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Section 1: Introduction

The World Bank published a report titled “Simulating the Potential Impacts of COVID-19 School 

Closures on Schooling and Learning Outcomes: A Set of Global Estimates” in June 20201. Because of 

the COVID-19 pandemic, schools around the world have been suspended for a matter of months, or 

even nearly a year in the case of Hong Kong. As of mid-March 2021, nearly 700 million students were 

affected by fully closed schools2. Even though learning at home could still be facilitated by schools 

and governments through online resources, loss of learning is expected to be significant. Given that a 

person’s number of years of schooling is directly related to his/her income, it is important to estimate 

the economic loss brought upon by the pandemic due to school closure. This was expressed by the 

World Bank as a student’s “average lifetime earning loss at present value”. The report estimated this 

lifetime earning loss to range between US$34,021 (intermediate scenario) and US$56,732 (pessimistic 

scenario) for high-income countries. 

Making such an estimation in the context of Hong Kong is relevant, since schools have been either 

partially or fully closed since February 2020, with the exception of the period between late September 

and late November. With billions of Hong Kong dollars in potential economic loss, the ensuing policy 

implications are significant. In particular, there is much to be done to limit learning losses while the 

pandemic remains prevalent. Thus, this Study aims to make an informed estimation of economic losses 

stemming from loss of learning during school closure. 

Effects of learning loss could widen the inequality between students from well-off and disadvantaged 

backgrounds, with richer families being more able to afford private tutoring, as suggested by an article 

from the UK’s Institute for Fiscal Studies3. As Hong Kong is known for its income inequality, it may also 

be relevant to gauge whether or not school closures have widened the disparity between children from 

high-income and low-income families. 

1	 Joao	Pedro	Azevedo,	Amer	Hasan,	Diana	Goldemberg,	Syedah	Aroob	Iqbal,	and	Koen	Geven,	“Simulating	The	Potential	Impacts	
Of	COVID-19	School	Closures	On	Schooling	And	Learning	Outcomes:	A	Set	Of	Global	Estimate”,	World	Bank	Group	Policy	
Research	Working	Paper,	2020,	

	 https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/33945/Simulating-the-Potential-Impacts-of-COVID-19-School-
Closures-on-Schooling-and-Learning-Outcomes-A-Set-of-Global-Estimates.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y

2	 World	Bank,	“World	Bank	Education	COVID-19	School	Closures	Map”,	2021.	
	 https://www.worldbank.org/en/data/interactive/2020/03/24/world-bank-education-and-covid-19
3	 Luke	Sibieta,	“The	Crisis	In	Lost	Learning	Calls	For	A	Massive	National	Policy	Response”,	Institute	for	Fiscal	Studies,	1	Feb	2021,	
https://www.ifs.org.uk/publications/15291
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The outline of the Study is as follows:

(i) Section 2 adopts the methodology suggested by the World Bank to apply in the context of 

Hong Kong, to estimate the income loss due to school closures under the COVID-19 pandemic.  

(ii) Section 3 compares the estimated loss of lifetime earnings for students from high-income 

families and low-income families. 

(iii) Section 4 uses an alternative methodology for the estimation so as to cross-check the 

validity of estimated numbers in Section 2.  

(iv) Section 5 examines factors that may affect the accuracy of our estimations.  

(v) Section 6 raises policy recommendations to mitigate the negative impacts of the income loss 

due to school closures under the pandemic.

Section 2: Applying the World Bank’s Methodology 
in Hong Kong’s Context

The World Bank’s estimation method of the change in lifetime earnings (present value) is comprised of 

three parts: 

(i) Change in earnings per year per student = change in learning-adjusted years of schooling × 

rate of return to education × expected monthly earnings 

(ii) Change in earnings per year = number of students × adult survival rate × human capital 

utilization × change in earnings per year per student

(iii) Change in lifetime earnings = the sum (over the years when change in earnings is expected) 

of present value of change in earnings per year
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In the Hong Kong context, the definitions and relevant statistics used in the estimation are the following:

1. Learning-adjusted years of schooling 

This factor captures the expected learning loss in a more realistic way, by taking into account two main 

factors: how long schools have closed and what mitigation measures have been adopted to facilitate 

learning during school closure. If effective mitigation measures have been put in place, e.g. schools 

effectively facilitated online learning through Zoom lectures and students still managed to keep up with 

the learning pace, then the reduction in learning-adjusted years of schooling (LAYS) would be smaller 

than the reduction in actual years of schooling. Say, schools closed for 11 months, but students were 

still able to have 4 months’ progress in learning. The change in LAYS would be 7 months (instead of a 

full 11 months). 

