents of students in lower school levels
(Helm, Huber & Loisinger, 2021; Holtgrewe et al., 2020; Feistritzer et al., 2020). In
contrast, primary parents reported more often than parents of secondary school students that the learning environment at home was suboptimal and – probably for that
reason – emergency school care was more often used (Helm & Postlbauer, 2021).
Teacher surveys in Vienna and the Tyrol by Schwab et al. (2020), Schwab and
Lindner (2020), and Vollmer et al. (2020) allow for another perspective. They indicate that the majority of primary school students received more paper-pencil tasks
and significantly fewer e-learning assignments than in higher grades. Teachers often
had problems reaching children digitally, especially among those starting primary
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school. Primary teachers (in the Tyrol) had significantly less experience with distance learning before Corona than teachers from higher school levels. In addition,
primary school teachers rated their students’ technical home equipment significantly
lower. It is also interesting to note that the proportion of regular subject matter covered during the lockdown did not differ significantly between primary, lower secondary, and upper secondary schools (Vollmer et al., 2020).

5.

Discussion

As in many other countries, the pandemic caught Austria by surprise. Education policy was clearly subordinated to health policy: when public life was locked and unlocked (which, in the beginning, was accepted by the population in high discipline),
all other policy areas followed: ‘home schooling’, home office of staff, masks, distances, etc. were introduced accordingly. Education policy contented itself with
adapting general regulations and communicating them, first of all, to media (as teachers complained), to schools, and parents (Lassnigg, 2020b, p. 1).
As a consequence, the education ministry also received its share of the general
criticism of the Austrian pandemic policy, in particular about confusing prevention
policies and regulations: too many voices (in too many press conferences) were
communicating too many regulations and changes of regulations, too many projections of encouraging or discouraging futures so that more and more citizens did not
really know what they were supposed to do with respect to infection prevention. The
situation seems to have been – at least initially – very similar in schools, if one goes
by teachers’ and school leaders’ complaints (Lassnigg, 2020a, p. 11; VPFA, 2020,
2021; Dobler, 2021).
The pandemic crisis may have come as a surprise, however (as a number of researchers argued, e.g., Pant, 2020; Lassnigg, 2020a, 2020b; Preußker & Schratz,
2021), it exposed basic structural problems of the school system that were existent
before – and indeed visible in the major challenges of the previous years, such as
inclusion and or the ‘refugee crisis’ (Pant, 2020) – but not adequately tackled. An
important structural feature most characteristic for the Austrian school system is its
response to unequal learning conditions and results. The question “How can the different social background conditions for learning be taken into account and how can
the necessary acquisition of competencies be ensured even under disadvantageous
conditions?” (Lassnigg, 2020b, p. 1) was well known and urgent before. Differences
in family resources and support are well known as is their impact on student results.
Under pandemic conditions these social inequalities are resonated e.g., by differences in the accessibility of students and their different access to digital devices
(Lassnigg, 2020b; Helm, Huber & Postlbauer, 2021). Educational policy has
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answered to this challenge by the remedial measure of summer schools, however,
there are no long-term strategies in sight.
Another structural problem is digitalization. There have been some policy attempts to push forward with digitalization since the turn-of-the-century, in particular,
in 2010 and 2017. According to OECD data, Austria is in the first quarter of OECD
countries with respect to digitalization (on average rank 18 of 81 countries). The
largest negative gaps (about 30 percentage points) refer to effective digital platforms,
speed and bandwidth of Internet at schools, availability of technical support persons
at schools, and incentives for teachers to integrate digital devices (see Figure 4). The
ministry’s recent eight-point program for digitalization only partly addresses these
gaps, in particular, the question of technical support at schools is left open (Lassnigg,
2020b, pp. 2–4).
Many observers agree that the sheer need of the crisis has produced a remarkable
digitalization push (Lassnigg, 2020b, p. 4). Based on the experiences of the Deutscher Schulpreis 2021, Preußker and Schratz (2021)11 argued that digital learning has
to be complemented by a range of other innovations, such as individual support, caring relationships, and self-organized learning. However, other arguments are more
skeptical of the helpful push for innovation through the pandemic conditions. There
is certainly a pressure to change practice, and in some places teachers, administrators
and other persons find forward-looking solutions, however, the “ad hoc and chaotic”
sequence of lockdowns and re-openings has left little room for maneuver for educational innovations in other places (Lassnigg, 2020b, p. 4). Much of the system is
engaged with mere maintenance of the day-to-day organization of prevention regulation and teaching under changing conditions (Rotter, 2021), so that not much energy and room for maneuver for innovation is available.
Another recurrent theme are the challenges for student well-being. Many authors
argue that classroom teaching and education at school have to take care to develop
students’ resilience more than before (e.g., Exenberger, Wenter, Wolf & Sevecke,
2021; Rotter, 2021) and to reflect on pandemic experiences which is also an “opportunity to incorporate mental health and opportunity for self-care more fully into the
classroom” (Reiter & Spiel, 2021, p. 138).
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Figure 4:

The themes of unequal learning conditions, digitalization, and student well-being
may just point to special aspects of the inadequacy of the traditional ‘transmission
oriented’ learning cultures characteristic of many classrooms in German-speaking
countries. Pant (2020; see also Preußker & Schratz, 2021; Altrichter, 2021b) argues
that these characteristics have been hindering innovation in schools for a long time,
but seemed to have been even reinforced during the pandemic by advice from expert
groups and by crisis intervention of school boards, e.g., by the insistence that learning
has to take place at the school site, the special attention on testing (see e.g., administrative emergency measures directed to grading practices and maturity exams; Lassnigg, 2020a, p. 6), the primacy of isolation over cooperation (to which many skillful
students resorted even when it is not part of their official learning arrangements; see
Helm, Huber & Loisinger, 2021); the primacy of subject learning over generic skills
that are important for successful self-regulated learning.
COVID-19-related educational research started very early (Seda & Ottacher,
2020) in Austria and produced a comparably large number of studies based on large
scale datasets during the three lockdowns. Austrian educational research on COVID19 has so far largely focused on the analysis of learning and teaching practices,
thereby providing information in a ‘science to public’ format that satisfies the need
of the public (media) and the education policy. As a consequence, the research available is mainly descriptive (in a statistical sense), while explanatory research using
regression analytic designs is still almost non-existent in Austria, with a few notable
exceptions (e.g., Korlat Ikanovic et al., 2021; Holzer et al., 2021; Pelikan et al., 2021;
Weber et al., 2021a). Therefore, the following aspects should find more attention in
future COVID-related educational research in Austria:
x Large scale student assessments that allow investigating learning losses and
educational inequality.
x Studies considering domain-specific teaching and learning.
x Studies that take the multi-level structure of schooling into account.
x Further longitudinal studies that allow for investigating trends.
x Studies providing evidence about characteristics and strategies of crisis-resilient
schools.
In view of the rapidly growing number of research studies on various aspects of
learning during the pandemic, the need for review studies and meta-analyses will
increase, not only in Austria, but internationally.
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Notes
1.
2.

