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Abstract    A dangerous trap exists for educators and education policy 
makers: the learning loss. This trap comes with a large amount of data 
and with sophisticated projection methods. It presents a stunningly grim 
picture for education and it invites educators and policy makers to make 
wrong decisions and invest in wrong things. The article identifies a 
number of undesirable outcomes that their concerns could lead to. It also 
suggests several productive actions when the pandemic is controlled and 
schools reopen.

The learning loss

The trap is the so-called learning losses during the Covid-19 pandemic. 
A number of organizations and individuals have put out various estimates 
about what students have lost due to school closures and remote learning 
during the pandemic. For example, the global consulting firm McKinsey 
produced two reports about these learning losses. As late as December 
8, 2020, McKinsey said, “Students, on average, started school about 
three months behind where we would expect them to be in 
mathematics” and “Students of color were about three to five months 
behind in learning; white students were about one to three months 
behind” (Dorn et al. 2020). The Center for Research on Educational 
Outcomes (CREDO 2020) at Stanford University issued a press release 
stating that “the average estimates of how much students lost in the 
Spring of 2020 ranged from 57 to 183 days of learning in Reading and 
from 136 to 232 days of learning in Math” (para. 2). Other organizations, 
such as the assessment company NWEA (Kuhfeld and Tarasawa 2020) 
and the Annenberg Institute at Brown University (Santibanez and 
Guarino 2020), have also published reports about learning losses. The 
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Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) 
published a projection for the economic losses due to learning losses as 
$14 trillion over the next 80 years (Hanushek and Woessmann 2020). 
These estimates have caught the attention of policy makers and 
educators. Governments, school leaders, and teachers are all concerned 
about the learning loss students may experience due to the Covid-19 
pandemic. After all, schools have been seriously disrupted, as have 
students and their families. The pandemic has, in more ways than one, 
significantly affected learning and school operations. It seems only 
natural to want to know the extent of the learning loss students have 
experienced and then take actions to hopefully make up for the losses.

Possible mistakes

This is wherein the trap lies. There is nothing wrong with making 
estimates about learning losses, but the possible actions these 
projections can induce are worrisome because they can, at best, waste 
resources and, at worst, lead post-pandemic education in the wrong 
direction. The concerns of educators and policy makers are to be 
expected, but these policy makers could end up investing in unproductive 
educational efforts. Below are a number of undesirable outcomes that 
their concerns could lead to.

Governments may decide to launch standardized assessments to track 
student learning losses. It is possible that educational policy makers 
may be so interested in learning the extent of loss experienced by 
students that they will use standardized testing to assess all students. The 
desire to know the overall extent of loss and what achievement gaps may 
exist between different groups of students is completely understandable, 
but standardized testing can be the worst way to collect such data for two 
major reasons.

First, any standardized testing given to all students will have a 
typically limited scope, with a focus on math and reading. In other words, 
what will be measured is not the entirety of student learning but a small 
piece of their overall education. Even assuming that the assessments are 
highly accurate (which they are not), they would miss other equally and 
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perhaps more important aspects of learning, such as confidence, self-
determination, creativity, entrepreneurial thinking, and other subjects.

Education has many desirable outcomes (Zhao 2017, 2018b). These 
outcomes can be short term or long term, cognitive and non-cognitive, 
and instructional and educational. Short-term, cognitive, and 
instructional outcomes do not necessarily translate directly into long-
term, non-cognitive, and educational outcomes. For example, test scores 
have often been found to have a negative correlation with students’ 
confidence and well-being (Love-less 2006; OECD 2019; Zhao 2018b). 
Test scores have also been found to have a negative correlation with 
economic development and entrepreneurial confidence and activities 
across (Baker 2007; Tienken 2008; Zhao 2012). Test scores do not 
predict the future of an individual’s success very well, and non-
cognitive skills may play a bigger role cognitive skills play (Brunello 
and Schlotter 2010; Levin 2012). Some assessments show successes that 
are only productive in the short term, while failures may actually be 
more productive in the long term (Dean and Kuhn 2007; Kapur 2014, 
2016).

We are used to assessing math and reading and to ignoring other 
school subjects and non-cognitive and long-term educational outcomes. 
When the results are released, all attention will be on what was 
assessed. We can predict that if governments conduct standardized 
assessments of learning losses in math and reading, attention will be 
paid to math and reading, and efforts may be directed toward improving 
these two subjects. This would be disastrous because all other important 
educational outcomes would be ignored.

