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Abstract

This study explores the impact of the COVID-19-induced school closures
in Indonesia on the decline of secondary school students’ learning,
particularly in their English literacy. While numerous studies have delved
into the repercussions of school closures on literacy skills in European
countries, Australia, and the USA, such investigations have been relatively
limited in Asia, particularly within the Indonesian context. Employing a
qualitative approach for impact assessment, this research gathered data
from diverse sources, including online surveys, one-on-one interviews, and
focus group discussions. The survey involved 140 English teachers from
four Indonesian provinces, including Java, Sumatra, Riau Islands, and
Bali provinces. Ten English teachers were selected to participate in the
individual online interviews, followed by a focus group discussion with
four teachers. Within an inductive approach and thematic analysis
framework, data were analysed, and five primary literacy skills emerged
from the analysis that show a decline during the period of school closures:
having critical thinking while reading, drawing inferences from texts,
summarising text content, having good attitudes toward writing, and
composing longer paragraphs. These initial findings, although on a small
scale, are anticipated to help educators, school administrators, and
policymakers in the Indonesian education sector in devising more effective
plans for addressing unforeseen challenges in the future, including the
development of programs to help students recover from learning loss.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 pandemic, which started at the end of 2019, has caused major
disruptions in many fields, including education. School closures in Indonesia, as an
effect of physical and social distancing which had taken place from March 2020 until
the middle of 2021, had forced teachers and students to suddenly shift to online
classrooms and, thus, generated some challenges. One of the problems that often arises
is learning loss, which is the loss or decline of students’ knowledge and skills caused
by a lack of or continuous interruption of education (Engzell et al., 2021), which was
faced by many countries, including Indonesia. Learning loss due to the COVID-19 is
areal threat, and it occurred in various parts of the world (Fore, 2021; GEM-UNESCO,
2020; United Nations, 2020; World Bank, 2020). The United Nations (UN) through
one of its organisations, namely the United Nations Children’s Fund or UNICEF in its
annual report, showed the data from students in Brazil, Pakistan, India, South Africa,
and Mexico who experienced a decline in knowledge and skills in learning
mathematics and literacy (World Bank, 2021). The decline in knowledge and skills in
these five countries was mostly dominated by junior high school students or those aged
between 10-15 years, and those who came from families with middle to lower
socioeconomic backgrounds. It is undeniable that if learning loss is left too long, it will
greatly affect the socio-economic conditions of the country.

Learning loss, especially in literacy and mathematics, has also been specifically
reported in several countries in Europe and America. In the Netherlands, learning loss
occurred in mathematics and literacy subjects for students aged 7-10 years and could
be observed from the minimal progress shown by students at the beginning of distance
learning during the pandemic (Engzell et al., 2021). In Belgium, the decline in the
students’ ability in mathematics also occurred as a result of learning in the pandemic
era (Maldonado & Witte, 2020). However, there has not been much research or other
literature that has systematically studied learning loss. In addition, learning loss is a
new topic which has “just surfaced” in educational research (Donnelly & Patrinos,
2021, p. 2). However, few studies have investigated learning loss in Indonesian
context, especially in the literacy field, even though the Indonesian Ministry of
National Education and Culture has indicated the impact of learning during the
pandemic on learning loss in the world of education in Indonesia (CNN Indonesia,
2021). Limited literature has presented data that learning loss was reported to occur
among people with low socioeconomic status and students in remote areas in Indonesia
(Hasudungan et al., 2022). Thus, research on the impact of learning during the COVID-
19 period, especially learning loss in the literacy field, is urgent.

Students’ literacy skill, especially critical literacy, is an ability expected for all
students by the Ministry of Education and Culture (2020). Literacy skill is also
considered as an indicator of the educational success of a country because it is one of
the assessments in the Program of International Students Assessment (PISA), in which
Indonesia has not been able to achieve satisfactory scores. Literacy, as outlined in the
PISA test, refers to critical literacy skills in which students are expected to address
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everyday cases critically. Thus, one of the key elements to improving the declining
knowledge and skills is to improve the skills of teachers in delivering quality learning,
especially during the pandemic (World Bank, 2021). Teachers play an important role
in every aspect of learning, especially distance learning. However, the teachers’ duties
during the pandemic are not easy. The report of research results involving 27,046
teachers, administrative staff members, and principals in North Sumatra, West
Kalimantan, Central Sulawesi, North Maluku, East Nusa Tenggara, Papua, and DKI
Jakarta shows that teachers feel a heavy burden of teaching during the pandemic
because teachers are not accustomed to teaching in an online setting (Amri et al.,
2021), and this has led to a decline in teaching quality during the pandemic. Therefore,
research that focuses on teachers to improve the quality of teaching during the
pandemic is urgent. This research is intended to determine what are the learning losses
during the pandemic (2020-2021) on students’ reading and writing skills in English
from the teacher’s perspective.

