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Learning from the present, looking to the future
Why children will be the main victims of the pandemic
1 July 2020

During times of great damage, children are most
likely to endure harmful consequences on a wide
range of aspects: health development – both
physical and mental –, social integration and so
on. Researchers from the Research on Improving
Systems of Education program studied how disasters were affecting children, investigating the consequences of the earthquake that hit Pakistan in
2005. They found out that children who were
younger than 3 –included foetuses– at the time of
the earthquake were significantly smaller in
height than non-affected children (3 cm on average) in 2009 [4], highlighting the long-term consequences on health that great natural disasters
could have on children.
The COVID-19 crisis has led many governments to
close schools. The scope of consequences is yet to
be observed but it is already obvious that many
children will bitterly bear those costs. Was it necessary to close school? Probably. Closing schools
in the past slowed the spread of epidemic diseases, and thus saved lives. [5] But the effectiveness of such measures ultimately depends on how
deadly the virus turns out to be in the future and
the actual accessibility of an internet connection.
Forthcoming consequences are inevitable. But
even as of now the virus is affecting children in
many ways. Most of the problems raised here are
intertwined, and their intensity depends on how

“Children are not the face of this pandemic. But they risk being among its
biggest victims”, says a policy brief
launched by the Secretary-General of
the United Nations. [1]
While children are not the main vectors of the pandemic, it affects them
in an unprecedented way. However,
they somehow seem to be excluded
from the main concerns that invade
all media: immediate health impact
(they are less prone to catch the coronavirus), economy and labor market
(which they have not entered yet). In
fact, the world is going through its
worst recession since the Great Depression from the 30s. [2]
“The hidden paradox of disasters, often missed in the immediacy of the
Covid-19 pandemic, is that even if
those who suffer today are the elderly, those who will pay throughout
their lives will be the youngest.” [3]
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much those factors are gathered. In spite of that two
situations might help sketch the rationale of the
concerns for children: school closures and family
care.

Education and school closure
There has never been a consensus about the best
approach to take on schools throughout this pandemic, specially at its beginning, when nobody had
a clear opinion on whether schools should close or
not. [6] But as of March 31st, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization estimated that 91.3% of total enrolled learners – 1,5 billion students over the globe – were affected by
those measures. [7]
Children’s right to education is recognized by most
countries. Article 28 of the Convention of the right
of the child states that “States Parties recognize
the right of the child to education.” Undisrupted
education made therefore distance learning compulsory. Technology offers tremendous opportunities for it, so that it goes way beyond a rescue option. Intelligent online learning systems can adapt
to every child, making the learning experience fit
to their personal needs. State institutions and nongovernmental organizations have been very creative in dealing with those new and unprecedented
challenges. UNESCO published a list of applications and websites, [8] created to face said challenge in matter of education using internet, but
also, in a broader way, of all distance learning platforms, including non-internet-based resources
(like radio or television) for people who would not
have sufficient internet coverage.
“That being said, the Covid-19 crisis strikes at a
point when most of the education systems covered
by the OECD’s latest round of the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) are not
ready for the world of digital learning opportunities.” [9] People across the globe do not have equal
access to distance learning resources for many different reasons, and the pandemic has highlighted
those inequalities and deepened them. Mainly there
are great differences among countries on the availability of information and communication technology
(ICT) at home, which mainly relies on income issues
but also sometimes on the number of children at

People across the globe do not have equal access
to distance learning resources for many
different reasons, and the pandemic has
highlighted those inequalities and deepened them.

home using such devices. To overcome those difficulties, the UK and other countries decided to
provide laptops for most disadvantaged children.

[10], but these policies are not always feasible.
Access to internet is not equally available everywhere either. This is the reason why some alternative non-internet-based solutions had been set,
but, at a broader scale, access to and availability
of effective-distance learning platforms is not
well and equally spread around the world. [11]
There is therefore a great work of monitoring children to be provided on the part of both state institutions and teachers. UNESCO gave some recommendations to make this task more homogeneous. [12]
First of all, remote supervision has to be provided —
distance learning does not mean alone learning.
This implies that assessments have to be upheld
and adjusted. Assessments can obviously not be
carried out the way they used to, but they give
children both an aim to keep learning during those
tough times and “information about. [their] progress for families and teachers. The loss of this information delays the recognition of both high-potential and learning difficulties and can have harmful long-term consequences for the child.” [13]
Regular supervision is essential to the learning
process of children. In the above-mentioned study
about the consequences of the Pakistan earthquake in 2005, researchers found out that affected
children scored worse at tests than unaffected
children in 2009. “Children lost between one point
five and two years of learning as a result of the
earthquake at all school-going ages.” [14] If we
take into account the fact that “the percentage of
children who cannot read and understand at age
10 – stood at 53% of children in low- and middleincome countries — before the outbreak started.”
[15], we might rightfully dread the forthcoming
education outcomes of the crisis if no fast
measures are taken. This emphasizes the need for
public policies – and for teachers on a smaller scale
– to endeavor-supporting disadvantaged groups
(children with no access to household ICT, children
with disabilities, children already at risk of dropping out of school, etc.). Finally, UNESCO encouraged collaboration among teachers, a necessity
that arises from the disparity in both the
knowledge of the teachers on how to use ICT and
children’s access to such technology. In some
countries, now that the crisis seems to be cooling
down, some schools have implemented a system
where usual classes are divided in half, each one
alternatively going to school while the other is being home schooled. This makes collaboration
among teachers a priority.
However, despite most good will and best intentions, research has repeatedly found that fully virtual classes are much less effective than traditional
face-to-face instruction. [16], due to the inherent
limitedness of that environment with regard to interaction between teachers and students, and to the
latter’s capacity to focus during a long period behind
a screen. This makes more likely school dropouts