https://info.gesundheitsministerium.at/impflage
Ministerial decrees by the Education Ministry (BMBWF) are quoted by the reference number
(GZ).
3. The English term ‘distance learning’ is used in the German text.
4. https://wien.orf.at/stories/3121665/
5. https://www.diepresse.com/6033452/neue-regeln-an-schulen-nur-noch-sitznachbarn-inquarantane
6. https://www.profil.at/oesterreich/was-koennen-die-oesterreichischen-sommerschulen/401473804
7. https://orf.at/stories/3228947/. By mid-October one of the provinces reported that 5% of the
dispensated students had returned to school again; https://www.derstandard.at/story/
2000130353623/dutzende-abgemeldete-kinder-sind-doch-wieder-in-der-schule-zurueck?ref=
article
8. Austria’s legal framework historically includes only very lenient regulations for dispensation
from schooling as there is no obligation for attending schools (‘Schulpflicht’) in the constitution, but only for teaching students (‘Unterrichtspflicht’). Thus, it is possible to ask for dispensation from schooling without (nearly) any check of reasons, however, students must prove by
annual examinations at a public school that they made appropriate progress through
home-schooling (https://www.oesterreich.gv.at/themen/bildung_und_neue_medien/schule/
Seite.110002.html). The dispensation rate in 2019/20 was less than 0.2% of all students
(https://www.vienna.at/hausunterricht-knapp-2-000-kinder-werden-zuhause-unterrichtet/6479815).
9. https://www.derstandard.at/story/2000129377421/ministerium-ueberlegt-wegen-vieler-schul
abmeldungen-verschaerfte-regeln
10. The first study documented in the German-speaking countries was conducted by ‘Teach for
Austria’ already on March 23, 2020 (Seda & Ottacher, 2020).
11. Some of the arguments discussed in this and the following paragraphs were originally phrased
with Germany in mind, however, they are equally valid for the comparable Austrian situation.
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Germany managed the school system crisis and its potential effects. The data provide
the starting point for the present article, which aims to present an empirically-based
retrospective survey of changes wrought in the general German school system by
COVID-19 and of the developmental needs for schools that the virus exposed.
For the benefit of an international readership, we begin by outlining how the German
school system is set up, how it is structured, and what its key parameters are (section 2). With this groundwork laid for understanding and evaluating the decision
making by German education policy makers in response to COVID-19, we next trace
the pandemic’s key stages to summarize the inroads it made in the school system
(section 3). This is followed by an overview and classification of selected empirical
studies of the pandemic’s impact on the general school system wherein we focus on
studies of prevailing conditions, didactic design and methodology, and effects on
educational outcomes (section 4). We conclude with a discussion of needed reforms
laid bare by the pandemic (section 5).

2.

The German school system

2.1 Federalism and split prerogatives between federal and state governments
In Germany, the federal government has only a limited say in the general education
school system; its role is confined mainly to enforcing the provisions of the Basic
Law dealing with state supervision of schools and the guaranteeing of equal educational opportunities. It is the 16 federal states instead that preponderantly run German
schools (van Ackeren & Klemm, 2011) with sole responsibility for shaping and administering the general education system (Rürup, 2007). The states themselves in
turn distinguish between internal and external school affairs: The former designate
functions administered at the state level, the latter those managed by local governments. Thus, for example, developing curricula and textbooks as well as teacher
training and remuneration are categorized as internal, while local authorities perform
external functions such as hiring and paying non-teaching staff and managing the
school facilities (van Ackeren & Klemm, 2011). This division of roles is mirrored by
a consortium of state ministers of education and culture, formally designated the
Standing Conference of Ministers of Education and Cultural Affairs of the States of
the Federal Republic of Germany, abbreviated as KMK. Composed of ministers or
senators from all 16 states, it is the highest decision-making body for the German
education system, which forms part of its responsibility for maintaining equality in
living conditions throughout Germany. This mission statement also translates into
ensuring that education and culture are as uniform, comparable and equitable as possible throughout the country, thus entailing responsibility for schooling and training,
higher education and research, and cultural affairs (KMK, 2015). The KMK ensures
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“in matters of importance affecting all states ... the necessary degree of uniformity in
education, science, and culture” (ibid., p. 7, translated by the authors). In the process,
the common interests of all federal states are to be represented in the KMK. For
example, it is also tasked with ensuring that graduation requirements and credentials
are comparable and uniform throughout Germany. To these ends, the KMK issues
recommendations, resolutions and agreements that provide a binding framework for
the federal states (ibid.).
2.2 School system structure
In Germany, school attendance is compulsory from the ages of 6 to 18. At the primary level, the German school system provides for four years of elementary school;
in Berlin and Brandenburg, however, this stretches to six years. This is followed by
secondary level I, comprised of grades 5 to 10, and secondary level II, whose length
varies from state to state and, in some cases, within states, from two to three years,
as a consequence of several reforms over the past two decades (Huebener & Marcus,
2015). The secondary levels encompass different educational tracks, each having its
own qualifications and academic standards (KMK, 2019a). Compared internationally, the German general education system thus selects students according to performance at an early stage (Döbert & Sroka, 2004; OECD, 2020; Nikolai, 2019;
Wößmann, 2008). In addition, children with special needs attend schools focused
one or more of the following areas: physical and motor development, emotional and
social development, mental development, language, learning, hearing, and vision.
These special schools cover grades 1 to 10 (KMK, 2019a). Germany in 2009 implemented the 2006 UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (United
Nations, 2006) to which 177 countries worldwide currently subscribe. Since then, all
students in Germany with special educational needs have the right to attend general
and vocational schools. The resulting restructuring of the school system is still
underway. Traditionally, secondary level I has included the Hauptschule, the
Realschule and the Gymnasium. In many states, however, the Hauptschule has been
phased out and in some cases replaced by other types of schools, such as the
Sekundarschule in the states of the former East. Some states also operate the
Gesamtschule or ‘comprehensive school,’ which comes in two flavors, either integrated or cooperative. The integrated type is attended by all students en masse, but
they pursue different tracks according to the courses they take, i.e., either basic or
advanced. In the cooperative variety, two or three school forms exist under one roof
(KMK, 2019a). Here, the spatial proximity is intended to facilitate changing schools
and to allow greater freedom of choice. The Hauptschule comprises grades 5 to 9,
and in some cases grades 5 to 10; it generally leads to an (extended) secondary school
leaving certificate. The Realschule lasts from the fifth to the tenth grade and ends
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with the student earning the intermediate school leaving certificate, the Fachoberschulreife. The Gymnasium comprises grades 5 to 12 or 13 and leads to the general
university entrance qualification; Gesamtschulen can comprise grades 5 to 10 or 5 to
12 or 13. In the latter type, any qualifications of the structured school system can be
obtained (van Ackeren & Klemm, 2011; KMK, 2019a), i.e., the Hauptschule school
leaving certificate, the intermediate school leaving certificate, the advanced technical
college entrance qualification and the general higher education entrance qualification. The Hauptschulreife and Realschulreife traditionally allow students to start vocational training; the Allgemeine Hochschulreife lets students move on to university
studies; the Fachhochschulreife is a vocational qualification that can be obtained after 12 years of schooling at a Berufsfachschule (vocational school) or a Fachoberschule (technical high school) and leads to studies at a Fachhochschule (post-secondary technical college) (KMK, 2019a). The above-mentioned school-leaving
qualifications can also be obtained at second-chance schools, such as night schools.
In the 2017 school year, Germany’s student population totaled 10,837,182 students,
with 8,346,856 students enrolled in general education schools and 2,490,326 students
attending vocational schools (KMK, 2019b). In addition to public schools, the German school system also allows private schools, which can be divided into two types.
The first are the alternative schools. They are operated by independent, non-public
organizations that correspond to the public school types and can be attended in place
of public schools. In principle, they offer the same curricula as the latter. By attending an alternative school, students fulfill their legal compulsory schooling requirements. The German school palette is rounded out by independent supplementary
schools that offer curricula not taught at either public or alternative schools. They are
often found in the vocational area for apprentice training, but in general education
also include international schools, for example (Hornberg, 2021; Ullrich, 2019).
The grades students earn and which figure prominently in everyday school life,
especially in the context of tests and report cards, form the basis for graduation. The
German school system predominantly uses number grades, which, however, have
come in for increasing criticism in recent years. They range from 1 to 6, with a 1
(‘very good’) representing the top grade and a 6 (‘unsatisfactory’) representing the
bottom (Winter, 2015). On the secondary Gymnasium level, a 15-grade point system
is used instead of numerical grades (Bosse, 2019). Generally, students in third grade
and above take home a numerical report card at the end of each school semester with
grades in each subject (Winter, 2015; Jürgens & Lissmann, 2015). These reports are
the basis for whether a learner gets promoted to the next grade or moves on for admission to subsequent educational programs (Winter, 2015).
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3.