2.  LITERATURE REVIEW

This section describes a literature review that is relevant to the research
objective. Thoroughly and in detail, the studies that are discussed in this section begin
with a study of learning losses that occurred during teaching in the pandemic era,
especially the decline in students’ literacy abilities.

2.1 Literature on the Learning Loss in Education as the Impact of the COVID-
19 Pandemic

Learning loss is often defined as a condition of decreased knowledge and skills
of students as a result of a lack of or discontinuation of education (Pier et al., 2021).
The condition that causes learning loss and that has just been experienced by many
countries around the world is learning loss due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The large
scale of social restrictions in almost all countries led to the closure of schools for a
long period of time. However, many schools were not ready to implement effective
distance learning to substitute for in-person instruction (Newton, 2020). Learning loss
that occurs for an extended period of time will have an impact on the deteriorating
socio-economic situation of a country (Azevedo et al., 2020; Chetty et al., 2014; Currie
& Thomas, 2001; Psacharopoulos & Patrinos, 2018).

Research results on the simulation of the impact of COVID-19 on learning loss
conducted by Azevedo et al. (2020) stated that if schools were closed for five months,
the decline in students’ knowledge could reach 0.6% of the entire school year
(Azevedo et al., 2020). For example, as a follow-up simulation, Azevedo et al. (2020)
described if 10 students were required to attend education for 11.3 years, then when
schools were closed during the pandemic, it was as if students of this level only
attended school for about 7.8 years.

The impact of learning loss outside the pandemic on student work and annual
income was further simulated and revealed by Currie and Thomas (2001). They said
that a 0.20 standard deviation decrease in standardised test scores would result in a
0.86 percent decrease in students’ chances of getting a decent job in the future. On the
other hand, Chetty et al. (2014) also observed that an increase in the standard deviation
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of 0.20 increases annual income by 2.6 percent. In a similar study, Psacharopoulos and
Patrinos (2018) said that people who received an education one year longer than others
had the potential to earn 8-9 percent greater income in the future than people who
received less education. In addition to the above findings, the declining ability of
students as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic has been reported in almost all
countries, as summarised in the report by UNESCO (2020), United Nations (2020),
and World Bank (2020). Specifically, a comprehensive study by Donnelly and Patrinos
(2021) shows that learning loss occurred in some European countries, the United States
of America, Australia, and Mexico.

2.2 Learning Loss in European Countries

In continental Europe, such as the Netherlands, Belgium, Switzerland, Germany,
and Spain, comprehensive studies on the impact of learning during the COVID-19
have been reported. Learning loss in literacy, mathematics, social science, and
computer science occurred in early childhood to adult learners at the university level
(Engzell et al., 2021; Gonzalez et al., 2020; Maldonado & Witte, 2020; Schult et al.,
2022; Tomasik et al., 2021). In the Netherlands, the decline in students’ ability in
mathematics was reported to have decreased by a standard deviation of 0.29. In
Belgium, the decline in students’ abilities felt with a deviation value of 0.19
(Maldonado & Witte, 2020). In the field of literacy, students in grades 4-7 of
elementary schools in the Netherlands experienced a decline in ability with a standard
deviation of 0.08-11.00, especially in spelling and reading (Engzell et al., 2021). In
Switzerland, the progress during in-person learning had been twice as good as the
progress made when schools were closed for eight weeks in the country as a result of
the COVID-19 (Tomasik et al., 2021). In Germany, Schult et al. (2022) reported a
decrease in the reading ability of the 5th graders in literacy by 0.07 standard deviations
and 0.03 in mathematics.

