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Chapter 9
Effects of COVID-19 on Education 
and Schools’ Reopening in Latin America

Georgina M. Gómez and G. J. Andrés Uzín P.

Abstract Lockdowns around the world have forced governments to close schools 
for most of 2020 and they will probably remain closed in several areas and for some 
time until the end of 2021. Millions of children around the world will not have expe-
rienced classes in classrooms for an entire year or longer, which has disrupted their 
routines and educational cycles. In this chapter we discuss the impact of the pan-
demic and school closures on the schooling system in Latin America. A rapid shift 
to digital learning became necessary, but the basic infrastructure to support it was 
mostly absent, so school closures have exacerbated the digital gap both within and 
between countries. In Latin America, after decades of expansion of the public 
schooling system, the pandemic has offset the important progress in terms of pov-
erty alleviation.

9.1  Introduction

The effects of the Covid-19 pandemic on the education sector will be deeper and 
will last longer than we can envision at the time of writing this chapter. Social dis-
tancing and other non-pharmaceutical measures have persuaded many countries to 
close schools, universities, and other teaching centres in an effort to protect the 
health of the population. Closures of learning centres have made it impossible for 
learners and teachers to meet in classrooms and this distancing has seriously dis-
rupted their learning processes and their life-time employment opportunities.
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The consequences of closing learning centres can be summarized along several 
lines. First, the lockdowns driven by the need to protect public health have disrupted 
the learning processes of learners. Research in the US has shown that even routine 
interruptions such as summer vacations both deactivates learning capacities and 
causes the loss of acquired knowledge (Alexander et  al., 2007; Cooper, 1996). 
Interruptions also have an impact on absenteeism and school desertion, which may 
be temporary or permanent. In the medium and long run, the restrictions on tradi-
tional methods of schooling will translate in reduced employment and social oppor-
tunities for the youth affected.

While some course contents will be delivered with the use of new technologies, 
these are far from given. The second impact of school closures has been termed 
digital gap or digital divide, and it addresses the unequal access to new information 
and communication technologies as well as the differentiation in the abilities to 
leverage on technologies for socio-economic development (Mariscal et al., 2019). 
In the last decade, the specialized literature acknowledged the widening of the digi-
tal gap among income groups, but the pandemic has significantly exacerbated these 
inequalities within and between countries and its consequences on education.

Learning centres are not simply large buildings with classrooms that children 
attend to acquire knowledge. Schools generate learning communities that involves 
households, neighbours and a wide range of actors for whom the learning centre is 
a meeting point. The third broad consequence of the lockdowns will impact a gen-
eration of children and youth that have missed on experiencing the role of the school 
in promoting social cohesion and connecting communities, even if students manage 
to achieve some of the learning objectives in their courses’ contents.

In a nutshell, the pandemic has already marked the schooling of a generation that 
missed out learning contents and educational experiences. This chapter will first 
discuss the impact of school closures caused by the Covid-19 pandemic in Latin 
America. We have chosen to focus on Latin America because in the last two decades 
most of the countries in the region have given priority in its policies and investments 
to promote education as means to offset the severe historical inequalities in Latin 
American societies. At the same time, it has been one of the continents worst 
affected by the pandemic in terms of numbers of infections, deaths, and days with 
lockdowns. As a result, the impact of the pandemic and lockdown policies on 
schools have been unprecedented across the region. In some countries, schools have 
been closed for a whole year and in others, new school closures have not been dis-
carded (Seusan & Sachs-Israel, 2020). The situation continues to unfold and further 
peaks of infections can be expected in 2021 and 2022.

This chapter is structured as follows. We first introduce the evolution of the edu-
cation sector in Latin America in the last decades. We then describe the economic 
implications of the lockdown and the implications of school closures during the 
pandemic, the missed learning content, and the disruption to the lives of local com-
munities centred on schools. We subsequently analyse the digital gap as it has wid-
ened, and we finally take stock of the challenges that lie ahead to reopen the 
education systems.
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9.2  Promotion of Public Education

Latin American countries have made significant progress in expanding and improv-
ing education systems in the last five decades. To better understand the tragic set-
back caused by the Covid-19 pandemic, this section will briefly account for the 
development of the public education sector, especially in relation to school coverage.

