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The COVID-19 pandemic altered the lives of every family in America and 
particularly affected American families with school-aged children. In March 2020, 
every school district in the country closed and transitioned to remote learning, 
and this posed new challenges for parents, teachers, and students. The virus 
persisted throughout the fall and winter, and so have the associated challenges 
for families and children.

Some schools began the process of reopening in the spring, while others either 
remained closed or canceled their reopening plans amidst rising infection 
rates. As of spring 2021, 24 percent of schools remain fully remote, and 18 
percent are teaching fully in person.1 The majority of schools (51 percent) are 
operating under some type of hybrid model offering in-person instruction on 
limited days of the week or for select grade levels only with no option for full-
time in-person instruction.2

The evidence suggests that this disruption to children’s education harms their 
learning, as well as the mental health of parents, students, and teachers. Parents 
are facing additional stress as a result of overseeing their children’s at-home 
education, teachers must adapt to a new method of instruction, and children 
have entered the uncharted territory of at-home learning, separated from their 
teachers and friends. While the costs are concerning, decision makers have the 
unenviable task of balancing the costs of school closures against the health risks 
of in-person instruction.

This paper surveys the research on the costs of school closures and the health 
risks of reopening in order to help inform local decision-making. School closures 
have negative, predictable ramifications for parents and students, with the 
greatest harm concentrated among the youngest students. At the same time, 
research also indicates that young children are less likely to contract and spread 
COVID-19, and this suggests that local leaders should prioritize young children’s 
return to school. 

The circumstances that American families find themselves in during the 
pandemic are unusual. Families’ diverse needs during the COVID-19 pandemic 
underscore the drawbacks of a traditional one-size-fits-all approach to education 
and highlight the need for innovative alternatives to traditional options, now and 
in the future.

THE ACADEMIC IMPACT OF SCHOOL CLOSURES
For a variety of reasons, extended school closures have harmful implications for 
children’s academic and developmental progress. First, early childhood education 
is dependent on sensory and social experiences that are not easily replaced at a 
distance. Additionally, recent research estimates that remote learning will result 
in considerable learning losses among older students, and these losses will have 
long-term effects.
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Developmental Losses

It is unlikely that distance learning can serve as a suitable replacement for the 
classroom for young children. To begin with, closing schools separates children 
from important learning tools used in the classroom. To the extent these tools are 
not adequately replaced at home, this separation may hinder children’s education 
and development. 

For instance, a primary method used in the instruction of young children is sensory 
play—hands-on activities that aid learning by engaging the five senses. Sensory play 
has been referred to as “the foundation of all the skills children will use in school 
learning to read, write and solve math and science problems.”3 For example, young 
children’s use of blocks as learning tools can help build the foundation for math 
skills by aiding the development of spatial awareness and pattern recognition. 
Research also suggests that sensory play-based experiences in preschool and 
kindergarten result in better social and academic outcomes than direct instruction.4 

Another consequence of remote learning is that it can lead to reduced social 
development. As many adults have learned, even the best online experiences 
can hardly replicate in-person interactions. Children are less likely to learn how 
to interact with peers and adults without in-person schooling or extracurricular 
activities such as sports. In a Pew Research Center survey conducted in fall 2020, 
47 percent of parents with young children said they were more concerned about 
their children falling behind in social skills than they were before the pandemic, 
compared to just seven percent who were less concerned.5 

By decreasing the amount of time children spend learning and socializing in 
school, school closures have also led children to increase their use of digital media, 
exacerbating parents pre-existing concerns about their children’s screen time. In a 
Pew Research survey conducted in early March, just before pandemic restrictions 
went into effect, 71 percent of parents with children under 12 reported being at 
least somewhat concerned that their children were using screens too often.6 Prior 
to the pandemic, children ages five to eight were already using screen media 
for more than three hours per day, with the large majority of that time spent 
watching television or online videos.7 Since then, Nielsen ratings data show that 
television and video viewing among children has only increased.8 Similarly, survey 
data indicate that parents’ concerns have grown as screen use among their young 
kids has increased.9