Change in LAYS is determined by the following factors:

(i) Length of school closure (as a share of the school year) 

(ii) Mitigation effectiveness 

(iii) Learning gains (school productivity) 

In the context of Hong Kong, the length of school closure is assumed to be the number of school 

days in which more than half of a school’s classes are unable to conduct lessons in school. Assuming 

that most schools will not resume whole school face-to-face teaching in March 2021, schools would 

have been suspended for around 170 days by the end of March, out of a minimum 190 school days 

per academic year as recommended by the Education Bureau4. That amounts to around 0.9 years of 

school closure5. 

Mitigation effectiveness (on a scale of 0-100%) is determined by 3 factors: 

(i) Government coverage and support of remote learning (i.e. has the government provided 

remote learning content and equipment for the entire student population?)

(ii) Access to alternative learning modalities (e.g. access to internet and computers)

(iii) Effectiveness of remote learning.

4	 Education	and	Manpower	Bureau,	“Education	Bureau	Circular	No.	7/2005:	School	Holiday	List	And	Student	Learning	Time”,	2005.
5	 The	Education	Bureau	has	stated	in	11	February	2021	that,	if	approved	by	EDB,	an	individual	school	may	arrange	whole-school	
resumption	of	face-to-face	classes	if	it	could	arrange	all	of	its	teachers	and	staff	to	take	regular	virus	tests.	As	of	mid-March,	
more	than	1,400	schools	have	applied,	including	750	kindergartens,	500	tutorial	schools	and	160	primary	and	secondary	schools.	
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In Hong Kong, most schools are providing online learning resources for students, but some students 

do not have readily access to the internet. Whether or not remote learning has been effective remains 

to be seen. Since online learning has been facilitated moderately well, we assume the mitigation 

effectiveness to be 50%. 

Learning gains (or school productivity) is a measure of learning for students in a country/territory, 

relative to a benchmark country. It is an index that is based on the relative score of each country/territory 

in a standardized test6. Since school closure due to the pandemic has struck nearly all countries/

territories, it is safe to assume that Hong Kong’s ranking (relative to all other countries/territories) 

and learning gains remain unchanged.

Therefore, change in LAYS = length of school closure x (1 – mitigation effectiveness)

Change in LAYS in Hong Kong = 0.9 years × 50% = 0.45 years

As a point of reference, in the World Bank’s intermediate scenario, LAYS would decline by 0.5 years for 

countries/territories in the East Asia-Pacific region, including Hong Kong. 

2. Rate of return to education 

This refers to the rate of return to one extra year of schooling. The social rate of return takes into 

account the cost of schooling provided by public institutions, e.g. tuition fee subsidies, other than the 

private tuition fee. Psacharopoulos and Patrinos suggested that for high-income countries, the social 

rate of return to secondary education was 10.3%, while that to higher education was 9.7%7. 

As for Hong Kong, in a report published by the Office of the Government Economist, the social rate of 

return to the four-year tertiary education was 9.1%8. For reference, in the same report by Psacharopoulos 

and Patrinos, the rate of return to secondary education was recorded as 9.5%9. Therefore, as a ballpark 

estimate, we would use 9% for our estimation.