Second, standardized testing will inevitably put pressure on students, 
take time away from learning, and cost a lot of money. It may not be 
wise to place students, who have just experienced a terrible pandemic, 
in a situation of unnecessary pressure. Students at this time need a 
warm, friendly, welcoming educational experience instead of one that 
checks on them. It is also important to spend time working with 
students and to support their learning instead of taking time away from 
that for testing. Of course, given the economic downturn, money should 
be spent on students’ learning instead of on testing students.
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Governments may also decide to direct more money and efforts to 
math and reading to help students recover from the losses. Some may 
want to implement remediation or force schools to spend more time in 
these two areas. This would be a great mistake for a number of reasons.

First, the loss is not only in reading and math. Although reports of 
learning loss typically focus on these two areas, students have 
experienced losses in all aspects of learning. The pandemic affected not 
only learning in reading and math but also the learning of each student 
as a whole person. The loss includes areas that are much more important 
than reading and math, such as social emotional well-being, attitudes 
toward learning, interactions with friends, and physical and 
psychological development.

Second, the loss is different for different students. A focus on reading 
and math may not be needed for students who have not experienced a 
learning loss in those subjects. Such a focus may deprive these 
students of learning opportunities in other areas (Tienken and Zhao 
2013).

Third, the idea that the loss can be remediated without sacrificing in 
other areas is not realistic. It is possible that whatever learning was lost 
during the pandemic can be gradually remediated in the long run, but 
students cannot make up for those losses in the short term. It is thus 
dangerous to have students focus on math and reading when schools 
reopen to normalcy, because such a focus would come at the cost of 
other subjects and educational outcomes. Time is a constant, and 
spending more time on reading and math would certainly take time away 
from other school subjects (Zhao 2018b). It is also possible that a direct-
instruction style of remediation could damage students’ curiosity and 
active engagement with learning (Bonawitza et al. 2011; Buchsbauma et 
al. 2011).

Build back better – Avoid the learning loss trap

We can undertake a number of productive actions when the pandemic 
is controlled and schools reopen, instead of being trapped by the so-
called learning losses in math and reading.
Meet the students where they are. Students will return to school with 
different experiences of the pandemic. Instead of treating them as one 
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homogenous group, we should treat them as individuals. It is 
counterproductive to assume a uniform learning loss across all 
students as group. Rather, we should encourage teachers to use their 
professional judgment to work with each and every student, to teach 
whatever is necessary rather than what is expected by the government, 
and to build relationships with all students.
Pay attention to all educational outcomes. Human society is in a time 
of uncertainty, and the future is unknown. Historically speaking, it may 
be accidental that the pandemic took place in 2020, but the massive 
technological changes are real (Schwab 2015). We can-not predict 
exactly what knowledge and skills will be needed in the future. We also 
know that students have different talents, experiences, and passions. 
Thus, we must work on all educational outcomes and developing all 
students for a different society post Covid-19.
Engage learners as partners of change and owners of their learning. 
Students are not passive recipients but active creators of learning (Zhao 
2011, 2018a). Covid-19 may have affected many students negatively, but 
their experience may also have helped them develop more independence, 
more resilience, and a broader sense of society and learning. This 
would be a great time to help students personalize their learning 
experiences and become self-determined learners (Wehmeyer and Zhao 
2020).
Keep families engaged. Families play a significant role in students’ 
education, and the pandemic has led to an increase in family 
involvement in education (Garbe et al. 2020; Gutierrez et al. 2020). 
Schools have developed more ways to connect with parents, and parents 
have spent more time on their children’s education. This positive 
development should be kept and expanded after the pandemic has been 
controlled.
Keep online/remote learning. Almost all schools have developed forms 
of online or remote learning opportunities for students during the 
pandemic. While not all programs have been as successful as face-to-
face teaching, this has been a major innovation for schools. 
Online/remote learning can expand our thinking about education and 
expand learning beyond the physical classroom. This innovation should 
be kept so that teachers and students can bring global resources to the 
classroom and participate in global learning programs.
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Build back better. Build Back Better (BBB) is a strategy endorsed by the 
United Nations that aims at reducing the risk of future disasters and 
shocks. After the Covid-19 pandemic, we need to build back our schools 
better, not only to reduce future risks but also to address our previous 
dissatisfactions. The pandemic, with its huge impact on education, is a 
rare opportunity for us to rebuild our education.
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