Unfortunately, research suggests that higher levels of television watching can 
have negative effects on young children’s development. For example, higher 
levels of television viewing is linked to poorer attention issues among young 
children.10 Although the bulk of the literature connecting television watching 
and developmental outcomes focuses on children who are not yet school 
age, more frequent television viewing among school-aged children has been 
associated with lower physical health, less pro-social behavior, and decreased 
academic achievement,11 and some of these adverse outcomes seem to persist 
into young adulthood.12
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Beyond television watching, there may be additional reason for pause with regard 
to children’s increased screen use. For instance, preliminary results from a ten-year 
longitudinal study of 11,000 U.S. nine- and ten-year-olds indicate a relationship 
between increased screen use and lower scores on cognitive and language tests.13 
Overall, the available evidence suggests that remote learning is suboptimal for 
younger students’ development.

Learning Losses

School closures threaten to disrupt children’s education, leading to poorer 
academic outcomes and potentially worse economic outcomes later in life. Just 
as students experience a “summer slide,” and forget much of what they learned 
over the past year during summer vacation,14 so students today are experiencing 
a “COVID slide.”

Using past research on summer learning loss, as well as work on human capital 
investment and other interruptions to students’ education, several studies have 
attempted to estimate the learning loss resulting from COVID-19 school closures. 
These studies predicted that severe learning losses would dramatically set 
children back in the fall semester.15  

Later in the year, researchers were able to use real-world data to quantify the 
magnitude of the COVID learning slide. According to one study of grades 1-8, 
students in many grades were reading close to expectations in the fall semester, 
though others were several weeks behind. Furthermore, every grade was behind 
in math, in some cases up to 12 or more weeks behind.16 Another study of grades 
3-8 similarly found that students had made some progress in math and learning 
since the pandemic began, with reading ability similar to past years but math 
ability roughly 5 to 10 percentage points below normal.17 

Nevertheless, teachers and parents seem more skeptical of students’ abilities 
than study results suggest. In an October 2020 survey, 66 percent of teachers 
said that most students were less prepared for grade-level work compared to last 
year, and 27 percent reported that a majority of their students were significantly 
less prepared. Only 19 percent of teachers reported that they had covered all 
or nearly all of the material they would have covered by this point a year ago, 
while 56 percent said that they had covered half or less of last year’s material.18 
Similarly, only 40 percent of parents believe that their children have learned as 
much at home as in the classroom.19 

The COVID slide may be particularly harmful to low-income students, partly due 
to differences in home environments and access to the technology necessary 
for online learning.20 Assuming a complete return to in-person instruction 
in January 2021, McKinsey estimated that low-income students will lose 12.4 
months of learning compared to the overall average loss of 6.8 months.21 The 

https://www.jec.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/republicans/analysis?ID=F10EF585-FF84-4587-A445-208976510C79
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disparity is due to a variety of factors; low-income students are less likely to have 
a high-quality learning environment at home free of distractions, less likely to 
have access to their own devices dedicated to remote instruction, and less likely 
to engage in online school with the same consistency as students from higher-
income families.22 Indeed, in an October 2020 survey, 33 percent of teachers in the 
highest-poverty schools reported that students were significantly less prepared 
than the year prior, versus 16 percent of teachers in low-poverty schools.23 

Data from Harvard University’s Opportunity Insights highlights these disparities 
(Figure 1).24  Prior to the pandemic, rates of student progress were relatively 
similar across schools aggregated by their respective ZIP codes’ median incomes. 
Since then, students in ZIP codes in the top quartile by median income have 
progressed further in online math courses than those from ZIP codes in the 
bottom quartile.25  They have also participated far more consistently in online 
math than those from areas in the three lower quartiles.26

Figure 1: Online Math Learning Achievement by School ZIP Code’s Median Income 
(as of December 13, 2020)