2.3 Learning Loss in the United States of America

While in Europe, the literature on learning loss was widely studied among
elementary school students, but in some states in the USA, learning loss was observed
in four universities majoring in Economics. Orloy et al. (2021) stated that these
students showed a decrease in ability and knowledge in the field of economics, with a
standard deviation value of 0.19. In addition, in the context of primary schools,
particularly grades 3-8 in the USA, research by Kuhfeld et al. (2020) revealed that
these primary school students showed a decline of 5-19 % below historic levels in
mathematics.

2.4 Learning Loss in Australia

In Australia, researchers measured learning loss in low-income communities on
the Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage scale. Gore et al. (2021)
examined the mathematical abilities of the third-grade elementary school students
from this community and presented data that they were two months behind in their
mathematics skills compared to what they had achieved in 2019.
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2.5 Learning Loss in Mexico

Finally, learning loss has also been reported in Mexico. Hevia et al. (2022) stated
that learning loss occurred with standard deviation values of 0.34 to .045 in literacy
and 0.62-0.82 in mathematics. Hevia et al. (2022) further revealed that learning loss
also increased “learning poverty” by 25.7%-15.4% in literacy and 29.8%-28.8% in
mathematics. Learning poverty is a new term used by UNESCO and the World Bank
to refer to the loss of the ability to read simple texts within a period of ten years (World
Bank, 2020).

3. METHODS

This section describes the research methodology, which includes the research
design, respondents, types of data collected to address the research objective, and data
analysis procedures.

3.1 Research Design

In line with the research objective, this research adopted a qualitative research
paradigm to assess impact (Stern, 2015). In this research, the impact of school closures
during the pandemic in Indonesia was assessed qualitatively to determine its
connection with students’ English literacy skills. This qualitative model of assessing
impact can be found in many fields, including education (Ellis, 2015; Stern, 2015).
The design was relevant to this study because, first, this research was an initial study
in Indonesia that examined learning loss in the field of English literacy and was carried
out on a small scale, which is the main characteristic of qualitative research. Further,
this study was done in an actual context using rigorous qualitative methods to collect
data (Ellis, 2015; Stern, 2015) to provide credible evidence in assessing the impact of
school closures.

3.2 Participants and Research Site

The participants in the study were English secondary school teachers teaching in
Grades 10-12 in four major provinces in Indonesia: Java, Sumatra, Riau islands, and
Bali with a range of teaching experience between 5-20 years. The number of teachers
who completed the online questionnaires anonymously was 140 teachers. Ten teachers
voluntarily participated in the individual interview and four teachers attended the
online focus group discussion. For confidentiality, all teachers’ names in this research
report are written in pseudonyms.

The selection of teachers teaching students approaching adulthood, as in this
study, is highly pursued in literacy research and recommended by literacy experts. For
example, Vacca (2005) believed that students who were growing up and living in the
21st century need very diverse literacy skills, starting from identifying their work
interests, taking care of their daily household needs, carrying out their roles as citizens,
and balancing their personal lives. This shows that mastery of literacy is necessary,
especially in the context of education and for high school students. In addition,
research on learning loss at the high school level was rare, showing that learning loss
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research was more frequently conducted at the elementary school level (Donnelly &
Patrinos, 2021; Engzell et al., 2021).

3.3 Online Questionnaires

A total of 140 teachers completed online questionnaire anonymously. The
questionnaire was developed based on the essential English literacy skills for
secondary school students mandated by the Ministry of Education and Culture. The
questionnaire was distributed online in the form of yes/no questions combined with
short answers, and its distribution was assisted by the national forum of English
teachers in Indonesia, locally known as Musyawarah Guru Mata Pelajaran Bahasa
Inggris (MGMP), who invited teachers in Java, Sumatra, Riau Islands, and Bali
provinces to complete the questionnaire.

3.4 Interviews

The interviews were carried out online with the participants using open-ended
questions and conducted in-depth and individually. Ten teachers, four males and six
females, participated in the interviews using video conference applications and
internet-based chat applications voluntarily. In this report, they were identified as T1-
T10. During the interview, the research team explored the experiences of participants
when they taught English during remote teaching throughout the first and second
stages of the pandemic in Indonesia, which was between March 2020- the middle of
2021. The research team specifically identified the learning loss in students’ abilities
in English literacy. After the interview, these teachers were invited to a focus-group
discussion explained below.