and lesser work in the process of learning, which is
going to have an impact on test scores. [17]
Moreover, school closure may not only impact
learning outcomes, but also child development.
“School is not only about instruction […] the role
of schools is actually far richer and more complex,
and involves developing a wider set of knowledge,
so young people learn about the society they are
part of, their culture and develop a sense of self.
This cannot be achieved solely through the delivery of digital content.” [18] Teenagers are at an
age where their development depends on the relationship they have with their peers, more than that
with their family. Therefore, many of them live the
crisis as “an injunction to regression.” [19] And
even where schools reopened, sanitary prevention
measures make social relationships somewhat
harder. [20]
There are also mental health issues to be faced as
a result of the lockdown, as another report of the
United Nations has shown. Many children’s emotional state and behaviour has been affected during confinement according to reports by Italian
and Spanish parents. [21] Moreover, children, including adolescents, are at particular risk of abuse
during the pandemic. Children with disabilities,
children in crowded settings and those who live
and work on the streets are particularly vulnerable.
A UN Policy Brief on the impact of COVID-19 on
children has been published specifically on this
topic with recommendations on how to address
children’s risks and needs. [22]
Adolescents and young people are also an at-risk
group in the present crisis, as most mental health
conditions develop during this period of life. Many
young people have seen their futures impacted. For
example, schools have been closed, examinations
have not been held, and economic prospects have
diminished. A study carried out with young people
with a history of mental health needs living in the
UK reports that 32% of them agreed that the pandemic had made their mental health much worse.
[23] The main sources of distress included concerns
about their family’s health, school and university
closures, loss of routine and loss of social connection. Provision of mental health services must include specific actions tailored for this population.
[24]

Families under pressure
From the results of the study in Pakistan, researchers drew a simple conclusion: “we must make governments and aid agencies recognize that the tradeoff between investing in human capital and immediate aid is a false one.” [25] Responses to the crisis
cannot exclusively rely on cash transfers or other
kinds of immediate-effect policy. They have to take
into account the primary environment of children:
families.

The pandemic crisis highlighted the crucial role of
families in dealing with disasters. Families have
proven to adapt wonderfully to this unprecedented
situation. They are the place where people look for
shelter because they have the ability to mitigate the
negative impacts of crises. However, some obstacles
might alter this capacity.
The first thing families have had to do is reorganizing their time and schedule. Parents were told to
stay home and some of them could while others
couldn’t, because their job was an essential one. In
any case, the closing of schools made things a lot
more complex for parents. In fact, for those who
had to work outside, nobody was there to look after their kids. [26] And homeworking has not been
a family picnic either.
Family has a great role to play in the instruction of
children and provides major inputs into a child’s
learning. However, they often rely on schools for

The pandemic crisis highlighted the crucial
role of families in dealing with disasters, and
families have proven to adapt wonderfully
to this unprecedented situation.

this; families usually only provide additional support. Home schooling can be a good experience,
but only if families are prepared to it, which is not
the case in most of them. Here again, the crisis has
deepened inequalities. Reorganization of parent’s
time had to be very logistical too: 9% of 15-yearold students do not have a quiet place to study in
their homes. [27] Moreover, the share of ICT might
have been an additional difficulty, especially in
large families. [28]
Effective distance learning also depends on both
non-cognitive skills of the parents and of their
amount of knowledge. The Pakistani aforementioned study, it has been found that children with
educated mothers did not feel losses on educational outcomes, but children whose mother had
not completed primary education did.
But education was not the only challenge families
had to face. They were put under a tough financial
pressure. Some low-income families relied on
school to provide their children with free meals.
[29] Many creative ideas have been set to mitigate
this negative outcome of the crisis. [30], but once
more it was not the case equally everywhere.
Actually, many childcare services could not be carried out anymore because of the lock down, with
harmful consequences on children’s health and wellbeing. Special emphasis was put on physical and
emotional maltreatment at home (abused children

were locked home with their abuser), on genderbased violence and on psychological distress (due to
lack of social interaction, anxiety, death of relatives,
etc.). [31] Also lack of internet monitoring exposed
children to online sexual predators.
Sometimes, in low-income countries, children were
put under the pressure to drop out of school, [32] to
support financially the family. [33] “As the pandemic
wreaks havoc on family incomes, without support,
many could resort to child labour,” [34] said ILO Director-General, Guy Ryder.

Conclusion
The current crisis is affecting children in an unprecedented way. If no specific measures are taken,
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the burden of those consequences is going to rely
on children. This is why it is essential to plan policies ahead, [35] so that the lessons learnt are taken
into account to promote news ways to improve
learning, but without increasing the burden of parents or, at least, helping them to bear it in better
conditions.
This words of the Secretary-General's statement on
the effect of the COVID-19 pandemic on children
can be a good conclusion to reach this objective —
“we must commit to building back better by using
the recovery from COVID-19 to pursue a more sustainable and inclusive economy and society in line
with the Sustainable Development Goals. With the
pandemic placing so many of the world’s children in
jeopardy, I reiterate my urgent appeal: let us protect
our children and safeguard their well-being.” [36]
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