Source: Opportunity Insights Economic Tracker

In addition to learning loss varying by income, learning loss also appears to vary 
with age. Younger children are likely to face the greatest setbacks because they 
are supposed to be learning foundational skills. For example, numerous studies 
have projected pronounced reading losses among U.S. kindergarteners due 
to school closures.27 Researchers from Illuminate Education recommend that 
schools “[s]pend more time focused on reading and math in K-3 classrooms. The 
risk of learning loss is greater in these grades, so it is even more critical to spend 
time helping students make up for the lack of instruction in these foundational 
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Economic Costs of Learning Loss

Learning loss will bring with it long-term economic costs, even if schools return 
to full in-person instruction immediately. McKinsey estimated that, assuming 
in-school instruction resumes in January 2021, the average K-12 U.S. student 
could lose $61,000 to $82,000 (constant 2020 dollars) in lifetime earnings.30 For 
the aggregate K-12 cohort, this amounts to an estimated $110 billion in annual 
earnings lost—$98.8 billion from learning loss, and $11.2 billion from an increase 
in high-school dropouts. Of course, any delays past January 2021 would increase 
losses further. 

The Penn Wharton Budget Model similarly estimated that, as of October 1, 
2020, school closures had already cost students in grades 1-12 between $43,000 
and $57,000 each.31  Each additional month of school closures is estimated to 
cost current students $12,000 to $15,000 in future earnings.32

As with learning loss, young children will likely face the greatest economic 
harm from today’s school closures. One study estimates that children aged 
six—those just starting primary school when the pandemic struck—will suffer 
earning losses 60 percent higher than children aged 14.33 All told, the Brookings 
Institution estimated that the aggregate cost of four months of lost education 
in the United States is $2.5 trillion, or 12.7 percent of annual GDP.34

subjects.”28 Additional research has concluded that “there may be a need to 
think about providing more resources at early grades to help students catch up 
in their learning or to prioritize what skills are taught in these grades.”29

THE EFFECT OF SCHOOL CLOSURES ON AMERICANS’ 
MENTAL HEALTH
In addition to children’s developmental and academic losses, American families 
are experiencing declines in their mental health. Children are suffering from 
a loss of routine, isolation from their peers, and the stress of remote learning. 
Parents, especially those with young children, face the added stress of overseeing 
schooling in addition to their other responsibilities.

Harm to Children’s Mental Health
Disruptions to normal school activity have caused many children to struggle 
with their mental health. In May, nearly 30 percent of parents surveyed by Gallup 
reported that their child was experiencing emotional or mental harm due to social 
distancing and school closures. Nearly half believed that their child’s separation 
from classmates and teachers posed a major challenge, and of those, only 12 
percent thought that their child could continue with remote learning indefinitely.35
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Parental concerns grew considerably as schools remained closed. A Pew 
Research Center survey from October revealed that 59 percent of parents with 
children in grades K-12 were concerned about their child’s emotional well-being, 
and that 60 percent were concerned about their children not maintaining social 
connections and friendships. Parents were significantly more concerned about 
each of these issues if their child was only receiving online instruction versus in-
person instruction.36

In addition to causing feelings of isolation, school closures are contributing to 
families’ stress more generally. When higher levels of stress translate to a stressful 
home life, they further harm children’s mental health: research shows that high-
stress environments can exacerbate pre-existing psychological issues in children, 
such as behavioral problems and psychological disorders.37 Indeed, in a national 
survey of parents, nearly one-fifth reported that their child’s behavioral health had 
worsened from March to June after schools had closed – findings that were similar 
across racial and economic groups.38 Reports did differ, however, depending on 
the age of their child. Parents with children ages 6 to 12 were more likely to report 
worsening behavioral health than parents with children older than 13.39

Increasing stress in family life may also worsen some children’s treatment at 
home. Parents’ stress levels are undoubtedly rising as they are being asked to be 
work, teach, and care for their children at the same time, especially while some 
children exhibit greater behavioral problems. These stressors may lead to parental 
burnout, defined as “a prolonged response to chronic and overwhelming parental 
stress.40 Research shows that parents with higher levels of parental burnout 
engage in greater levels of child abuse and neglect.41 At the same time, school 
closures are separating children from teachers, school psychologists, nurses, 
and other staff trained to identify and report child mistreatment. One analysis 
of child abuse hotline allegations in Florida found that reported allegations of 
abuse, neglect or abandonment in March and April were 27 percent lower than 
expected, and the reduction was driven by decreased calls from school staff.42 