3.5 Focus Group Discussion

The focus group discussion in this research was conducted online through a
video conference application attended by four teachers (two males, two females) who
were identified as T2, TS, T6, and T10, who also participated in the individual
interview previously. Data collected in this group discussion aimed to confirm and add
to the findings obtained from previous individual interview data. In the qualitative
paradigm, focus group discussions are considered strong data that “provides access for
researchers to enter into participants’ minds” (Silverman, 2019, p. 3), and it is also a
means to collect quality data in a social context (Patton, 2002). During this discussion,
the research team acted as a moderator who discussed and elaborated the initial
findings.

3.6 Data Analysis Procedure

All data from this research were analysed inductively, as suggested by Hamied
(2017), especially related to initial data about the learning loss. This approach is widely
used by researchers when there is limited literature which can be used as a basis for
the topic being studied (Bernard, 2011). As previously stated, the topic of learning loss
is a topic that has “just surfaced” (Donnelly & Patrinos, 2021, p. 3); therefore,
researchers were urged to conduct more research in this field. Further, data analysis



774 | Studies in English Language and Education, 11(2), 768-785, 2024

with an inductive approach in this study was adopted from the procedures of Goddard
and Melville (2004), Thomas (2006), Bernard (2011), and Saunders et al. (2012), as
follows: (1) analysing the findings of the raw data; (2) looking for patterns, themes and
clear relationships between the formulation of the problem and the findings from the
initial data; and (3) building a theory or framework of thinking on the findings based
on the data.

4. RESULTS

This section presents findings from three sets of data — questionnaires, individual
interviews, and focus group discussions — and discusses them. Some themes emerged
from all data related to the research objective on the impact of school closures on
learning loss experienced by secondary school students in their English literacy skills.
The findings were classified into learning loss in reading and writing skills. Five main
categories of learning loss were identified, including (1) students’ ability to think
critically while reading; (2) students’ skills to make inferences from a text; (3)
students’ ability to summarise the text; (4) students’ attitudes towards writing; and (5)
students’ proficiency in writing longer paragraphs.

Table 1. Students learning loss in reading and writing skills from the questionnaire.

Learning Questions Part 1: I observed learning loss in my Code Yes No
lossin  students’ reading skills in terms of: (%) (%)
reading
1 Students’ general reading skills QIA 68.8 31.2
2 Students’ ability to respond to higher-order thinking Q2A 70.7 28.3
skills questions from a short text
3 Students’ ability to scan and skim a short text Q3A 68.1 31.9
4 Students’ ability to make inferences from a short Q4A 53.6 46.4
paragraph
5 Students’ ability to identify the main ideas from a short Q5A 52.9 471
text
6 Students’ ability to read and understand a short Q6A 51.8 48.2
paragraph
7 Students’ ability to summarise a short text Q7A 51.9 48.2
Learning Questions Part 2: I observed learning loss in my Code Yes No
loss in students’ writing skills in terms of: (%) (%)
writing
1 Students’ general writing skills QIB 84.8 15.2
2 Students’ ability to write a short report text with a Q2B 78.4 21.6
simple topic
3 Students’ ability to submit their writing tasks on time Q3B 74.8 25.2
4 Students’ ability to write a short descriptive text with a Q4B 70.7 29.3
simple topic
5 Students’ ability to write a short recount text with a Q5B 63.3 36.7
simple topic
6 Students’ ability to write a short narrative text with a Q6B 53.6 46.4
simple topic
7 Students’ ability to write a short procedure text with a Q7B 52.9 47.1

simple topic
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The result from the questionnaire presented in Table 1 was triangulated with the
individual interview and focus group discussion. Ten teachers voluntarily participated
in the interview, and four teachers attended the focus group discussion. Table 2
illustrates the main themes that emerged from the interview and focus group
discussion, which will be further discussed in the discussion section.

Table 2. Students’ learning loss is based on thematic analysis from interviews and
focus group discussions.