Since the 1960s, with the consolidation of the public sector in Latin American 
countries, education was placed as a relatively high priority. While there are impor-
tant variations among the countries in the region, in the last decades the emphasis 
was on expanding the public school system (Tedesco, 2012; Torres, 2005). The 
policy objective translated into two key goals: the provision of universal coverage to 
all children of school age and the harmonisation of the curricular content including 
schools of different ownership and modalities. Some governments had been rela-
tively hands-off from the schooling system until then and basic or primary educa-
tion was often provided by private actors, local communities, and religious groups. 
As national states consolidated and expanded their capacities, most governments 
multiplied the number of public schools across their national territories and the 
education systems moved gradually to a mix of public, semi-private and private 
schools. This mix, in turn, included various combinations of public and private own-
ership with public and private service delivery. Around the 1990s, several countries 
included decentralisation of the public schools’ administration with central curricu-
lar development and a combination of sources of funding at the national and local 
levels, hence achieving a certain level of institutional sophistication.

The strategies pursued across Latin America, with variations among countries, 
included the increase of mandatory schooling time, expansion of primary school 
coverage to relatively neglected areas and social groups, and the creation of adjusted 
educational services for the marginalised, disabled and children with learning disor-
ders or special needs. The priority was set on primary education, but the goals grad-
ually extended to pre-schooling and secondary education. Table 9.1 shows the rates 
of coverage of primary and secondary schooling for six countries. As shown in 
Table 9.1, primary school coverage was already high at the turn of the Millennium 
and it was mostly perceived as an achieved goal. Secondary school rates were con-
siderably lower but they were growing. Education policies in Latin America were 
certainly diverse, but a central concern was the reduction of inequalities via facili-
tating access to compulsory public schooling.

The 1990s presented additional challenges, with fiscal crises, budget cuts and 
neoliberal policies that froze investments in the education sector and compromised 
the efforts to expand the universal public schooling. Once these fiscal emergencies 
diminished, the priority on education resurfaced in most countries and since 2000 
there has been a significant increase of the investment in education of all levels 
across the region. The rise is evident in absolute terms as well as in percentage of 
the GDP, as shown in Table 9.2 for the same group of countries. The target was to 
spend 4% of the GDP in public education, which became legally mandatory in some 
countries and a social demand, to the point that this level of expense figured 
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prominently in the 2012 winning presidential campaign of the Dominican Republic, 
for example.1 As a reference, European countries spent an average of 5.6% of their 
GDP in education in 2010 (UNESCO, 2015).

The renewed efforts of the last two decades to achieve universal school coverage 
added to other policy priorities, which also varied by country but mostly included: 
a) the development of indicators to measure schooling quality, b) professional and 
economic improvement of the teaching staff, and c) adaptation of learning methods 
in changing contexts and implementation of new information technologies. These 
three challenges to improve the quality and modernise the education systems co-
existed with the old pending goal of universal primary school coverage to finally 
include all children of school age in the primary or basic schools. The neglected 
social groups across Latin America that were still excluded from the public school-
ing system involved indigenous groups, remote rural areas, and urban areas severely 
affected by poverty and criminality (see also Arsel & Pellegrini, 2021).

1 The social demand became known as “Movement of the 4%”, see for example https://edujesuit.
org/es/el-movimiento-de-reivindicacion-del-4-en-republica-dominicana/

Table 9.1 Net schooling coverage, selected countries 1995–2015

Country Bolivia Colombia Guatemala Perú
Dominican 
Republic Venezuela

Year Pri Sec Pri Sec Pri Sec Pri Sec Pri Sec Pri Sec

1995 nd nd 84.5 nd nd nd 84.9 52.2 nd nd 87.3 23.5
2000 95.1 62.4 93.9 nd 82.4 24.5 96.8 62.0 84.7 40.6 95.4 25.9
2005 95.0 74.7 94.1 63.6 90.8 nd 96.6 67.2 84.3 53.3 93.0 68.2
2010 90.9 72.8 91.9 75.3 95.2 41.8 96.6 77.7 91.9 63.7 94.1 74.1
2015 87.3 76.7 91.9 75.6 85.2 44.1 92.7 79.2 93.5 67.8 93.0 73.2

