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PUPILS LOST A THIRD OF LEARNING TIME DURING PANDEMIC YEAR 
Differences in learning loss between nations show effect of variation in lockdowns  

 
 
 
Pupils across the UK have lost out on a third of their learning time since the pandemic started, even once learning 
at home is taken into account, new research finds. 
 
Researchers from the London School of Economics and Political Science (LSE) and the University of Exeter, also 
find that learning loss varied across the four nations: pupils in England and Northern Ireland lost 61 days of 
schooling on average between March 2020 and April 2021. But in Scotland, pupils lost 64 days and in Wales, it 
was 66 days. The usual school year is 190 days. 
 
The analysis also shows that in each of the four nations of the UK, poorest pupils lost more learning time than 
their richer peers. But differences in school closure policies meant that the poorest pupils in England lost 34.9 
per cent of their learning during the spring 2021 closures – less than the most affluent pupils in the rest of the 
UK, who lost 38.6 per cent of learning time.  
 
The report – Learning Loss Since Lockdown: Variation Across the Home Nations – published today by the LSE’s 
Centre for Economic Performance (CEP) shows that the maximum number of classroom days lost over one calendar 
year were: 110 days (England); 119 days (Northern Ireland); 119 days (Scotland) and 124 days (Wales). This means 
most school children in the UK missed more than half of their expected days in the classroom between March 
2020 and April 2021. 
 
 
The report also finds: 
 

• Just over half (53 per cent) of 10,000 adults support extending the school day to make up for learning 
losses resulting from the pandemic and lockdown. 

• Seven in ten (68 percent) respondents in England support allowing greater flexibility for pupils to repeat 
a whole school year so they can catch up on missed education. This falls to 58 per cent in Northern 
Ireland. 

• Attendance rates in England during school closures were around twice the level of attendance rates in the 
other nations, driven by the opening of all schools in England and government policy permitting 
vulnerable children and children of key workers to attend school. 

 
 
Lee Elliot Major, professor of social mobility at the University of Exeter and report co-author, said: “Our analysis 
reveals that pupils’ learning loss varies between the four home nations, partly due to historical differences in 
school term times and partly as a result of school closure policies. This shows that ministers can make a 
difference – but quick action is needed.” 
 

https://cep.lse.ac.uk/_new/publications/abstract.asp?index=8228


 
 

 

LSE professor Stephen Machin, CEP director and co-author of the report, added: “Even a few days extra learning 
loss can have a large impact on educational achievement and life outcomes, and these are big losses of around 60-
65 days. Learning losses suffered during the pandemic are manifested in stark gaps in attainment between 
children from poorer backgrounds and their more privileged counterparts, which is likely to cause a significant 
decline in social mobility for younger generations.” 
 
Andrew Eyles, CEP research economist said: “Rapidly rising absences in schools in June 2021 once again prompt 
discussion about potential policies that could address the learning loss suffered during the pandemic. Our survey 
responses show there is significant public support for two major policies – extending the school day; and 
allowing pupils to repeat a whole school year.” 
 
This research is funded by the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) as part of the UK Research and 
Innovation’s rapid response to COVID-19 and by HDR-UK, as part of the National Core 
Studies Rapid funded projects. 
 
The full report is available here: Learning Loss Since Lockdown: Variation Across the Home Nations 
 
Notes to editors 
 
 

1. The Centre for Economic Performance (CEP) is an independent research centre based at the London 
School of Economics and Political Science. Its members are from the LSE and a wide range of universities 
within the UK and around the world. www.cep.lse.ac.uk 

 
2. The Centre for Economic Performance is part-funded by the Economic and Social Research Council, part 

of UK Research and Innovation (UKRI) https://esrc.ukri.org/   https://www.ukri.org/ 
 

3. This research is funded by the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC), as part of the UK Research 
and Innovation’s rapid response to COVID-19, and by HDR-UK, as part of the National Core Studies Rapid 
funded projects. The authors gratefully acknowledge this funding under grant number ES/V010433/1 
and HDRUK2020.141.  

 
 

4. The CEP Covid-19 analysis series provides evidence-based briefings on the economic and social policy 
issues arising from the Covid-19 pandemic. 
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• Lee Elliot Major is Professor of Social Mobility at the University of Exeter and an Associate of the Centre 
for Economic Performance at the London School of Economics. 

• Andrew Eyles is a research economist at the Centre for Economic Performance and a PhD student at 
University College London. 

• Stephen Machin is Professor of Economics and Director of the Centre for Economic Performance at the 
London School of Economics 
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• Romesh Vaitilingam, press and public relations, CEP: romesh@vaitilingam.com 
• Kerra Maddern, press officer, University of Exeter: 01392 722062, k.l.maddern@exeter.ac.uk 
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