Learning Loss
Learning loss in
reading skills

Learning loss in
writing skills

Subthemes
Responses to
critical thinking
question skills
while reading

Making
inferences
Summarizing

the text

Attitudes
towards writing

Description
Students’
inability to
answer higher-
order thinking
skills
Unable to make
inferences from
the text

Difficulties in
summarizing
information
Writing
assignments
submitted late

Interview
“...if students can identify similarities
and differences between what is in the

text...most of them didn’t answer...”
(T1).

“...I asked something not explicitly
stated in the text where they had to read
and read again... because the answer is
not there” (T2).

“...Most of the students just repeat the
same words from the text without
properly summarizing it” (T3).

“..I haven’t had any
experience....students submitting their
work very late. Usually only one or two

students...but now it’s like half of them”
(T4).

Students write
only short
sentences

Proficiency in
writing longer
paragraphs

“...(they) don’t know what else to
write...” (TS5).

4.1 Learning Loss in Critical Thinking in Reading

From the questionnaire, 68.8% of teachers reported learning loss in general
reading skills (see Table 1). One of the main learning losses in reading skills reported
in this study was the students’ decrease in demonstrating critical thinking in reading
skills, as indicated in the questionnaire (see Q2A, Table 1). To explore this
phenomenon, the research team asked this question further in the interview. Teacher 1
from the West Java region, who mostly used a chat application, WhatsApp, during the
remote teaching, recalled that some of his students could not answer higher-order
thinking questions during his online classes. He said,

(1) We were discussing about global warming. I asked if students could identify similarities and
differences between what is in the text and what is happening in our real lives. I have modified my
questions hoping that my students could answer them. Most of them did not answer in the chat
room, only one or two students answered, usually the same persons. (T1-Q2A)

The loss in the student’s ability to demonstrate critical thinking while engaging
with texts resonates with T4, a teacher in the Special Region of Jakarta. She recalled
that some of her students did not seem to participate during her class, especially when
she tried to engage students to answer a question. This lack of participation was also
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escalated by the lack of virtual connection as her students turned off the cameras. She
said,

(2) I am lucky that my school subscribed Zoom application so I can meet students virtually in
synchronous classes. But oftentimes, when I asked students to answer a question, the class went
silent. Some students even turned off their cameras. I asked a question that was not explicitly in
the text, like why something is like that, and only few answered. (T4-Q2A).

When the research team investigated the question further in the focus group
discussion by asking whether they had encountered a similar situation before the
school move to in-person instruction, they remembered that it might have happened
before. The only difference was, as TS reported,

(3) In the virtual meeting, especially at the beginning of remote classes, I can’t make them interact
more. It’s different from the real classroom, in a way like there’s a wall between them, but at least
I can see my students’ faces and that makes me feel connected. (T5-Q2A)

The next reading skill reported to be lost during the remote learning was the
learning loss in making inferences. Making inferences, or the ability to draw
conclusions from what is implied in a text, is often considered one of the higher-order
thinking skills that students need to master. However, this particular skill was reported
to be lost, as illustrated in the following section.

4.2 Learning Loss in Making Inferences

The second reading skill that the teachers believed to have decreased during the
remote learning is the students’ ability to make inferences or implied meanings from
a text. As perceived by 53.6% of participants, students showed a significant decrease
in this particular skill as evident in the questionnaire (see Q4A, Table 1). In the
interview, T2 from Riau Islands said that when her school shifted to online learning,
she found that most students faced difficulties in making inferences from a short text.
She recalled,

(4) Ihave asked for something not explicitly stated in the text where students had to read the text and
gave them a few minutes and read again because the answer was not in the text. When I asked
them to infer meaning from the text, they still copied the exact words from the text. (T2— Q4A)

Relevant to the above phenomenon, T6, a teacher in Bali province, noticed the
same thing related to students’ skill in making inferences from a short text. At the focus
group discussion, she gave an example when her students engaged in a discussion
about places around the world. She extended the discussion by asking students to draw
conclusions from what they had read; however, only a few students answered.

(5) Students seemed to have difficulties when I asked them to infer implied meaning. For example,
when we were reading a text about famous places around the world, at the end of the session, I
asked them to draw conclusions, that were not stated in the text, and they just didn’t respond. (T6-

Q4A)

The other learning loss in reading skills that emerged from this research is the
students’ decreasing ability to summarise information from the text accurately. An
ability to summarise a text or highlight the most important ideas usually in a short
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form, was also reported to decrease in this study. This skill is essential as it helps
students identify the main ideas of a text.