The potential for mistreatment is increasing at a time when mental health 
services are less accessible to children. A nationally representative survey 
conducted in 2014 found that 13 percent of children aged 12 to 17 received mental 
health services from a school setting.43 These services can include talking to 
counselors or participating in programs for students with emotional or behavioral 
problems, and younger adolescents were more likely than older adolescents to 
receive these services. An analysis of the same survey from 2012 to 2015 found 
that, of the adolescents that received any mental health services, 35 percent 
received their services exclusively from school settings and 57 percent received at 
least some services in a school setting.44

Finally, school shutdowns have been particularly difficult for students with 
learning disabilities. Schools are required to provide these students with 
specialized services to help them succeed, yet these services are harder to 
deliver while schools are closed. For example, some students may require one-
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on-one assistance in the classroom from a personal aid, and others require 
modified equipment or a different method of instruction. According to a survey 
conducted in May by ParentsTogether, 80 percent of parents with children in 
special education said that their children were not receiving all of the specialized 
services they require, as mandated by law.45 Additionally, parents of special needs 
children were twice as likely as other parents to say that their child was doing 
little to no remote learning (35 percent vs. 17 percent).46

Harm to Parents’ Mental Health
In 2019, there were over 50 million working parents with children under 18 years 
old, 42 percent of which had children under the age of six.47 As children have 
suffered from the disruption of routine, these parents have also struggled with 
taking on the new responsibility of schooling their children. The added stress is 
even greater for the parents of younger children, who require more attention 
throughout the day.

In an April survey of parents with children ages 12 and younger, 45 percent 
did not feel prepared to educate their children at home, and 50 percent felt 
overwhelmed by their new responsibilities, citing behavioral problems and the 
difficulty of balancing their work with their children’s schooling.48 Similarly, in a 
Pew Research Center survey conducted in May, 72 percent of working parents 
said that balancing a job with helping kids with school was a challenge, and 
over 40 percent reported it was a major challenge.49

Not surprisingly, this added stress has worsened parents’ well-being. A national 
survey from June 2020 revealed that over one quarter of parents experienced 
declining mental health since March, and parents of young children saw even 
more widespread declines.50 Furthermore, using survey data collected from 
February to April, researchers have estimated that the increased caregiving 
burdens caused by school closures are significantly associated with negative 
parental mood, even after controlling for the mood effects of COVID-related 
job and income loss.51 More recently, the U.S. Census Household Pulse Survey 
from early December revealed that adults in households with children under 
18 report higher rates of anxiety and depression than adults in households 
with no children.52

Economic Implications
Productivity is a key component to economic growth. By harming working 
parents’ mental health, school closures have negative ramifications for the labor 
force and the economy.

In 2019, nearly one third of workers in the United States had children under the 
age of 18.53 Therefore, school closures threaten to reduce a large proportion of the 
labor market’s productivity. For instance, one study of dual-income households 
found that, during the COVID-19 lockdowns, mothers reported lower work 



What’s Next for Schools: Balancing the Costs of School Closures Against COVID-19 Health Risks | 9

productivity and job satisfaction than fathers. Prior to the lockdowns, however, 
there were no differences between reported productivity and satisfaction, 
suggesting that mothers took on a greater role in childcare once schools 
closed.54 Additional research found that mothers of school age children in 
states with early closures worked longer hours than mothers in states with later 
closures, and this indicates a decrease in work productivity among mothers 
that work from home.55 As long as school closures require working parents to be 
responsible for overseeing their children’s schooling, it seems safe to assume U.S. 
productivity will suffer.

HOW REOPENING SCHOOLS AFFECTS THE SPREAD 
OF COVID-19
Closing schools harms children and parents—developmentally, academically, 
and psychologically. Yet, teachers, parents, and policymakers have worried since 
the beginning of the pandemic that reopening schools will increase the spread 
of COVID-19. 

