Leveraging Findings from OST Research and Practice to
Lessen COVID-19 Learning Gaps
This report leverages findings from OST research and practice about exactly what happens when
kids are not in school and identifies best practices to enable families, schools, educators, and
organizations to initiate an effective, collaborative, and innovative response to the COVID-19–
related school closures.

The recent COVID-19 pandemic is having an unprecedented effect on the U.S. K-12 education
system. According to Edweek, the closure of at least 124,000 public and private schools is already
affecting more than 55 million students. Entire statewide school systems are closing for months,
with a growing number of states shuttering their schools for the remainder of the academic year.i
Also, many states are waiving their 180-day school year requirement, canceling district and
statewide spring assessments, reducing or eliminating teacher professional development, and
reducing or eliminating other key educational services such as school meals and after-school
programming.
Millions of students could lose most or all of what was
learned during the 2019-2020 school year.

Impact of School Closures on Youth
As the pandemic continues to confine many
children and families to their homes, it is
entirely possible that millions of students
could go without formal schooling for
upwards of five to six months. Given
what we know about the impact of the
summer learning gap on student
achievement, access to resources,
and student health and well-being,
the impact of a months-long
school closure could be
catastrophic. It is not out of the
range of possibility that millions
of students could lose most or all
of what was learned during the
2019–2020 school year, leaving many
students a year or more behind in their
learning trajectory at the start of the
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2020–2021 academic year. School systems anticipating a five- to six-month period of limited or no
schooling are quickly mobilizing resources to move classroom instruction online; but access to
technology is uneven, and virtual learning is not always as effective as in-person instruction,
particularly for students who are struggling, have special needs, or have limited English
proficiency.
Out-of-school time (OST) research can serve as an important guidepost in understanding the
effects these closures may have. For decades researchers have studied the impacts for students
who do not participate in educational opportunities during the two- to three-month summer break,
as well as how evidence-based learning programs can positively affect students and promote
continual learning and healthy development.
Although these circumstances are still evolving and the potential outcomes may not be observed
for many years, it is critical for communities to act and intervene now to stem the potentially
detrimental effects of disrupted formal schooling.

What Happens When Kids Are Not in School
Academic learning, access to resources and experiences, and student health and well-being are all
greatly affected by the summer break. Stakeholders should expect that this gap in schooling
related to COVID-19 will impact these same areas, but with more detrimental results.

Gaps in Learning Set Children Back Academically
If students experience five to six months of limited or no learning, the regression in student
achievement could be at least double the loss experienced over a summer, effectively eradicating
most or all of the learning gained during the 2019–2020 school year. Without appropriate
remediation efforts, professional development for teachers, and curriculum redesign to adjust to
virtual learning, highest-need students will be most affected. Teachers will need to reteach
significant content, lasting well into the 2020–2021 school year.

Summer learning loss during elementary school can
account for as much as two-thirds of the achievement
gap in reading between low-income children and their
middle-income peers by ninth grade.

With an extended gap in formal schooling, young people who do not have an opportunity for
continual learning regress on measures of academic achievement. One study estimated that
summer learning loss, which happens over the two- to three-month summer break, equals about
one month,ii and another found that students lost between 25 and 30 percent of their school-year
learning.iii
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Gaps in schooling do not affect all students, grades, or subject matters equally. NWEA found that
losses increased as students got older, with third-graders losing 20 percent of their school-year
gains in reading and 27 percent in math, and seventh-graders losing 36 percent of their schoolyear gains in reading and 50 percent in math.iv Summer learning loss is more severe for Black and
Latinx students, who also tend to gain less over the school year compared to White students. ii
Summer learning loss affects how teachers approach the start of the new school year. The National
Summer Learning Association (NSLA) found that 9 in 10 teachers spend at least three weeks
reteaching lessons at the start of the school year.v The school-year curriculum is designed
intentionally with this in mind. However, if districts and organizations are not able to effectively
address these unplanned and elongated COVID-19–related closures, teachers and school leaders
will be confronted with a need for reteaching over an extended period of time, and potentially
without curricular support. The effects of this remain unknown because of the unprecedented
nature of these school closures; however, it would likely impact learning through the first quarter to
half of the 2020–2021 school year and beyond.