4.3 Learning Loss in Summarising Information from the Text

As one of the essential skills in students’ literacy development, summarising
information can help English learners to comprehend a text they read. In the
questionnaire, 51.9% of the teachers reported this specific loss (see Q7A, Table 1). To
examine this loss further, the research team asked one teacher from Sumatra province,
T3, who taught Grade 12. He mentioned that he expected students at this level to have
mastered this particular skill as he revealed in the focus group discussion. However,
during the online classrooms, this skill has decreased among his students. He recalled
that during his online class when they were reading a text, one of the tasks he asked
his students was to summarise a text. However, his students could not complete the
task well. He said,

(6) I asked them to summarise the text so that I could assess whether they understood or not. Most of
the students just repeat the same words from the text without properly summarising it, I think they
should’ve known how to summarise properly. (T3-Q7A)

He further stated that to complete this task, which he considered ‘easy’, he had
to put extra effort into reading the text together with his students and help them
translate some unfamiliar words so they could finish the task. He admitted that this
strategy helped some of his students complete the assignment.

In the focus group discussions, some other respondents also experienced the
same challenge as encountered by T3 above. Some teachers believed that the skill to
summarise the text was considered a less challenging task before the remote teaching
period, particularly because teachers could easily check students’ understanding and
provide assistance to students who needed it.

This section has elaborated on the three learning losses in reading: a lack of
critical thinking skills while reading, insufficient skills in making inferences, and a
lack of ability to summarise a text. The section below is the learning loss in writing
skills which consists of a decrease in students’ attitudes towards writing and a decrease
in students’ ability to write longer paragraphs. As in the reading skills, the data in
writing skills were also drawn from questionnaires, interviews, and focus group
discussions.

4.4 Learning Loss in Students’ Attitudes Toward Writing

The result from the questionnaire indicates that 74.8% of the teachers in this
study believed that the remote learning negatively impacted their students’ attitudes
toward writing (see Table 1, Q1B and Q3B). Respondents saw a decrease in two ways:
first, in the number of students who submitted their writing task on time; and second,
in the students’ participation during the writing process.

Respondents said that during the remote learning, only a few students submitted
their writing tasks on time. The rest of the class submitted their work one or two weeks
late, and some other students did not submit it at all. To investigate this problem, the
interview was conducted with one of the respondents, T4, who believed that during his
online classroom, which is a mix of WhatsApp chat application and Google
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Classroom, he had to repeatedly remind his students to submit their work, and he even
had to discuss this problem with the homeroom teacher who passed on the information
to parents.

(7) Students’ attitudes toward writing have been declining. But I think it is not only in writing, maybe
in all aspects. I haven’t had any experience having to talk to homeroom teachers about students
submitting their work very late. Usually only one or two students...but now it’s like half of them.
(T4, Q3B)

Most of the other respondents, both in the individual interviews and the focus
group discussions, agreed with T4’s concern above. It was only in the situation of the
remote learning during the COVID-19 pandemic that teachers had to involve
homeroom teachers to help them find the best solutions for the students. This is
expressed by a teacher in East Java province.

(8) Usually, we talked to homeroom teachers when we found a ‘disruptive’ kid in the class, which was
not very often, but during online classes, the homeroom teachers were also involved in handling
the students who didn’t participate well enough in the class. (T6, Q3B)

4.5 Learning Loss in Writing Longer Paragraphs

Related to the student’s participation in writing tasks, at the focus group
discussion, TS5, a teacher in West Java province, pointed out one important element
missing during the online classroom, namely collaborative writing. The teacher saw a
learning loss in the students’ writing skills which she believed might have related to
the absence of collaborative writing in a regular face-to-face classroom. For example,
the teacher reported that in completing a writing task on describing historical places,
some of her students could not write more than two sentences. She recalled one of her
students said that,

(9) Idon’t know what else to write, sometimes we don’t understand the instructions, when we meet
in the class, we can ask the teacher straight away, me and my friends usually work together and
help each other. (T5’s student)

In this case, in the focus group discussion, T6, who mixed a video conference
application and WhatsApp group during the remote teaching, found some challenges
in encouraging students to work together in an online setting. Although he was
supported by an IT specialist in his school to manage all his online classrooms, he still
believed that in-person interaction was more important. He said,