The chronology of the pandemic and how it impacted schools

The COVID-19 pandemic manifested itself in Germany from March 2020 onward
(see also Fickermann & Edelstein, 2020, 2021a; Reintjes, Porsch & im Brahm, 2021a
for the first part of the chronology). Both the effects of the pandemic and the
measures taken by the German states to combat it differed from region to region. As
we lack the space to go into detail here, in what follows instead of focusing on the
individual developments in the states we concentrate on seven phases we identified
as nationwide in character through October 2021. For this purpose we relied on press
releases of the German federal government and the KMK with a focus on the impact
on the German school system. The timeline of the seven phases identified below
reflects the major changes (e.g., school lockdowns and changeover to distance learning, (partial) reopening of schools for face-to-face instruction, etc.) that punctuated
the pandemic’s course.
Stage I (mid-March to end-April 2020): nationwide school closures (first lockdown)
In response to the spread of the SARS-CoV-2 virus and the resulting exponential
increase in COVID-19 cases during the so-called first wave, schools were closed
throughout Germany from mid-March 2021 (Fickermann & Edelstein, 2020).
Among measures taken to slow down the spread of the SARS-CoV-2 virus were
sweeping contact restrictions (Bundesregierung, 2020a, 2020b). These resulted in
schools being closed to most students for in-person classes; only children of parents
in system-relevant occupations were eligible for attending emergency care facilities.
Compulsory education was suspended, but students were to be assigned lessons for
completion at home (Reintjes et al., 2021a).
Stage II (end of April 2020 until end of the school year): gradual opening of the
schools for face-to-face and alternate shift classes, with a continued high proportion
of distance learning
In mid-April 2021, the KMK (2020a) presented a ‘Framework Concept for the Restart of Classes in Schools,’ which was adopted at the end of April (ibid.) for implementation by the states (Bundesregierung, 2020d). Beginning on April 20, 2020, the
states moved to reopen schools for in-person instruction, varying by school type,
grade, and state, while observing protective and hygienic measures such as separated
smaller learning groups, distancing regulations, hand washing, disinfection, and ventilation (ibid.; KMK, 2020a). However, by no means did this mean that in-person
instruction was resumed for all students. Instead, it was an arrangement reduced in
form and scope for selected grades, supplementing at-home learning (KMK, 2020a).
The in-person program initially focused on students “in the upper grades and
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graduating classes of general education and vocational schools scheduled to take
their exams in the next school year, as well as those in the last grade of elementary
school” (Bundesregierung, 2020c, n.p., translated by the authors). Likewise, exams
of the senior classes, e.g., the Abitur, and corresponding exam preparations were to
be held (ibid.; KMK, 2020a). Starting in early June, the first states opened elementary
schools completely, with the other states gradually following suit. However, up until
the start of summer vacation, the majority of lower secondary school students in particular received in-person teaching only a few days per week at most.
Stage III (August to mid-December 2020): full opening of schools, taking into
account hygiene measures and local infection rates
With the start of the 2020/2021 school year, a modified regular attendance schedule
was introduced in the schools for all grades so that, with due regard for hygiene
measures such as ventilation, cleaning, and masking, all students would receive
regular in-person classroom instruction without the previously applicable classroom
distancing rules (KMK, 2020c; Reintjes et al., 2021a). However, that still left individual students, teachers or classes unable to participate in regular classroom instruction due to the upticks in the disease or under prescribed quarantining measures. In
some cases, complete closures also were effected due to the virus outbreaks in
schools (Reintjes et al., 2021a). At the same time, further measures by the federal
government – such as providing better broadband access, IT equipment and support,
software and new tech competence centers – were adopted to aid the individual states
in digitalizing their schools (Bundesregierung, 2020e).
Stage IV (mid-December 2020 to mid/late February 2021): nationwide school
closures (second lockdown)
Germany experienced another exponential surge in infection numbers in the fall/winter of 2020/2021 (the so-called second wave), which once more triggered nationwide
school closures (Reintjes et al., 2021a). Simultaneously, lockdown measures were
adopted to curb the latest outbreak. With respect to the school sector, it was initially
decided to keep schools open as long as possible, in line with the local infection rate
(Bundesregierung, 2020f, 2020g). Nevertheless, in mid-December, in addition to further pandemic-related restrictions on public life, it was agreed to extend the Christmas vacations from mid-December to January 10, 2021, and to suspend in-person
classes or to close schools to reduce contacts before Christmas (Bundesregierung,
2020g; Reintjes et al., 2021a). Subsequently, after the Christmas vacations and until
mid-February, the switch to distance learning was also made nationwide while compulsory school attendance was suspended (Bundesregierung, 2021a, 2021b). This renewed shift to distance-only learning was prompted by the failure to achieve the goal
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of a 7-day incidence of less than 50 new infections per 100,000 inhabitants and because of the inroads the more contagious ‘Alpha’ variant B.1.1.7 of the SARS-CoV2
virus was making among children and adolescents (Bundesregierung, 2021b).
Stage V (mid/late February to mid-April 2021): gradual reopening of the schools for
in-person and alternating shift classes
In mid-February 2021, the German government, jointly with representatives of the
states, decided to gradually reopen the schools, while observing protective and hygienic measures (masks, ventilation, rapid testing strategy) (Bundesregierung,
2021c). In the run-up to implementation, the KMK already in early January had emphasized the importance of in-person teaching for students, including for fostering
social interaction, and had drawn up a set of recommendations for reopening the
schools. First, grades 1–6 and graduating classes would return to in-person classes
and final exams should take place. Depending on the rate of infection, face-to-face
teaching could then be gradually expanded to the other grades (KMK, 2021a, 2021b,
2021c). In addition, starting on December 27, 2020, Germany began vaccinating the
adult population by priority categories (Bundesregierung, 2021a) which included assigning a priority to getting vaccines into school employee arms (Bundesregierung,
2021d). Consequently, from March 2021 on, vaccination was first offered to staff at
primary, special education and special needs schools, followed by staff at the remaining schools. In addition, with rapid tests available by then, the gradual opening of
schools could be conditioned on a testing strategy for school employees and students
(Bundesregierung, 2021d, 2021e; KMK, 2021b). In accordance with the states’ primary role in managing the schools, the federal government left it up to the states
when to open schools for face-to-face teaching and implement the necessary hygiene
measures (Bundesregierung, 2021c). Hence, there was no uniform national approach
in this regard.
Stage VI (from mid-April 2021 until the end of the school year): uniform federal
regulations for distance-, shift-, and in-person learning in light of local infection
caseloads were issued – the so-called ‘emergency brake’
With a third wave of new infections starting to sweep through Germany in late March
2021, a law promulgated on April 23, 2021 set uniform federal infection control regulations. This law was designed to replace the heavily criticized jumble of measures
implemented by the states. It imposed unprecedented nationwide mandates on the
education sector, including testing for teachers and students as a prerequisite for
holding in-person classes. It also required switching to alternating classes if the
7-day incidence rate exceeded 100 cases in a county or independent city, and it prohibited in-person classes (with the exception of graduating classes and special needs
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schools) if the 7-day incidence exceeded 165 cases (BGBL, 2021). Thus, it is difficult
to reconstruct if and to what extent students received distance, alternating, or exclusively in-person instruction because of being linked to the respective local infection
incidence in Germany’s 401 counties and independent cities. From late April 2021,
the incidence of new infections started decreasing; by mid-May, the nationwide average had dropped below 100, and by month-end, all states had watched their average
7-day incidence decline to under 100 (RKI, 2021). Therefore, it can be surmised that,
after the previous stages of distance and alternating learning, on average regular inperson instruction could be resumed for most students of all grades only from this
point on, and with due observance of protective and hygienic measures (such as mandatory masking and testing).
Stage VII (from August 2021): regular operation for school year 2021/2022
Since the start of the 2021/2022 school year, regular school operations have been
restored for all students, so that full and regular in-person classes in all school subjects as well as all school and extracurricular activities, school trips and exchange
programs could resume (KMK, 2021d, 2021e, 2021f). The health protocols in effect
are guided by the infection rates and are adjusted as needed (e.g., mandatory use of
masks; installation of air filters; increase in the mandatory number of weekly rapid
tests for schoolchildren). These measures, as well as the vaccination program for
children aged 12 and older introduced at this time (see Bundesregierung, 2021f) are
intended to help keep the schools open despite a potential seasonal surge in the number of infections in the fall/winter of 2021/2022. Thus, the KMK (2021f) formulates
as a goal that “school closures ... should be avoided as much as possible and as few
students as possible should be quarantined” (ibid., n.p., translated by the authors).