Access to Resources and Experiences Is Limited
Empirical evidence shows that when schools are closed, inequality rises, and opportunity and
achievement gaps widen. The primary inequities for families in OST are in access to activities,
books, and technology. These same issues are present during COVID-19–related school closures,
and if these are not considered, the effects could be disproportionately challenging for some
students, with dramatic impacts across a student’s life.
Children in the lowestincome families own an
average of 38 books,
whereas children from
higher-income families
have almost three times
that number.

26% of students living below
the poverty threshold have
either no internet access or
dial-up only, with American
Indians/Alaska Natives and
African Americans having
the least access.

When not in school, lower-income families have fewer resources to spend on enriching OST
activities. Higher-income families spend as much as seven times more on activities for their
children than lower-income families, enabling their children to participate in more activities and
with greater frequency.vi Exposure to activities such as summer camps, private lessons and tutors,
and sports teams has many benefits, including developing new interests and skills and building
relationships with peers and adults.
Access to home learning materials such as books and technology varies greatly by location,
race/ethnicity, and socioeconomic status. Children in the lowest-income families own an average
of 38 books, whereas children from higher-income families have almost three times that number.vii
The long-existing challenge of equitable access to technology presents a formidable roadblock to
education access in the COVID-19 crisis. A 2018 Microsoft study estimated that about half of
Americans—163 million people—do not have high-speed internet at home.viii This disparity
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includes both students in rural areas who cannot connect to the internet because providers have
not extended the fiber-optic lines, as well as students in low-income urban districts whose families
cannot afford to subscribe. Twenty-six percent of students living below the poverty threshold have
either no access or dial-up only, with American Indians/Alaska Natives and African Americans
having the least access.ix Students eligible for free or reduced-price meals more frequently lack
access to computers in their homes.

Health and Well-Being Can Decline When School Is Not in Session
As a result of this gap in formal schooling, school leaders, educators, and community-based
organizations should anticipate decreased opportunities for students to strengthen socialemotional skills, a decline in physical activities and sports, and increased obstacles for accessing
healthy meals. All of these, if not addressed, will have significant effects on children’s health, wellbeing, and learning.

Children who have opportunities to participate in social-emotional learning (SEL) programming,
both in the school year and in OST, show a variety of positive results: improved self-control, an
increase in the quality of their relationships with peers and adults, a decrease in substance abuse
and risk-taking, and improved academic achievement.x Young people in summer programs also
report making new friends and developing relationships with adults they can trust.xi Attending to
social-emotional needs via virtual environments can be challenging, with fewer tools and researchbased strategies available. When children’s social-emotional needs are unmet, children are less
able to learn and retain information.xii
When out of school, families face challenges accessing important child nutrition services. While
school is in session, nearly 15 million students eat breakfast and 30 million eat lunch through the
National School Breakfast and National School Lunch programs. During the summer when school
is out, only 1 in 7 children who qualify received meals through the Summer Food Service
Program.xiii Although many school districts are attempting to provide to-go meal service to
students, some families may face challenges accessing these meals.
Formal schooling also provides opportunities for physical education and participation in sports.
During the summer, studies indicate that children gain weight two to three times faster compared
to during the school year, and children at greatest risk for obesity—overweight and minority
youth—are the most vulnerable to summer weight gain.xiv There is also a decline in physical
activity, particularly for children who are overweight.xv With communities removing basketball rims
and tennis nets and closing playgrounds to discourage group gatherings, families will need to be
much more intentional about ensuring that meaningful physical activity is part of the plan for every
day.
Evidence supports that a gap in school will affect the health and well-being of children both during
the COVID-19 school closures and well beyond. Ensuring youth’s access to nutritious meals and
physical activity and attending to social-emotional needs should be the primary concerns of any
interventions and collaborative efforts to support children and their families.
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BellXcel and SCRI Recommendations:
Supporting Children Holistically during COVID-19
It is undeniable that these closures are unprecedented, and there is clear potential for dramatic
effects on students’ academic progress, access to resources, and health and well-being. Although
in an ideal world we would be able to immediately quantify these effects, it is critical that despite
the uncertainty, experts leverage their astute knowledge and act quickly on behalf of students,
families, and communities before this gap in schooling can no longer be bridged.
Drawing upon more than 25 years of experience as a leader in the OST field, BellXcel and SCRI
have compiled key evidence-based practices to empower efforts by
families, schools, and community-based organizations to diminish the
Lessening Learning
effects of COVID-19–related school closures. Just as there is
Gaps during School
substantial research on the effects of gaps in schooling on students’
Closures:
learning and well-being, there is also substantial research on the
1. Provide Structure
impact of well-designed OST experiences. Structured OST hours can
xvi
minimize risks and help kids thrive when school is not operating.
2. Focus on SocialSpecifically, these experiences have been shown to enable academic
Emotional Learning
growth and SEL; increase health and wellness, physical activity, and
xvii xviii xix
enrichment; and decrease food insecurity.
3. Prioritize Health,