Source: ECLAC (2020)
https://estadisticas.cepal.org/cepalstat/Perfil_Nacional_Social.html?pais=BOL&idioma=spanish
https://estadisticas.cepal.org/cepalstat/Perfil_Nacional_Social.html?pais=COL&idioma=spanish
https://estadisticas.cepal.org/cepalstat/Perfil_Nacional_Social.html?pais=GTM&idioma=spanish
https://estadisticas.cepal.org/cepalstat/Perfil_Nacional_Social.html?pais=PER&idioma=spanish
https://estadisticas.cepal.org/cepalstat/Perfil_Nacional_Social.html?pais=DOM&idioma=spanish
Note: net schooling rates report the percentage of children who are at school and should be at 
school at that age

Table 9.2 Public Education budget, as % of the GDP, selected countries

Country Education Budget as % GDP

Bolivia 8.9
Colombia 4.0
Dominican Republic 4.0
Guatemala 2.8
Perú 3.5
Venezuela 4.9

Source: (UNESCO, 2015)
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The progress in the new educational agenda in Latin America was barely begin-
ning to be assessed when economic growth started to slow down and education 
budgets were again frozen or reduced, as a result of the fall in international com-
modity prices. Since around 2015 several countries were again affected by public 
budget deficits, such as Colombia, Peru, Mexico, Chile and Argentina, in addition 
to the collapse of Venezuela. In these countries, investments and modernisation of 
the public schooling systems were slowing down and the third goal, the incorpora-
tion of new information technologies to digital learning, was progressing slowly or 
was repeatedly postponed (Tedesco, 2012; Lorente Rodríguez, 2019). In this con-
text of relative budgetary weakness, the Covid-19 pandemic started and school clo-
sures were decided in most countries.

9.3  The Spread of Covid-19

In December, 2019 the SARS-CoV-2 new virus was discovered in the city of Wuhan, 
China, and isolated as the cause of the Covid-19 sickness that spread globally. The 
World Health Organization declared it was a public health emergency of International 
concern on January 30th, 2020 (WHO, 2020a) and later elevated the concern to a 
global pandemic on 11 March, 2020 (WHO, 2020b).

Although partial contingency plans existed in some countries, it was an unprec-
edented situation for which governments were badly prepared. The World Health 
Organization, with other multilateral organizations, designed and recommended a 
number of strategies through its Situation Reports (WHO, 2020a, c) prepared by its 
experts. Governments adopted some of these interventions to varying extents and 
with varying degrees of success, while a few governments completely ignored these 
recommendations. In general, policies to control the sickness and mitigate the 
effects of Covid-19 continue to generate considerable confusion and controversy.

Across the Americas the disease has not been adequately controlled and there 
have been with cycles of rise and decline in the numbers of infections and deaths. 
During the peaks, health care systems collapsed and the number of deaths in Latin 
America in the last year have been high. The region is home to 8.4% of the world 
population but of 18.6% of those globally tested positive for Covid-19. The data 
probably underestimates the real numbers of infections and deaths, considering the 
limited monitoring and testing facilities in the region. There is considerable varia-
tion among countries but 1 year after the beginning of the pandemic, the situation is 
still uncontrolled. On 25th March 2021, Brazil and Mexico registered over 320.000 
and 200.000 deaths of Covid-19 patients respectively, with ratios of 153.49 and 
161.03 deaths every 100,000 inhabitants (Coronavirus Resource Center, 2021).

Despite the extraordinary speed at which vaccines have been developed, Latin 
America has been slow in rolling them out. The estimation is that a sufficient level 
of immunity can only be reached around the first half of 2023 (BBC, 2021a, b). As 
a result, governments are cautiously prepared to release and tighten lockdown inter-
ventions throughout 2021 and probably 2022.

9 Effects of COVID-19 on Education and Schools’ Reopening in Latin America
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In view of the public health hazard, traditional classes have been affected at all 
levels of education. Many governments decided to close schools nad have kept them 
closed for year, consequently having to shift suddenly to online and distance 
learning.

In addition to school closures, learners’ households and the education system 
have also been affected by the economic downturn and restrictions on mobility to 
enable social distancing. The economic impact of the pandemic will be significant 
because the largest economies in the region were already growing sluggishly before 
the outbreak, and the lockdown policies have aggravated the situation. According to 
IMF, economic growth was 1.6% in 2019 and the estimation for 2020 is a reduction 
in the regional GDP of 7.4%. Growth is expected to resume in 2021 and would 
reach an estimate of 4.1% (IMF, 2021), if vaccination campaigns are sufficiently 
successful. Figure 9.1 shows the fall in the GDP in Latin American countries.