4.

Impact and challenges of the pandemic

As outlined above, with policy measures undergoing constant adjustment as the pandemic unfolded, implementing the torrent of new regulations – at times on short notice within a matter of days – proved to be a continual challenge for the schools. The
first pandemic-related school closure in Germany in March 2020 (phase I), an unprecedented political decision for the school system, caught them unprepared. The
nationwide distance learning imposed was also a first for Germany, so they had no
existing concepts for school closures and digital instruction to draw on. During the
second round of school closures in 2021 (phase IV), schools could already fall back
on experience from the first lockdown, but that does not mean that schools were
ready for a school lockdown lasting several months. The following section summarizes selected impacts on teaching and learning in schools during the pandemic in
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Germany, from the empirical evidence. Below, we focus on empirical findings on
selected topics, i.e., general conditions, didactic design and methodology, and the
effects on educational outcomes.
4.1 General conditions
We begin by examining the changes to the framework conditions for schooling in
Germany and the challenges they posed. Empirical studies on pandemic distance
learning show that during the spring of 2020 school closures (Stages I & II), establishing communication channels between the school and the students proved to be
the key issue initially. This emerges, among others, from the systematic overview of
the literature on distance learning by Helm, Huber, and Loisinger (2021). Their review of 97 online surveys of school administrators, teachers, parents, students, and
others in Germany, Austria, and Switzerland indicated that during distance learning
many schools initially faced the problem of how to connect with students. The
majority used digital media for this purpose (ibid.). Another difficulty was that in
Germany neither teachers nor students had access to school computers (cf. e.g.,
S-CLEVER-Konsortium, 2021). The lack of suitable technology in good working
order meant that both teachers and students had to resort to using personal hardware.
In this first phase of school closures, it has been shown empirically that all students
still did not have access to personal computers (cf. Helm, Huber & Loisinger, 2021).
Given these deficits the possibilities for distance learning were limited. An additional
complicating factor in some cases was the lack of adequate software, so that it was
left up to the schools to select and install learning management systems and communication software (see, e.g., the results of the survey study on the state of North
Rhine-Westphalia by Forell, Philipp & im Brahm, 2021). Implementing digital solutions as well as the resultant high workloads were also shown empirically to confront
teachers with severe challenges (S-CLEVER-Konsortium, 2021). As noted in section
2.2, education policy measures to expand digitalization were therefore implemented.
They included the federal and state governments providing funds to teachers and
students, who have no access to a pc or laptop at home, for acquiring laptops for
home use (see https://www.digitalpaktschule.de). However, it cannot be shown empirically that the equipment was already widely available by the time of the early
2021 school closures. However, even if the technical infrastructure was in place, it
became apparent that teachers’ different skill and experience levels hobbled the
switch to almost universal digital teaching at a distance. This emerged clearly from
international comparisons (cf. the findings of Eickelmann, Bos & Labusch, 2019),
which showed that prior to the pandemic the use of digital media in subject teaching
was relatively rare in Germany, as was the use of digital learning platforms. Indeed,
the majority of teachers at the time had comparatively little experience with digital
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learning methodologies (S-CLEVER-Konsortium, 2021). The need to promote media skills among teachers was therefore already manifest before pandemic-related
distance learning became a necessity, as can be gathered from the ICILS international
comparative study (cf. Eickelmann et al., 2019). As other empirical studies revealed,
the combination of a technology deficit and the uneven experiences and skills of
teachers with digital media in the classroom in Germany impacted lesson design.
4.2 Didactic design and methodology
The changeover to distance or alternating instruction due to (partial) school closures
(cf. section 2.2) led to significant pedagogical changes. No longer confined to the
living classroom, lessons were now taught at a distance via other communication
channels, while all participants were at home. Because both oral and written communication are key elements in the classroom (cf. Breidenstein, 2010), this section
starts with an examination of the current state of research on teacher-student communications.
To summarize, the empirical literature shows that pandemic-related distance
learning in Stages I and II mainly relied on written work materials, which were generally provided to students via e-mail or on learning platforms (cf. Steinmayr et al.,
2021; Eickelmann & Drossel, 2020; Lorenz, Lepper, Brüggemann & McElvany,
2020). Video conferencing as a communication medium was rarely used (cf. e.g.,
Lorenz et al., 2020; Steinmayr et al., 2021; Züchner & Jäkel, 2021). In contrast, by
the time of the school closures in early 2021 (Stage IV), a wider spectrum of communication channels had come into use: A survey of parents by Wößmann et al.
(2021) at the beginning of 2021 (n = 2,112) showed that 61% of the students received
classroom instruction (e.g., via video call) more than once a week, and some 25%
did so daily. When queried about the use of other communication channels, 97% of
parents responded that teachers assigned their children homework at least once a
week, and 65% stated that this was a daily occurrence. Some 82% cited “watching
educational videos or reading texts” as taking place at least once a week, while 62%
of respondents reported the use of educational software or programs at least once a
week (ibid.).
In terms of subjects, the nationwide parent survey (n = 4,230) conducted by
Wildemann and Hosenfeld (2020) for the spring/summer 2020 school closures
(Stages I & II) shows that assignments were primarily made in the subjects of German and mathematics in both primary and secondary schools. At the secondary level,
following the parents’ information, additionally more stress was placed on the subject of English (ibid.). As another survey of school administrators in North RhineWestphalia showed (im Brahm, Reintjes & Görich, 2021), the main subjects were
also the focus in most elementary schools after the schools reopened for partly inTC, 2022, 28 (3)
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person teaching at the end of the 2019/20 school year (Stage II). For the secondary
schools, on the other hand, a more differentiated picture emerged: the partially resumed but still limited face-to-face teaching was mainly reserved for the major subjects, but in some cases also for minor subjects (ibid.). Teachers already transmitted
instructions to students during distance learning in the spring and summer of 2020
(Stages I & II); and the majority of students also confirmed that teachers monitored
learning tasks (cf. Helm, Huber & Loisinger, 2021). According to Anger and Sandner
(2020), effective learning in distance courses requires regular contact between teachers and students. This, however, could not be achieved in practice: For distance learning in the school year 2019/2020 (Stages I & II), only every fifth to every second
student reported having regular teacher contact (cf. in overview Helm, Huber &
Loisinger, 2021). As several studies show, this apparently was due less to a lack of
access to teachers (cf. ibid.) than to who initiated and maintained contact between
teachers and students. It could be the case, that this is the decisive factor in communications between the two groups as for teachers to take more initiative in this area
was wished for by the parents (cf. e.g., Huber et al., 2020; Wildemann & Hosenfeld,
2020) and nearly half of the students surveyed in the first phase of school closures
also wanted more support from teachers (Letzel, Pozas & Schneider, 2020). Tellingly, the review by Helm, Huber, and Loisinger (2021) shows that when interactions
between teachers and students did take place, parents and students alike largely perceived this as positive (see also Huber et al., 2020). In early 2021, a repeat survey of
parents yielded comparable results on contact frequency (cf. Wößmann et al., 2021):
41% of parents provided feedback that their child had individual conversations with
teachers at least once a week during this period, while 32% reported that no individual conversations (via video call or phone call) had ever taken place (ibid.). From
these findings, Wößmann et al. (2021) conclude that a key challenge of distance
education continues to be providing adequate support to students. The effects of distance teaching on the learning processes of the students will be highlighted in the
next section.
4.3 Effects on educational outcomes
When it comes to learning processes and successes as well as nascent pandemicrelated learning deficits in Germany, only a few studies have been published to date,
primarily on the first school closure in spring 2020 (Stages I & II) (cf. Helm, Huber
& Postlbauer, 2021; Helbig, 2021). They make it clear that distance learning led to
considerable reductions in learning time: students spent an average of up to four
hours less per day learning (cf. Helm, Huber, & Postlbauer, 2021; Nusser, Wolter,
Attig & Fackler, 2021). This means that the average learning time of students in
Germany was cut in half (Middendorf, 2021). Huber and Helm (2020b) also showed