It is important that decision makers balance the benefits of school reopening 
against associated health risks; however, evidence on the relationship between 
school reopening and health risks is more mixed than commonly recognized. 
One interesting area of consensus is that younger children are at much lower risk 
of contracting and transmitting the virus than older children.

Health Risks for the Overall Population
Reopening schools brings with it the fear that in-person contact will increase 
the spread of COVID-19 and threaten at-risk teachers and relatives. In line with 
that concern, one analysis estimated that 42 percent of school employees are 
high-risk due to confounding factors like obesity and high blood pressure, 
and additionally that 59 percent of school-aged children live with at least one 
adult who meets the definition of increased risk.56 Given this information, it 
is important to determine to what extent school reopenings might increase 
COVID-19 transmission.

Many researchers have attempted to quantify how school reopenings influence 
infection rates, both in domestically and around the world. In the United States, 
preliminary evidence suggests that school reopenings do not significantly 
contribute to the spread of COVID-19. For example, researchers from the Center 
for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) recently concluded there is little 
evidence that school attendance increases community transmission.57 They cite 
studies of schools offering in-person instruction in North Carolina, Wisconsin, 
and Mississippi, in each case finding that COVID-19 transmission is rare between 
students and faculty and amongst students themselves. Because of the low rates 
of infection at schools, the researchers argue that reducing community-based 
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transmission is more important to slow the spread of COVID-19 than reducing 
school-based transmission.

Additional evidence from two new studies seem to echo these findings, but 
with caveats for schools in communities with high infection rates. The first, an 
examination of Michigan and Washington schools in fall 2020, used multivariate 
regressions to find that interventions like mandatory mask wearing effectively 
eliminate the relationship between in-person instruction and COVID case 
counts.58 Yet, the researchers caution that in-person schooling is predicted 
to increase community spread in areas with very high pre-existing infection 
rates. The second study was a nationwide analysis of schools in nearly every 
county in the United States from January to October.59 Using difference-in-
difference analysis, the researchers found that in-person instruction had no 
effect on infection rates in counties with fewer than 36 to 44 new COVID-19 
hospitalizations per 100,000 people per week. Roughly 75 percent of the schools 
examined fell beneath this threshold. 

Using data from 47 states, economist Emily Oster found similar results: in 
schools that reopened, infection rates were only equal to 0.13 percent among 
school students and 0.24 percent among staff. These rates equate to “about 
1.3 infections over two weeks in a school of 1,000 kids, or 2.2 infections over two 
weeks in a group of 1,000 staff,”60 and they suggest that school reopenings do 
not pose a significant threat for COVID-19 spread. Oster later analyzed October 
and November infection rates in New York and found that 80 percent of schools 
offering in-person instruction reported zero COVID-19 cases.61 She noted that “of 
those schools that did detect covid, nearly 90 percent had only one or two cases 
across all students and staff.”62 

The international evidence is less clear. For instance, one study analyzed 
interventions in 79 countries and found that school closures were among the 
most effective at reducing infection rates.63 Another study came to a similar 
conclusion after evaluating interventions in 131 countries, finding that school 
closures had the largest impact on reducing infection rates.64 It is worth noting, 
however, that the researchers were unable to evaluate the effectiveness 
of school safety protocols – such as desk dividers, physical distancing, and 
enhanced hygiene – which scientists argue reduce the spread of COVID-19.

Other international studies have been unable to draw causal relationships 
between school reopenings and infection rates. For example, one study found 
that closing schools in Norway and Denmark led to a decline in infections, yet 
reopening schools did not lead to a corresponding increase due to low rates of 
community transmission.65 Similarly, in Germany, school reopenings increased 
transmission among students, but not school staff.66 In Spain, reopening schools 
led to cases rising in one region but falling in another.67 And after Sweden chose 
to keep its schools open and Finland chose to close its schools, students under 
the age of 20 in both countries experienced nearly identical infection rates.68 
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Health Risks across Age Groups

Though the evidence on the relationship between school reopenings and overall 
infection rates is somewhat mixed, the research is united on one point: the risk of 
transmission increases with age.