The impact of the economic downturn is bound to affect the marginalised and 
vulnerable population groups the most, and some authors claim that poverty levels 
have returned to those observed a decade ago (Alkire et al., 2021). With poverty and 
inequality on the rise (Sanchez & García, 2021), ECLAC estimates that all income 
groups will be affected across the region but some more than others (Filgueira et al., 
2020), as shown in Fig. 9.2. The method compares the percentage of the population 
in 2019 and 2020 with incomes in specific brackets, that could define them as 
extreme poor, poor, low income above poverty line, low medium income, and 

Fig. 9.1 GDP variation in Latin American countries 2020, in percentages. (Source: IMF, 2020)
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medium income. The graph shows an increase in the percentage of the population 
with incomes that fall in the categories of poor and extreme poor, while the percent-
ages of the population classified as not poor and above has decreased.

While the socioeconomic conditions of households generally affect the quality 
of the learning processes among children and youth, they are the critical factor that 
causes schooling delays, failure, and desertion. These consequences peak during 
periods of economic crisis, when poor households withdraw their children from 
school; the effect is higher for males because they tend to find employment as low 
skilled labour faster than females (Casquero & Navarro, 2010). Increased schooling 
failure are bound to occur in Latin America, following the economic slowdown 
caused by the pandemic and its consequent increase in poverty levels, shown in 
Figs. 9.1 and 9.2.

In addition, the economic crisis has led governments to apply budget cuts across 
all national expenses, and education is one of the areas in which they the budget cuts 
have been the most significant. ECLAC estimates that cuts in the public education 
budget will be of 9% in 2020 (AFP, 2020). With preliminary data for 2020, the 
Education Finance Watch 2021 shows that two thirds of the low-income countries 
in Latin America have reduced their education budgets since the beginning of the 
pandemic (World Bank and UNESCO, 2021). It is expected that these budget cuts 
will be in place in 2021 as well.

12.2

18.1

25.7

20.4

16.215.5

21.8
23.9

18.1

13.8

Extreme Poor Poor Low not Poor Medium-low Medium-medium

2019 2020

Fig. 9.2 Percentage of the population by income brackets in Latin America. (Source: Filgueira 
et al., 2020, p. 28)
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9.4  Impact on Schooling

One of the most common interventions to mitigate the effect of Covid-19 was the 
closing of schools and universities. Most governments in the world had to decide to 
suspend in-classroom teaching partially or completely. A UNESCO study shows 
that schools have been closed for a worldwide average of 22 weeks up to the week 
of 25th January 2021. As shown in Fig. 9.3, children of school age around the world 
have not attended any physical classes for an average of approximately half a year. 
Latin American countries are the ones that have kept their schools closed for the 
longest period, which is 29 weeks. This has affected the learning process of at least 
137 million children of school age in the region (Seusan & Sachs-Israel, 2020). 
UNICEF reports in a complementary study that schools have remained closed for an 
average of 95 learning school days, which represents approximately half an aca-
demic year. The research also confirms that Latin America is the region where 
schools have been closed for the longest time, with an average of 158 days.

Fig. 9.3 Duration of school closures (in weeks until 25 January 2021). (Source: UNESCO, 2021)
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Looking at school closures worldwide, half of the twenty countries that closed 
their schools the longest are in Latin America. Until March second, 2021, the top of 
the list includes Panama (211 days), El Salvador (205 days) and Bolivia (192 days). 
In addition, until March second, 2021 there were 16 countries that closed schools 
for 100 days or more, and in the group of 20 countries that lost less than 100 days 
of classes, schools were partially closed for an average of 63 days (UNICEF, 2021). 
Although the data reflect a severe disruption of the education sector, the crisis is still 
unfolding and new outbreaks of the pandemic may increase the number of days with 
school closures.

9.5  Technological Preparedness

While lockdown measures included school closures, governments wanted to avoid 
the complete cancellation of classes. The efforts hence turned to implementing dis-
tance learning by means of virtual environments and new technologies. They were 
sometimes supported by international organizations such as UNICEF and UNESCO, 
but there were no contingency plans ready to implement distance learning in any 
Latin American country before COVID-19 appeared. Distance education by means 
of digital technologies was extraordinary even at university level and often restricted 
to expensive programmes for high-income groups.