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that the learning time of individual students varied greatly: while some only studied
up to two hours a day, others spent five or more hours a day over their lessons. Students were more likely to be in the latter group if they possessed an elevated level of
self-regulation skills and ability to organize their day. In terms of distance learning
efficacy, Middendorf (2021) argues that both the amount and quality of learning time
must be given due weight.
In fact, some students thrived under distance learning: Huber et al. (2020) found
that, measured by the ‘School Barometer’, roughly a quarter of the students stated
that they derived more benefit in distance learning. One of the reasons they cited was
having the ability to organize their time themselves to suit their own biological and
learning rhythms. Learning at your own pace was also mentioned in the open-ended
question as a reason for increased learning. This advantage was not only noted by
higher-performing students – who no longer felt slowed down by lower-performing
students – but also by students generally who reported that “by working at their own
pace, they would feel less time pressure, could absorb the lesson content more easily,
and could go back over the material individually” (Huber et al., 2020, p. 49, translated by the authors). Also pointing in this direction, at least in some cases, are the
results of a parent survey on distance learning conducted during the second school
closure at the beginning of 2021 (Stage IV): Here, 22% of the parents stated that their
children learned more at home than at school. On the other hand, the majority of
parents surveyed (56%) believed that their children were learning less at home than
in the classroom (cf. Wößmann et al., 2021).
Empirical studies on distance learning consistently dwell on its pronounced drawbacks for disadvantaged students (cf. Helm, Huber & Postlbauer, 2021; Steinmayr et
al., 2021). With schools no longer providing the necessary learning support, parents
had to step in to fill the void while still going to work – that is, assuming they had
adequate resources at home for mentoring the children. Based on a parent survey
(n = 1,662), Thorell et al. (2022) estimate that in spring/summer 2020 (Stages I & II)
students had a parent by their side an average 34% of the time the students spent in
distance learning. This percentage also vividly illustrates the additional burden the
school closures imposed on parents. How disparate the at-home arrangements were
is reflected in the analyses of a parent survey in North-Rhine Westphalia (n = 6,685)
by Sander, Schäfer, and van Ophuysen (2021): The more time parents spent at their
jobs, the fewer opportunities they had for managing the at-home learning environment for their children. Family socioeconomic background also correlated negatively
with structured support at home (ibid.). Findings such as these made the issue of
educational inequity created by distance education – especially for students from socioeconomically disadvantaged families – part of the public discussion (cf. Frohn,
2021; Hammerstein, König, Dreisörner & Frey, 2021; Reintjes, Porsch & im Brahm,
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2021b; Zierer, 2021). In this context, the data presented by Sander et al. (2021) however point in another direction: the socioeconomic status of the parental home can
only explain a small part of parental learning support. Their analyses suggest a significantly higher correlation between parental learning support and how the parents
gauge the learning support the child receives in school – but also the child’s own
attributes (such as age and gender). Sander et al. (2021) interpret the results in terms
of adaptive parental support behavior.
Due to the limited learning support, skills in self-regulated learning are of particular importance in the context of distance learning, given that this is usually a
highly personal form of learning with an extremely low proportion of external intervention by the teacher (Fischer, Fischer-Ontrup & Schuster, 2020). For example,
Thorell et al. (2022) estimate from their parent survey that students in Germany during the first lockdown were left to their own devices during distance learning an
average 55% of the time. Many students in these open distance learning situations
often lacked the necessary skills to learn successfully (Fischer et al., 2020). Research
findings further show the varying degrees to which students are capable of dealing
with independently organized learning situations: Lipowsky (1999) observed in a
quantitative study of open learning situations that students with poorer concentration
have more difficulties in using learning time and need more support from the teacher.
This challenge was also evident in distance learning in early 2021, when 59% of
parents reported that their child was learning independently at home. However, they
indicated that 42% of students often struggled to learn in that setting. Parents of
lower-performing students also reported more frequently than did parents of higherperforming students that they viewed their children’s learning to be less effective
(Wößmann et al., 2021). In-depth analyses by Huber and Helm (2020a) of the
‘School Barometer’ data also highlight the importance of self-regulation in distance
learning. They conclude that the perceived low learning success of students with few
resources at home was less correlated with a technology gap or low parental support
than with a lack of skills in self-regulated learning and self-organization of daily
routines.
Against this background, a look at the first extant research findings on the actual
learning successes of students in the pandemic-induced distance learning context is
instructive. However, first let it be noted that so far we possess only five studies for
Germany that investigated student learning outcomes based on school performance
tests (Depping, Lücken, Musekamp & Thonke, 2021; Förster, Forthmann, Holl, Back
& Souvignier, 2021; Ludewig, Kleinkorres et al., 2022; Schult, Mahler, Fauth &
Lindner, 2021; Spitzer & Musslick, 2021). The sparse research available does not
allow us to draw a consistent picture for Germany: There is evidence on the one hand
suggesting reduced learning outcomes with distance learning and, on the other hand,
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that no such losses occurred – or that in some cases even improved learning happened
(see Hammerstein et al., 2021, for an overview; Helm, Huber & Postlbauer, 2021;
Zierer, 2021). A representative study conducted in 2021 of elementary schools in
Germany that had participated in the 2016 Progress in International Reading Literacy
Study (PIRLS) showed that the average reading proficiency of fourth-grade children
was significantly lower than in 2016 (even after controlling for possible changes in
the student body). The drop corresponded roughly to missing four to six months of
learning time (Ludewig, Kleinkorres et al., 2022). In addition, the study found that
the proportion of proficient readers decreased while the number of low-performing
fourth-grade readers increased (Ludewig, Schlitter et al., 2022). Studies that demonstrated increased student learning successes provide initial indications of potential
distance learning success factors: an investigation of online learning environments
by Spitzer and Musslick (2021) showed higher learning gains in mathematics for
students doing distance learning. In this case, the students with the weakest performance recorded the highest learning gains. The learning software in use permitted
adaptive learning support by assigning different tasks to the students tailored to their
learning levels. Other studies on the use of adaptive learning software conducted
outside of Germany point in a similar direction (cf. Hammerstein et al., 2021).
Nevertheless, there remains a considerable need for further research in this area. For
example, there are no studies available in Germany on the minor subjects that presumably received less of a focus during the school closures (cf. section 2.3.2). Neither do we have any meaningful studies on performance trends in the grades that
were subjected to the longer distance learning phases in Germany – nor are there any
analyses of the effects of the second school closures in 2021 that lasted several
months.
For the overview provided in this section, we considered the perspectives of different actors involved, by drawing on existing results of surveys of school administrators (e.g., im Brahm et al., 2021; S-CLEVER-Konsortium, 2021), teachers (e.g.,
Eickelmann & Drossel, 2020; Lorenz et al., 2020), students (e.g., Letzel et al., 2020;
Züchner & Jäkel, 2021), and parents (e.g., Nusser et al., 2021; Sander et al., 2021;
Steinmayr et al., 2021; Thorell et al., 2022; Wildemann & Hosenfeld, 2020;
Wößmann et al., 2021), as well as on findings from metareviews (e.g., Hammerstein
et al., 2021; Helm, Huber & Loisinger, 2021; Helm, Huber & Postlbauer, 2021;
Zierer, 2021). As Fickermann and Edelstein (2021b) observe in an overview of research on schooling and Corona, these activities relied heavily on ad hoc samples,
due to the brief period over which the research field emerged. These samples therefore are not representative and, in some cases, fail to control for self-selection processes. This can result in social bias effects, because parents with low educational
attainment are significantly underrepresented in the samples of some parent surveys
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(e.g., in the studies by Sander et al., 2021; Steinmayr et al., 2021; Wildemann &
Hosenfeld, 2020) so that their perspectives cannot be adequately represented. In light
of this, the previously presented research findings must be regarded as being qualified. There remains thus a considerable need for research using representative samples of all stakeholders in Germany.