Wellness, and Safety
These recommendations intentionally cast a wide net to help all of
the stakeholders in student success precisely because the successful
implementation of these practices will depend upon strengthening the partnership between
schools, educators, community organizations and families. By enabling a new framework of
partnership, collaboration, and adaptability, there is enormous potential to diminish the negative
effects of these closures on students.

Top Three Strategies for Lessening COVID-19 Learning Gaps

1

Provide
Structure

Plans for and implementation of online and home learning should focus on
establishing an atmosphere for learning. Successful OST programs have
demonstrated that families, educators, school leaders, and community-based
organizations can successfully create meaningful learning experiences in many
different environments.

•

Establish a well-organized learning space
Families and caregivers, as well as educators working with students remotely,
should establish an organized space with learning materials and resources in
one place for easy navigation. Even if spaces are serving dual purposes now, a
consistent learning space with limited distractions will help students shift to
academics for learning time and improve focus and engagement. This
includes online portals where students access information from their teachers.
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•

Set learning times according to developmental and technology needs
Leaders and educators can and should provide families with
recommendations about the amount of time that should be spent as
structured learning time, including weekly goals and objectives and strategies
to check for understanding. The amount of online learning versus offline
activities can be adjusted based on the technology access available to
students and according to their developmental needs (for example, younger
students will not be able to sustain focused attention for as long as older
students). Building opportunities for young people to have a voice and to
choose between options can increase motivation and ownership of the
learning process.xx

•

Monitor learning and incorporate youth feedback
Families should establish a structure based on recommendations and
implement it consistently, monitoring learning and asking youth for feedback.
A consistent schedule allows for stability across caregivers, improving a
student’s ability to manage what is expected. Two strategies that may
translate easily to a home setting are:
Þ Incorporate frequent checks for understanding related to lesson
objectives and goals.
This is important in this unique gap in school because many students are
working in new settings. These checks help adults understand the child’s
learning process and will allow parents to know when students need extra
support to grasp a concept or understand the content, so they can reach
out to teachers for support and guidance. Edutopia lists strategies for
checking student understanding. This resource includes question and
activity prompts that school leaders and educators should encourage
parents to use.
Þ Allow for age-appropriate youth input in developing the schedule.
Parents can ask a child, “Do you prefer to do math in the morning or after
lunch?” Allowing this type of agency encourages a feeling of ownership
and improves engagement.