Although the concepts of distance learning and virtual classes via Internet are 
currently overlapping, they do not address the same pedagogical modality. Distance 
learning pre-exists the introduction of Internet and digital technologies and was 
based on the use of paper, radios, and self-learning. However, the advance of digital 
technologies has made these methods obsolete and any learning that does not take 
place inside a classroom in a learning centre is understood to be based on Internet, 
virtual learning environments and digital platforms.

The turn towards digital learning appeared promising to protect public health in 
the emergency and, according to some, it was the only safe solution to diminish 
social contact and the spread of the pandemic. However, the implementation of 
distance learning did not work as envisioned. Distance learning by means of digital 
technologies requires a supporting infrastructure grouped under the name of 
Information and Education Management Systems (IEMS). In the less developed 
countries in Latin America, a level of leaning based on new technologies could not 
be achieved, not even close to those gained in physical classes. Most schools did not 
have digital platforms or any of the other technologies necessary to offer distance 
learning, so hardly any schools in Latin America have managed to cover the mini-
mum course contents planned for the 2020 school year. Even in the most advanced 
private schools, where the children of better-off families get their schooling, the 
infrastructure was not ready to support distance learning.

Information and Education Management Systems include several components: 
learning platforms, digital content, physical material or social networks, TV or 
radio, and open schools. A research by the Inter-American Development 
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Bank (IDB) [Banco Interamericano de Desarrollo (BID)] studied the level of pre-
paredness for distance learning of Latin American public schools in 26 countries. 
Figure 9.4 shows the various components necessary to implement distance learning 
and the limitations faced by the schools’ systems in Latin America.

The IDB [BID] report studied the degrees of preparedness in these various ele-
ments and coded them with the colours green to red. It concluded that only Uruguay 
was in a situation to implement distance learning based on digital technologies. 
Other countries, such as Peru and Bahamas, were already advanced with some of 
the components of an information and education management system, and none of 
elements appear in red while some factors appear in green. All the other countries 
included in the report show at least one completely missing component, in red. In 
the cases of Bolivia, Haiti, Nicaragua, and Venezuela, the IEMS were not developed 
at all and all appear in red, showing that it was impossible to implement virtual 
classes in these countries. The colour- coded list is shown in Fig. 9.5.

At the same time as there are important differences in the levels of technological 
preparedness to implement distance learning, there are also significant inequalities 
within the countries. Public schools, especially those located in rural and poor areas, 
lacked the most basic material conditions, such as equipment, computers and 
Internet connections, to shift to digital learning. In cases where reasonable material 
conditions are present, these may not be homogeneous and stable enough to facili-
tate digital learning. Finally, an additional barrier to digital learning is the teaching 
staff who often lacks the necessary training to teach their learnings in a digital 
environment.

The inequality in the access to learning via digital platforms between high- and 
low-income groups is captured by the concept of digital divide or digital gap (Wei 
& Hindman, 2011; Zheng & Walsham, 2021). The concept initially addressed the 
inequality in material access to digital technologies but as Internet became increas-
ingly widespread, there was a conceptual shift to actual use and the social conse-
quences of this gap. Wei and Hindman (2011) hence argue that the digital divide can 
be better defined as inequalities in the meaningful use of information and commu-
nication technologies.

Schooling in the Covid-19 pandemic depends critically on both technological 
access and meaningful use, so the digital gap varies in this context between coun-
tries and within countries. Schools may have the necessary technological infrastruc-
ture to implement digital learning, but the digital gap may still occur at the household 

Fig. 9.4 Measures for education continuation. (Source: BID, 2020, p. 6)
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of the students. For instance, a household may have only one computer or laptop but 
several children or lack sufficient connectivity to receive classes online, especially 
when there are several children trying to take classes digitally. In turn, technological 
infrastructure does not imply capacity to use teaching materials and effectively 
learn from them.

A study by the BID (2020) shows the inequalities in access, not in usage, among 
households for the top and bottom quintiles, as shown in Fig. 9.6. It shows that the 
top quintile has very similar levels of access across countries, except in the 
Dominican Republic. About 95% of the better-off households have computers and 
connectivity at home, as a condition for digital learning. In contrast, there are 
marked differences among the marginalised learners of the different countries. A 
child in a poor household in Chile seems to have better chances of following virtual 
classes than a child of a similar socioeconomic background in Peru, for example, 
where the basic infrastructure for home schooling is present in only 7% of the 
households. Clearly, these learners will miss the opportunity of continuing their 

Fig. 9.5 Digital situation of IEMS. (Source: BID, 2020, p. 10)

Fig. 9.6 Computer access at home for school homework by socioeconomic level PISA 2018. 
(Source: BID, 2020, p. 14)
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education during school closures by means of digital learning (UNESCO, 2021). As 
a point of reference, in OECD countries 75% of the children have access to a com-
puter and some governments provided free laptops to learners in disadvantaged 
households (Whittaker, 2020).