5.

Discussion and conclusion

An overall assessment of the general school system in Germany during the COVID19 pandemic shows that the school closures precipitated had a direct impact that urgently needs mitigating. In addition, longer-term effects on the educational and life
trajectories of the affected students can be discerned. For example, Anger and Sandner (2020) showed that school closures in an international context in recent decades
had consequences for the later working lives of the affected generation, including
lower educational achievement or loss of income. For example, students in the
graduating classes affected by the COVID-19 pandemic could be disadvantaged by
having to prepare for final exams mainly in distance learning, forfeiting the chance
of catching up on the missed material in later school years (ibid.). For Germany, very
little empirical research has been conducted to date on student academic performance
in real-time distance learning and any deleterious educational handicaps arising from
it, especially for students from socioeconomically disadvantaged families (cf. section
2.3.3). There is also a dearth of nationwide representative studies as well as research
on the much longer-lasting school closures in early 2021 (Fickermann & Edelstein,
2021b; Helm, Huber & Postlbauer, 2021). However, the findings on the social and
psychological effects for the upcoming generation suffice to show a significant need
for action when it comes to addressing the long-term consequences of social isolation
as a result of lockdown, school closures, etc. (cf. Langmeyer, Guglhör-Rudan, Naab,
Urlen & Winklhofer, 2020). For the post-COVID-19 pandemic period, the school
system will therefore need to alleviate the effects mentioned above and provide appropriate support for the individuals affected. Education policymakers have already
approved and provided initial financial support, such as for the action program
‘Catching up after Corona’ (BMBF, 2021; KMK, 2021c), designed to compensate
for learning deficiencies and to promote extracurricular sports, social and cultural
activities (BMBF, 2021). In the short to medium term, schools will therefore have to
focus on addressing pandemic-related educational deficits and on making up for possible losses in terms of students’ performance and social development. In the longer
term, the experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic point to future developmental
needs of schools. As demonstrated by the empirical findings cited above, the action
list includes key tasks like designing adaptive learning opportunities, supporting
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students’ learning in the classroom, and promoting self-directed learning skills.
Although these particular issues had already been studied in depth before the pandemic in Germany, they now should receive heightened priority. The digitalization
push fanned by the pandemic offers starting points for boosting the quality of classroom instruction in these areas. Pedagogical research (Klieme, 2020; Voss & Wittwer, 2020) has shown that high-quality teaching hinges in particular on underlying
structures, i.e., on the cognitive activation of students, their constructive support, and
efficient classroom management. It is precisely in these areas that distance learning
has revealed considerable shortcomings (ibid.). For instance, most of the learning
materials were not adapted to students’ individual learning stages (cf. Huber et al.,
2020), which stalled cognitive activation of the students at many points (Voss &
Wittwer, 2020). Moreover, because teachers could only observe the individual learning progress of their students ‘from a distance’ (cf. also Sonnenburg, 2022b), it impaired their ability to support students’ learning in real-time remote and alternating
class contexts. The research shows that diminished direct communications between
teachers and students (cf. section 2.3.2) complicated the provision of continuous constructive support. With structuring diminished if not absent, the students had to resort
more to self-regulation skills. Where these were inadequate, learning at a distance
was necessarily perceived as problematical (cf. section 2.3.3). Given this background, in the future more attention should be paid to deep structures in face-to-face
teaching so as to improve the quality of teaching in general and thereby also compensate for the effects of school closings on the students.
The empirical findings on distance learning suggest that students perceived it as
beneficial if they felt that they were actively shaping their learning processes (see
section 2.3.3). Surveys of German school administrators have shown that they view
empowering students to take more responsibility for their learning processes as a key
response to the pandemic (S-CLEVER-Konsortium, 2021). As demonstrated by discourses on the promotion of self-regulated learning (Rolff, 2010), it is wrong to assume that students possess the skills required to take responsibility for their own
learning processes; instead, they must acquire them with the guidance from and support by teachers. One possible approach to offering adaptive learning support for