(10) Although I got help from the school’s IT staff to help students work together in a separate ‘room’.
I think students’ interaction is not as meaningful as when they meet physically in the class, there
was, like, something missing in my class. (T6, Q2B)

This indicates that the benefit of physical presence in the class may help students
who are struggling with their learning. Other teachers, T2 and TS5, believed that they
could have provided more direct assistance to students in an in-person class
environment. T2 and T5 also added,

(11) Previously, some students wrote poorly, maybe just wrote two sentences, but I could explain what
to do or I asked students to work in pairs, and it helped somehow. But in my Zoom class, I had to
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share this document, students joined and left because of the poor internet connection, and at the
end of the day, very few students submitted their writing on time. (T2 & T5, Q1B)

5. DISCUSSION

Based on the three sets of data collected (questionnaire, individual interview,
and focus group discussion), learning loss occurred in five main literacy skills as
reported by the teachers during the period of remote learning in Indonesia from 2020
to 2021, including demonstrating critical thinking while reading, drawing inferences
from texts, summarising text content, having positive attitudes toward writing, and
composing longer paragraphs. The findings in this study resonate with a similar study
in Mexico by Hevia et al. (2022), who also identified the learning loss in literacy skills.

From the results, four important points may have an impact on the students’
learning loss: (1) the absence of teachers’ and students’ physical presence; (2) the low
accessibility of internet connection especially for students from low-income families;
(3) the digital gap between schools; and (4) the roles of parents and school
administrators.

5.1 The Absence of Teachers’ and Students’ Physical Presence

From all of the data above, it can be inferred that the absence of teachers’ and
students’ physical presence during the remote learning in Indonesia that happened
during the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020-2021 impacted students’ reading and writing
skills. Some of the respondents believed that the absence of teachers’ physical
presence during the online learning exacerbated the learning loss. This may indicate
that the in-person interaction between teachers and students contributes to the student’s
success in learning.

In this study, the teachers considered the need to interact physically in the
classroom. Earlier in the findings, T4 said that students’ attitudes towards writing had
decreased, which was a result of the absence of peers while completing the writing
tasks. Teachers in this study also believed that the process of delivering the material
could have been more effective when the students were in the physical classroom as
the teachers could see their students’ facial expressions to help them check whether
they understood the material. To achieve this goal, teachers in this study often asked
students to turn on their cameras because to see them physically is what “gives them
energy” (Alerby et al., 2021, p. 109), a situation that was commonly experienced by
most teachers and students during the pandemic. Therefore, in online classrooms, the
need to have teachers’ and students’ physical presence during school closures may also
prove that body movement, talk, and facial expressions are, inevitably, important
assets of educational instruction (Hall & Looney, 2019).

5.2 The Lack of the Internet Access among Students from Low-Income Family

Apart from the teachers’ and peers’ physical presence to enhance the students’
success in online classes, another concern raised by the teachers was the students’ lack
of participation during the online classes. As revealed in both the individual interviews
and focus group discussions, the insufficient student participation in the online classes
also resulted from the unstable internet connections at the students’ residences. Many
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teachers raised a concern about students who were left behind as they were unable to
access the classroom discussions or tasks online.

Instead, students from low-income families were significantly impacted by the
school closures, as also reported in the research on learning loss in Mexico (Hevia et
al., 2022). In other research in the Indonesian context, Pradana and Syarifudin (2021)
reported that when teaching and learning activities cannot be conducted in-person,
children from low-income families do not have the facilities to access digital learning.
Although the Indonesian government had launched the data plan subsidy, 43% of the
respondents in their study believed that the subsidy was not equally distributed to the
rural areas, while there was 29% believed that the subsidy was not useful because
students in rural areas did not usually have computers, laptops, or smartphones. The
other 18% of the respondents did not have either the data plan subsidy or the devices
needed. This condition might have worsened the learning loss as students were unable
to access the materials given but on the other hand, they still needed to complete the
tasks.