In other words, the digital gap has its roots in social inequality and it is repro-
duced simultaneously with inequalities at large. The digital gap in the less devel-
oped countries in Latin America will expand the differences between rich and poor. 
While there is some evidence that digital schooling can be as effective as physical 
classes (Garcia & Ruiz, 2010), no distance learning takes place without access to 
the technologies that make that possible. In addition, the actual learning outcomes 
depend on use and not only access, and there is minimal information of effective use 
of digital technologies in home schooling in Latin America.

9.6  Additional Social Consequences

In addition to missing schooling time and not learning specific contents, months of 
school closures are showing other effects. Children are losing study methods and 
routines that they had already gained when they could attend classes. Social dis-
tance is affecting their learning capacities, which will hinder their employability in 
the future. Considering the economic impact of the pandemic and the increase in 
poverty, the prospects of any reduction in inequalities seem sombre.

There are other consequences of school closures that go beyond what children do 
not learn in terms of contents. Schools often serve as a source of health, nutrition, 
and social support for those from lower socio-economic segments. While these 
additional benefits have attracted children to schools in the past, school closures 
increase the chances that poorer households may decide to drop out schooling in 
favour of adding workers to earn a livelihood and put food on the table. In terms of 
health, social contact at school had positive effects on children’s health, so it can be 
expected that their closures may have the opposite effect. The consequences on 
health are still poorly understood. For instance, there is some evidence among chil-
dren and youth that they are suffering various mental illnesses caused by being at 
home for extended periods of time, the lack of socialization, long hours in front of 
screens of computers and cell phones and (Leicester, 2021) reports a significant 
increase in infant and youth depression.

Additionally, in some locations the schools are the heart of the community, and 
this is especially the case in marginalized urban places and remote rural areas where 
other public services are not available or reach less. In a recent project with a group 
of schools that promote critical education in Latin America in the poorest areas of 
each country, we found that among vulnerable populations the schools are the meet-
ing points where children feel safe, households build solidarity around the children 
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and information on well-being and needs flows among them.2 We concluded that 
in locations where gang violence and criminality are high, schools are often safe 
havens where feudal conflicts are left out, and this phenomenon was observed in 
areas in Bolivia or Colombia, where illegal crops are produced and manufactured 
with the consequent criminality and violence. Children, teachers, and families in the 
communities referred to schools using terms such as “the heart of the community”, 
“a sanctuary” and “a refuge in the neighbourhood”. Even if school closures are 
temporary, these social benefits are missing in the lives of children and their fami-
lies during the pandemic.

While lockdown policies were necessary and allowed countries to curtail the rate 
of Covid-19 infections, our findings cast light on the negative consequences of 
school closures on social cohesion at the local level and the extent to which it dis-
rupts everyday life of communities. School closures also undermine the chances of 
the poor making a living, in addition to undermining the community fabric and the 
inclusion of children and youth in local governance.

9.7  Reopening of Schools?

Considering the effects of school closures in the pandemic, the reopening of schools 
appears as a priority. UNESCO General Director, Audrey Azoulay, requested to 
keep “school closures as the last resource and their reopening a top priority” 
(UNESCO, 2021). However, Latin American countries that rushed to reopen schools 
without enough preparation soon faced soaring levels of contagions (Seusan & 
Sachs-Israel, 2020). It was the case of Uruguay, for example, where the government 
decided to return to physical schooling in July 2020 (Meritxell, 2020) and in 
February 2021 the number of infections per million inhabitants was higher than in 
Brazil, one of the epicentres of the pandemic (Lissardy, 2021). Most children and 
youth are asymptomatic carriers of the coronavirus, which makes them perfect vehi-
cles for its dissemination and as origins of clusters of infections (Uzín, 2020) when 
they bring the disease to the high-risk members of their households.