students and promoting self-regulated learning is by using digital media in face-toface teaching. However, the findings on technical difficulties associated with digitally supported distance learning during the pandemic underscore the need for Germany to catch up in this area – a fact that had already been demonstrated pre-pandemic by the ICILS 2018 international comparative study (cf. Eickelmann et al.,
2019). During the pandemic, the initial focus was on getting IT equipment to the
schools and stakeholders (Bundesregierung, 2020e; KMK, 2020b). In distance learning, the use of digital media became the rule, and in the course of the school closures
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in early 2021, the use of communication and learning software expanded (see section
2.3.1). Decisive for the future will be in what form the digital media evaluated during
this period can be gainfully integrated (with modifications) in the students’ learning
processes in in-person classes. The study by Spitzer and Musslick (2021) indicates
that digital learning environments can help teachers lend students adaptive support.
In addition, there is the possibility – also in keeping with the demand for greater
digitalization of schools (cf. Eickelmann, 2018, among others) – of integrating digital
media into regular classes. How-to videos, learning management systems, digital lesson plans, or adaptive learning programs could also be used in the regular classroom
to give teachers more time for individualized learning support and student development (cf. also Sonnenburg, 2020, 2022a). The future therefore will revolve around
incorporating the experience gained with digital media during the pandemic into
regular classes. This should not only consider the advantages of distance learning
(such as learning at one’s own pace or without the classroom hubbub) but also factor
in the risks (such as reduced social learning and less structuring by the teacher) and
pay heed to the digital media skills already acquired by all those involved in schooling. Hence, the impending challenge will be to transfer the experience and
knowledge gained in working with digital media during the pandemic to the postpandemic era – and to develop new concepts for linking synchronous and asynchronous forms of learning and integrating them into the regular classroom.
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Book review
Annegret Warth (2021). Herstellung
von Jugend in Peergroups in Istanbul.
Ein theoretischer und empirischer Beitrag zur internationalen Jugendforschung (Adoleszensforschung, Bd. 13).
Wiesbaden: Springer VS, 361 Seiten,
74,99 €.
Vor etwas mehr als 20 Jahren habe ich
eine Untersuchung zu ästhetischer Praxis und Ausgrenzungserfahrungen junger Schwarzer in São Paulo (Brasilien)
und Migranten in Berlin durchgeführt
(Weller, 2003). Damals gab es in der
deutschen soziologischen und erziehungswissenschaftlichen
Jugendforschung nur wenige rekonstruktive und
vergleichende Forschungen in außereuropäischen Kontexten, zu denen auch
die Studie zu Jugendlichen aus Einwanderungsfamilien in Berlin und einheimische Jugendliche in Ankara hervorzuheben ist (Nohl, 2001). Auch heute scheint
die deutschsprachige Forschung zur Jugend außerhalb Europas sich nur okkasionell damit zu beschäftigen, auch
wenn 89,7% der Bevölkerung unter 30
Jahren in Ländern des globalen Südens
leben, d.h. neun von zehn Menschen
dieses Lebensabschnitts befinden sich in
diesen Teilen der Erde (S. 2 u. 332). Wie
wird Jugend außerhalb Europas erfahren, verhandelt und gestaltet, bzw. wie
wird Jugend hergestellt? Gibt es Gemeinsamkeiten zwischen den unterschiedlichen Ausprägungen der Jugendphase im globalen Süden und dem
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Nordteil der Erde? Kann die nationale
Jugendforschung von einer breiteren internationalen Auffassung von Jugend
profitieren? Dies sind einige der zentralen Fragen, die in diesem Buch diskutiert und bearbeitet werden.
Anhand von Jugendtheorien und der
dokumentarischen Analyse von Gruppendiskussionen mit Jugendlichen, entwickelt Annegret Warth ein theoretisch
und empirisch basiertes Verständnis von
Jugend als Herstellungsprozess. Dabei
versucht die Autorin „einen Forschungszugang zu entwickeln, der die
Standortgebundenheit der Forscher*innen mitberücksichtigt und nicht-essentialistische Perspektiven auf heterogene
Ausprägungen der Jugendphase aus globaler Sicht verbindet“ (S. 4). Die theoretischen Auseinandersetzungen zur
Herstellung von Jugend werden anhand
von sechs Dimensionen oder „sensitizing concepts“ (S. 11) veranschaulicht.
Dies folgt in Form von Annäherung,
Kritik und teilweise auch Distanz zu den
jeweiligen Ansätzen und deren Vertreter*innen, d.h. zum Diskurs der Institutionalisierung der Jugendphase (1), dem
Konzept der sozialen Wandlung (2), der
Generationalen Ordnung (3), der Jugendkultur und jugendkultureller Praxis
(4), der sozialen Ungleichheit (5) und
zum Verhältnis von Jugendlichen zu den
Räumen, in denen sie agieren (6). Dieses theoretische Verständnis von Jugend
stellt keine Definition von Jugend dar,
sondern einen heuristischen Rahmen,
bzw. ein „Instrumentarium, das seine
Relevanz erst in Verbindung mit dem
Book review