Related to the internet plan subsidy, the Indonesian Ministry of Education and
Culture has assisted teachers, secondary school students, university students, and
lecturers who have limited access to the internet during the pandemic. The initiative,
called Bantuan Kuota Kemendikbud, was in the form of a free 20GB to 42 GB internet
monthly plan topped up automatically to teachers' and students’ mobile phone numbers
registered through the school system and has been distributed from September 2020
until early 2021 (Ministry of Education and Culture, 2020). While this plan may be
effective for those living in urban areas, students and teachers living in rural areas,
moreover those without smartphones, did not reap the same benefits. This situation
calls for a more detailed and comprehensive plan from the Indonesian government
through mapping out some factors, such as geographical terrains and infrastructures of
different regions, before launching any initiatives related to education emergency
schemes.

5.3 The Unequal Access of Technology among Schools

To a certain extent, the unequal use of technology in Indonesian schools during
online learning also brings different results in the students’ learning outcomes. Ten
teachers interviewed individually in this research showed that their schools had
different policies regarding the use of technology during the online learning. Some
schools have had the privilege of providing quality education during the pandemic
through the use of commercial video conferences, while other schools have been
struggling to use even lower technology, such as group chats in WhatsApp or the use
of free learning management systems like Google Classrooms or Edmodo. The
unequal use of technology for educational purposes at schools in the cities and
countryside may have created a digital gap for the teachers and students, which might
have been another contributing factor to students’ learning loss.

For example, data from the questionnaire revealed that almost 64% of the
respondents said that they relied on low technology, especially the popular chat
application in Indonesia, WhatsApp, to deliver their teaching materials during online
learning. While there has been very limited research on the sole use of WhatsApp in
teaching and learning during the pandemic, another researcher suggested that teachers
use a 2:1 formula, which is 2 hours of face-to-face classroom interaction and 1-hour
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interaction through WhatsApp to make blended learning effective (Barhoumi, 2015).
In contrast, respondents in this study mentioned that throughout the pandemic,
WhatsApp had been the only media used although some teachers also combined it with
free learning management systems such as Google Classroom or Edmodo.

In some other schools, the use of videoconferencing applications such as Zoom
or Google Meet helps teachers in many ways when delivering lessons. For example,
Ms. Saskia believed that synchronous meetings through Zoom helped her see her
students’ facial expressions better.

The unequal use of technology among schools in this study also raised concerns
about the teachers’ deficit assumption related to the students’ online participation.
Teachers who were interviewed mentioned that the use of videoconferencing, to some
degree, was not effective as there were only a small number of students who attended
the class or turned on their cameras. Thus, teachers turned to WhatsApp, which gave
students more ‘freedom’ during the class such as no requirement to show their faces.

5.4 The Role of Parents and School Administrators during School Closures

Some teachers in this study believed that school principals and vice principals in
curriculum division were the ones they profoundly relied on during the forced
transition from in-person to online classes. Respondents had expected that school
principals and vice principals could give tutorials and support for all teachers on how
to teach during the pandemic. Peyravi et al. (2020), for example, recommended that
various simple, functional, and free online courses should be widely available. In
addition, a more flexible curriculum was also needed (Wahyono et al., 2020).

In addition to school administrators, the role of parents to support their children
during the online learning was increasingly significant. Respondents, as revealed from
the findings above, often involved homeroom teachers to continuously remind their
children to attend school virtually, both in the group chat, WhatsApp, or in video
conference applications such as Zoom or Google Meet. Another important
responsibility of parents during the school closures was to repeatedly raise the
students’ attention to submit their assignments on time. This situation calls for a
stronger partnership between parents and teachers to help students achieve success in
online classrooms in the future.

6. CONCLUSION

From the findings above, it was revealed that the online learning during the
pandemic in Indonesia, to some extent, had impacted the students’ learning loss,
especially in reading and writing skills as in demonstrating critical thinking while
reading, drawing inferences from texts, summarising text content, having good
attitudes toward writing, and composing longer paragraphs. Some important concerns
have been raised related to the limited access to the internet among students from low-
income families, the contribution of the government internet subsidy, the unequal use
of technology in schools, and the role of parents and school administrators.

Further research that focuses on the learning loss at a larger scale in different
school levels and on the remedial program from the Indonesian government, as in the
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launch of the Independent Curriculum, known as Emancipated Curriculum (Kurikulum
Merdeka) is needed to help students accelerate their learning.
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