The virus has proven to be resistant and dangerous, able to hide for weeks and 
then reappear with a symptomatic patient, so it has become clear that full schools’ 
reopening will not be possible until the pandemic is contained. The current situation 
suggests that it schools reopening will not be possible in any Latin American coun-
try in the first half of 2021, at least not permanently. Re-openings in the second half 
of the year would take place selectively, partially and for short-periods, between one 
wave of Covid-19 infections and the following. This will be the case, at least, until 
vaccination campaigns reach a threshold that make it possible to allow social con-
tact again. With these prospects, the choices are limited to strengthening current 

2 The name of the schools’ network cannot be disclosed. The study was conducted between 2018 
and 2020 by a team led by the authors of this chapter and it included 4 case studies of educational 
communities in six countries in Latin America.
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efforts to conduct distance learning, most probably based on digital technologies. 
Save the Children refers to these efforts as the need to “keep learning alive” as long 
as the pandemic forces governments to keep schools closed (Warren & Wagner, 
2020). Other voices have joined in this conclusion, including UNICEF, several gov-
ernments, civil society organisations, and businesses, as reported in the UNICEF 
report “Educación en Pausa” (Seusan & Sachs-Israel, 2020).

In general, the conditions to face this pandemic in Latin America are far from 
ideal. The introduction of digital technologies in education was already part of the 
pending agenda to modernize schooling, but in most countries this point was never 
implemented because fiscal resources started falling about the same time as the goal 
was set. Most Latin American countries are too far in 2021 from the required opera-
tive levels that would allow for an effective distance learning schooling. There is 
little room for optimism that digital learning will be nearly as effective as traditional 
schooling.

At the same time, some voices have underlined that the pandemic could be con-
ceived as an opportunity to tackle once and for all the modernization of schooling 
by introducing new technologies, but the timing is not promising for these pros-
pects. Considerable investments in school infrastructure are necessary and these 
will be constrained by the soaring expenses in public health care and other pressures 
imposed by the control of the pandemic. In addition, governments, especially those 
facing elections this year, will be tempted to run additional fiscal packages to stimu-
late their ailing economies and help those groups falling back into poverty, instead 
of spending more on schooling. The reduction of the education budget is estimated 
to have reached 9% in Latin America in 2020 (UNICEF, 2021) and follows a grad-
ual reduction over the previous 5 years, as we explained in Sect. 9.2 of this chapter.

The reopening of schools is necessary but it appears as a major challenge. Most 
Latin American countries will need to reopen schools before vaccination campaigns 
guarantee an acceptable level of health safety, which will most likely translate in 
additional partial and temporary school closures. Various protocols and health 
safety procedures will need to be planned and formalized to provide clear guidance 
on how to minimize biological and sanitary risks of children and teachers returning 
to schools (Bos et al., 2020). These school reopening could occur only when the 
contagion levels are relatively low, so schools would not become infection centres 
for their communities. Compliance with these protocols will need to be enforced 
and monitored, which is surely going to prove a challenge for many governments 
that have a poor track record in following up the compliance of their policies 
(Cluster Global Education, 2020).

In a nutshell, we envision that the future will not bring one school reopening but 
several periods of partial and targeted school re-openings, by region and depending 
on the specific conditions. In the medium run, the consequences of the pandemic on 
schooling will grow, as our own thinking about them develops. Governments and 
society in general are learning to look beyond the specific role of the school as the 
location where teaching takes place although the roles as community centres and 
socialisation spaces are still vacant.
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In the long run, several international organizations and governments already 
envision that the consequences of school closures on this generation will be severe. 
We can only expect a mitigation of these consequences, not a full recovery, which 
would require a combined effort of various actors at the global, national and local 
level. In the short run, the question is how learners and teachers can reconnect with 
each other and schools, while lockdowns and school remain closed due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. In the medium run, relaunching national education systems 
would need households’ and communities’ participation and commitment to take 
children away from the streets, metaphorically, and back to schools. This will be 
particularly difficult during an economic crisis, when poor households desperate 
need to make a living. The efforts of schools are bound to be enormous, as several 
international organizations already claim, because the pandemic has affected learn-
ers at all levels: psychological, cognitive, social, content knowledge and education 
quality. To adjust the education systems to the “new normal” requires changes on 
infrastructure, teaching methods, curricular content and others, all of which would 
happen under conditions of stringent resources and when other priorities have 
pushed education out of the top of the list.
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