empirischen Material erweist“ (S. 319).
Weiterhin wird die Herstellung von Jugend anhand der Forschung zu Jugend
in der Türkei analysiert. Hierbei wird
ein breites Spektrum abgedeckt, das mit
dem im letzten Jahrhundert historischen
Wandel von Übergängen in das Erwachsenenalter beginnt und sich mit den aktuellen Lebenslagen und Handlungsmöglichkeiten der Jugendlichen auseinandersetzt.
Die empirische Untersuchung zur
Herstellung von Jugend in Peergroups
wurde in Anlehnung an die praxeologische Wissenssoziologie durchgeführt.
Dieser Forschungsansatz oder die forschungsleitende Perspektive erhebt den
Anspruch, unterschiedliche Ausprägungen der Jugendphase in einer nicht-essentialistischer Weise zu rekonstruieren.
Die Feldforschung wurde in Istanbul in
den Jahren 2011 und 2012 durchgeführt
und bestand hauptsächlich aus Gruppendiskussionen mit Jugendlichen im Alter
zwischen 16 und 20 Jahren, die verschiedenen sozialen Milieus angehören:
1) Schüler*innen von privaten Auslandsschulen, 2) Schüler*innen von allgemeinen und beruflichen Lyzeen und
3) arbeitende oder sich zu Hause befindende Jugendliche, d.h. die ihre Ausbildung auf der Sekundarstufe nicht fortgesetzt haben. In jedem sozialen Umfeld
wurden Gruppendiskussionen mit weiblichen und männlichen Jugendlichen
durchgeführt. Es ist wichtig, darauf hinzuweisen, dass der Zugang zu den verschiedenen sozialen Milieus in Istanbul
seit 2007 aufgebaut wurde, als die AuTC, 2022, 28 (3)

torin sich noch in dem erziehungswissenschaftlichen Studiengang befand.
Schwierigkeiten bei der Durchführung
der empirischen Untersuchungen gab es
trotzdem, insbesondere mit Jugendlichen, die die Schule nicht mehr besuchten. Das empirische Material wurde anhand der dokumentarischen Methode
ausgewertet und fokussierte insbesondere Alltagspraktiken und Prozesse des
Übergangs zum Erwachsenenalter innerhalb und jenseits des Bildungssystems.
Die Feinanalyse zu den unterschiedlichen habituellen, in alltags- und jugendkulturelle Praktiken eingebetteten
Formen des Handels mit Normen und
Verhaltensanforderungen der Erwachsenenwelt führte zur Ausarbeitung drei
verschiedener Basistypen, d.h. zu drei
unterschiedlichen bildungsmilieuspezifische Formen der Herstellung von Jugend, die im Zusammenhang mit den
Schulkonstellationen in der Türkei stehen (Kapitel 5). So konnte bei den Jugendlichen aus den privaten Auslandschulen eine Orientierung zwischen
Selbstverwirklichung und Funktionalität bei der Berufswahl festgestellt werden, die durch stark strukturierte Bildungsübergänge in das Erwachsenenalter charakterisiert ist. Im Vergleich dazu
weisen Jugendliche, die allgemeine und
berufliche öffentliche Lyzeen besuchen,
eine Orientierung zwischen Fremd- und
Selbstbestimmung auf, die mit der Suche
nach und Schaffung von selbstbestimmten Zwischenräumen in Verbindung
steht. Die zum zweiten Typus gehören359

den Gruppen lassen sich auch als Bildungsaufsteiger*innen kennzeichnen.
Anpassungszwänge in der Familie und
Nachbarschaft überwinden sie mit Hilfe
der Sphärentrennung, wie schon bei den
Untersuchungen von Nohl (2001) festgestellt wurde. Als Kontrast zu den Bildungsaufsteiger*innen und den Student*innen aus den Elitenschulen wurde
bei den Jugendlichen, die die Schule
nach acht Jahren Schulpflicht (erst 2012
wurde die Schulpflicht in der Türkei auf
12 Jahre erweitert) oder in der ersten
Lyzeumsklasse verlassen haben eine
Orientierung zwischen Enttäuschung
und Aussöhnung mit den Normen des
Herkunftsmilieus festgestellt. Die Herstellung von Jugend und Aneignung von
Normen ist mit dem Herkunftsmilieu
stark verknüpft, und der Übergang ins
Erwachsenalter bei diesem dritten Typus vollzieht sich jenseits von der
Schule. Die drei Basistypen werden im
Prozess der Ausarbeitung der soziogenetischen Typenbildung weiter verfeinert und einer mehrdimensionalen
oder intersektionalen Analyse unterzogen, in der die Autorin zusätzlich noch
Aspekte der bildungsmilieutypischen
Erfahrungen in schulischen Ablaufmustern und der sozialräumlich vermittelten
traditionellen Geschlechterordnungen
aufnimmt. Nach der robusten soziogenetischen Konstruktion wird die Verhandlung von Jugend aufgrund der aufgestellten Basistypen in Verbindung mit
der türkischen und internationalen Literatur zu Übergängen in das Erwachsenenalter gesetzt. Hiermit leistet die
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Autorin nicht nur einen Beitrag zur internationalen Jugendforschung, sondern
auch ein theoretisches und empirisch
fundiertes Verständnis von Jugend im
globalen Süden.
Da ich in Brasilien in den letzten 20
Jahren einige Forschungsprojekte über
Jugendliche in sekundären Schulen
durchgeführt oder betreut habe, möchte
ich abschließend hervorheben, dass die
Arbeit von Annegret Warth Aspekte der
Herstellung von Jugend aufzeigt, die in
gewissem Maße auch Gemeinsamkeiten
mit dem Habitus der Schüler*innen und
den Dispositionen brasilianische Jugendliche aufweisen sowie einen ähnlichen Orientierungsrahmen, insbesondere in den Milieus der Schüler*innen
aus privaten Bildungseinrichtungen. In
diesem Sinne stimme ich mit der Autorin überein und bejahe den Bedarf nach
dem Ausbau der internationalen und
vergleichenden Jugendforschung und
dem Dialog mit dem globalen Süden, in
dem fast 70% der Bevölkerung unter 30
Jahren lebt.
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