First, a review of worldwide outbreaks by researchers at the University of Vermont 
found that young children are hardly ever the primary sources of infection. The 
authors posit that, because children are more likely to be asymptomatic than 
adults, they are less likely to cough or otherwise release infectious particles that 
spread the virus.70 Similarly, a study from South Korea showed that children under 
age 10 transmit the virus at one quarter of the rate of children ages 10 to 19.71

Other research confirms that infection rates are consistently lower in younger 
populations. One study of German schools found that children ages 6 to 10 were 
less likely to have COVID-19 than adults and older children at the same schools.72 
Another study of Italy, Japan, and four other nations found that individuals under 
age 20 were only half as susceptible to infection as adults over the age of 20, and 
that nearly 80 percent of infected students did not show symptoms.73

The same patterns are observable in the United States. In New York, high school 
students and staff have similar infection rates to the overall population, yet the 
rates for elementary and middle school students are consistently lower.74

These trends can be visualized using data from Utah, which keeps detailed 
records of school-associated COVID-19 cases. Figure 2 displays Utah infection rates 
by age from April to December, and it shows that high school-aged children are 
much more likely than elementary school-aged children to be infected over the 
entire time period. According to data from December, the daily infection rate was 
177 percent higher among high school-aged children than elementary school-
aged children, and 70 percent higher among high school-aged children than 
middle school-aged children.75

Perhaps the non-profit group Insights for Education summarizes the research 
best. After studying the experience of 191 countries, Insights for Education 
concluded that “no consistency can be observed between school status and 
infection levels.”69 Yet, at least domestically, the evidence seems to suggest that 
school reopenings are safe for areas with lower rates of community transmission.
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This evidence confirms that younger children face only modest health risks 
from returning to school, and this suggests that their return to school should be 
prioritized. Across all ages, a flexible approach to education is critical; this approach 
should include an option to return to school or utilize other educational options 
based on students’ and families’ educational needs, risk factors, and risk tolerance.

THE RESPONSE FROM PARENTS AND COMMUNITIES
While teachers and policymakers consider whether, when, and how to reopen 
schools, parents face the more personal question of how to continue their children’s 
education in a way that fits their family’s needs, priorities, and risk tolerance. Many 
parents appear to be treating the pandemic as an opportunity to reevaluate their 
children’s educational options. For example, in October 2020, 64 percent of parents 
said that schools should focus on “rethinking how we educate students, coming up 
with new ways to teach children moving forward as a result of the COVID-19 crisis,” 
rather than prioritizing a return to pre-pandemic conditions.76 Similarly, a July survey 
found that 69 percent of parents believed that schools should provide multiple 
learning options in fall 2020.77 

Parents’ interest in new educational approaches is apparent in their willingness 
to experiment with new ways of meeting their children’s educational needs. For 
instance, homeschooling has seen a dramatic increase. One recent survey reported 
an increase in homeschooling from 5 percent in fall 2019 to 10 percent in fall 2020,78 
while another reported an increase from 7 to 16 percent.79 As the Social Capital 
Project has documented, results from the nationwide American Family Survey 
conducted this summer show that roughly 40 percent of parents say the pandemic 
has made them more likely to consider homeschooling in the future.80 Overall, 

Figure 2. School-Age Group Specific Case Rates per 100,000 Population in Utah, by Report Date

Source: Utah Department of Health COVID-19 Surveillance
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67 percent of parents have a more favorable opinion of homeschooling since the 
pandemic began in March, compared to 19 percent whose opinion is less favorable.81 

Although parents’ views on charter schools are roughly the same as in March,82 there 
are some indications that parents have been especially satisfied with charter schools 
this year. For example, 45 percent of charter school parents reported in May being 
“very satisfied” with their school’s response to COVID-19, versus 26 percent of public 
school parents. Compared to parents of public school students, parents of charter 
school students also report that their students’ schools devote a greater share of 
remote instruction to learning new material and they report more one-on-one 
teacher-student interaction.83