2

Focus on
SocialEmotional
Learning

All stakeholders—families, districts/schools, educators, and community-based
organizations—should focus on students’ SEL needs to enable academic learning.
Learning is a social and emotional process; children do not learn in isolation, but
alongside their peers and with the help of teachers and families. Data has shown
that OST learning experiences can support strong positive growth in students’
SEL.xxi
•

Make time for frequent SEL check-ins
The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) has
compiled valuable resources to boost SEL during school closures, including
being mindful of adult stress, supporting children through different reactions,
empowering children with knowledge, avoiding isolation through safe
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socialization, and more. Developing an understanding of how SEL is
interconnected to academic success is foundational to all other strategies.
Children learn best when social and emotional needs are met.
•

Help youth maintain relationships and collaborate
Educators and families should prioritize opportunities for children to maintain
relationships and collaborate with other students, friends, and peers either in
the home or through safe channels like phone or video to encourage
teamwork and relationship skills as part of academics.

•

Seek out virtual enrichment opportunities
Enrichment opportunities complement academic learning by providing
exposure to new people, places, and ideas. Educators and families can
continue to engage thoughtfully with businesses and community organizations
to engage youth in enrichment experiences.xxii Whether compiling a list of
museums’ online exhibits or gathering a list of volunteers for phone interviews
with young people to discuss college and/or career paths, these experiences
provide students opportunities for personal growth and boost socialemotional skills.

3

Prioritize
Health,
Wellness,
and Safety

Elevate health, wellness, and safety by ensuring access to meals and services and
providing adult supervision. As simple as it sounds, adult supervision is proven to
decrease risky behaviors, and healthy meals help to enable learning.xxiii

•

Use check-in times to monitor overall well-being in addition to
academics
Families, caregivers, and educators should use check-in times not only for
academics but also to spend time with children, including older children who
may not appear to be struggling with these school closures. Relationships with
a trusted adult provide valuable interactions for students, and this may be
even more critical given the public health crisis.

•

Create a meal access plan
School leaders should ensure effective communication efforts to reach all
families and inform them of exactly how the school is adapting to serve meals.
Using this information, families should create a plan to access meals and
accommodations. School leaders can find resources for meal service during
COVID-19 through a U.S. Department of Agriculture site. Families can get in
contact with their school district through their state’s Department of Education
listing.

•

Make time for questions and concerns about COVID-19
Anyone who is interacting with students during these school closures should
be sure to make time for questions and concerns, and offer children an ageappropriate understanding of COVID-19 by using the following guidelines for
talking to children from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC).
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Rethinking Learning: An Opportunity to Pave the Way for a
New Kind of Partnership
Implementing practices such as these will certainly not be easy. School leaders, educators, and
families alike are all being asked to engage in and lead the education of America’s youth in new
and uncomfortable ways with little-to-no certainty it will be effective. Working families, in
particular, are being tasked with a job most never imagined they would sign up for: becoming their
child’s school-day teacher while at the same time managing the stress of supporting their families
during this time. As we strive to move forward with strategies to lessen the negative impact of
school closures, strengthening the collaboration between all of the stakeholders in youth
development is critical for creating the wraparound support all of our students will require during
COVID-19.
This challenge provides a new opportunity for the development of true partnerships between
schools, educators, community organizations, and families.xxiv The reality is that learning does not
just happen in schools; it happens all day long across a multitude of settings. Students annually
spend only 1,000 of 6,000 hours in school settings. At this moment, we can collectively begin to
apply a more holistic lens to learning; one that encompasses academic and social-emotional
learning, formalized school and OST, and family engagement. This type of collective approach can
be utilized long after the COVID-19 closures have passed because for students who spend only
one-sixth of their lives in school settings, an equitable opportunity for learning can be enhanced by
these partnerships, and the effects can be substantial.

About Us

BellXcel’s more than 25 years of innovative
educational solutions and pursuit of evidence is
changing the way that youth development
organizations and schools reach and impact
exponentially more children and families. BellXcel
partners with communities across the country to
develop holistic programs proven to accelerate
learning and empower educators.

SCRI is an affiliate of BellXcel. Drawing on
decades of firsthand implementation experience
and a culture of continuous improvement, SCRI
bridges the research to practice to policy gap, to
help partners strengthen goals, implement highquality practices, expand to reach more young
people, and advocate for improved policies.
For more information, visit SperlingCenter.org.

For more information, visit BellXcel.org.
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