Perhaps the most notable, recent educational innovation has been the rise of 
“learning pods”—small groups of students that function as schools in miniature. 
Students generally meet in person at one family’s house or elsewhere and receive 
instruction from a parent or outside tutor. A recent survey of Americans shows 
widespread support for policies that would reduce the regulatory obstacles 
to parents creating pods, and this suggests further public support for a more 
pluralistic approach to education. For example, 50 percent of respondents 
agreed that policymakers should consider aligning pods with current laws for 
homeschooling and private schools so that pod families do not face heavier 
regulatory burdens, while only 15 percent disagreed. Similarly, 41 percent of 
respondents agreed that states should avoid putting in place new pupil-staff ratios 
for pods and further supported permanent waivers to childcare regulations for pods, 
compared to just 20 percent who disagreed.84

CONCLUSION

As policymakers contemplate reopening schools, it is important that they balance 
the often-ignored costs of continued school closures with the critical health risks 
of school reopenings. This paper aims to aid decision-makers by surveying existing 
research on each of these topics.

First, research confirms that school closures constitute a difficult disruption to 
students’ development. The harm is especially concentrated among very young 
children, whose separation from teachers and classroom tools may hinder their 
progress. Furthermore, these children are the most at risk of developing cognitive 
issues from excessive screen time, a feature of remote learning. 

Disruptions to in-person education also harm older children academically. Students 
with learning disabilities may be disproportionately harmed by not having access to 
the specialized services they depend on at school. Because of differences in home 
environments and technology access and use, continued remote learning may also 
exacerbate current gaps in educational achievement across the socioeconomic 
spectrum. These COVID-19 learning losses may reduce all students’ expected future 
earnings, however children at the beginning of their school career will likely suffer to 
the greatest extent. 
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Second, school closures significantly increase stress for American families with 
school-aged children. Surveys show that parents are worried about their children’s 
emotional wellbeing while they are isolated from their teachers and friends, and 
that their children are experiencing greater behavioral issues while they engage in 
remote learning. Furthermore, separating children from school also separates them 
from many mental health services, which can be particularly damaging during this 
time of increased stress and isolation. Reported harm is even worse among younger 
children, who are experiencing greater issues with their behavioral health and 
normally take greater advantage of school-provided mental health services.

Parents are also experiencing greater stress as they are confronted with the new 
responsibility of schooling their children at home. This stress is bleeding into their 
work life, requiring them to work longer hours and reducing their work productivity. 
Parents with young children are especially impacted as they must devote more time 
and attention to caring for their children throughout the day.

All of this evidence suggests that young children should be prioritized for going 
back to school. Although the research is quite conclusive regarding the harms 
of school closures, the obvious concern about reopening schools is that it would 
exacerbate the spread of COVID-19. In this area, the connection between school 
reopenings and COVID-19 infection rates is less than clear. What the research 
does agree on is that young children are at lower risk of getting and transmitting 
COVID-19 than older children and adults. 

As important as the immediate matter of school reopening is, however, the 
pandemic also provides an opportunity to think more broadly about how to improve 
the American education system and better enable parents to select the education 
that best fits their preferences and their children’s needs. As the Social Capital 
Project’s paper “Multiple Choice” argued, policymakers should promote “educational 
pluralism,” which “recognizes the value of having distinctive school cultures and 
couples choice with accountability.”85 Educational pluralism recognizes that the 
challenges and competing priorities of reopening schools cannot be solved by a 
one-size-fits-all approach.

The pandemic in particular calls for a response that recognizes the variation in 
parental and student needs. Indeed, the range of efforts from parents to continue 
their children’s education today suggests that many are already well aware of 
the benefits of flexibility to adapt each child’s education to his or her particular 
needs. Though the pandemic will pass, the need for policymakers and educators 
to accommodate those needs will remain. As policymakers weigh the costs and 
benefits of reopening schools with the appropriate safety measures, they should 
recognize the growing popularity of alternative schooling methods and work to 
improve parents’ ability to organize educational approaches that best meet the 
needs of students and parents alike.
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