6	 Deon	Filmer,	Halsey	Rogers,	Noam	Angrist,	and	Shwetlana	Sabarwal,	“Learning-Adjusted	Years	Of	Schooling	(LAYS):	Defining	A	
New	Macro	Measure	Of	Education”,	World	Bank	Group	Policy	Research	Working	Paper,	2019,	

	 http://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/243261538075151093/pdf/WPS8591.pdf
7	 George	Psacharopoulos	and	Harry	Antony	Patrinos,	“Returns	To	Investment	In	Education:	A	Decennial	Review	Of	The	Global	
Literature”.	World	Bank	Group	Policy	Research	Working	Paper,	2018,	

	 https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/29672/WPS8402.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y	
8	 Office	of	the	Government	Economist,	“Estimating	the	returns	on	attaining	university	education	in	Hong	Kong”,	2018,	
	 https://www.hkeconomy.gov.hk/en/pdf/Returns_Attaining_University_Education_May_2018.pdf
9	 George	Psacharopoulos	and	Harry	Antony	Patrinos,	“Returns	To	Investment	In	Education:	A	Decennial	Review	Of	The	Global	
Literature”.	World	Bank	Group	Policy	Research	Working	Paper,	2018,	

	 https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/29672/WPS8402.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
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3. Expected monthly earnings

The World Bank study adopted the ILO estimates of mean monthly income as the “expected monthly 

earnings”, which did not distinguish between the income levels of people with different education 

levels. Using the current monthly income may not be the most reliable way of estimating lifetime 

earnings, but there is no better alternative. For our estimation, the median monthly wage statistic 

provided by the Census and Statistics Department is used. 

Since some students may plan to enter the labour force upon high school graduation, their expected 

monthly earnings will be different from those who will go on to receive tertiary education. Therefore, to 

calculate the expected earnings of students, a weighted average, based on median monthly earnings 

and labour force participation rates of different education levels will be used.  

As of 4Q2020: 

(i) Median monthly employment earnings of upper secondary education level (excluding foreign 

domestic helpers)10: HK$16,000

(ii) Median monthly employment earnings of post-secondary education level (excluding foreign 

domestic helpers) 11: HK$29,500

(iii) Post-secondary education participation rate among those aged 18-22: 80% as of 2018-19 

school year12. We may assume that the remaining 20% would enter the labour market upon 

high school graduation. 

Therefore, the expected monthly earnings are estimated to be:

HK$16,000 × 20% + HK$29,500 × 80% = HK$26,800

4. Number of students

As of 2019, there are 821,705 full-time students13. There are 121,183 tertiary students, 327,294 

secondary school students, and 373,228 primary school students. 

10	Census	And	Statistics	Department,	“Table	E033	:	Median	Monthly	Employment	Earnings	Of	Employed	Persons	By	Educational	
Attainment”,	2021,	

	 https://www.censtatd.gov.hk/hkstat/sub/sp200.jsp?productCode=D5250037
11	 Ibid.
12	Concourse	For	Self-Financing	Post-Secondary	Education,	“Statistics”,	2021,	
	 https://www.cspe.edu.hk/en/Statistics.page#!
13	Census	and	Statistics	Department,	“Hong	Kong	Annual	Digest	Of	Statistics:	Section	12	Education”,	2020.
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5. Adult survival rate and human capital utilization

Adult survival rate takes into account the proportion of students who do not survive long enough into 

adulthood to enter the workforce. This factor is not relevant in Hong Kong, and is assumed to be 1. 

Human capital utilization considers the proportion of working adults who are in “the types of jobs where 

they might be better able to use their skills and abilities to increase their productivity”. Hong Kong has 

one of the highest “Utilisation of Human Capital Index” scores in the world, on a scale of 0-114. For our 

purpose, it is reasonable to assume to be 1 as well. 

6. Change in lifetime earnings as the sum of present value of change in earnings per year

The World Bank took into the consideration of the discount rate and years of working life. The discount 

rate was assumed to be 3%. The World Bank assumed that the loss of schooling during the COVID-19 

pandemic would have a permanent annual effect on the earnings, and the “years of working life that the 

change in earnings is experienced” was taken as 45. The 3% discount rate and 45 years of working 

life is also adopted for this study.  

Results of the estimation based on the World Bank methodology: 

Change in earnings per year per student = 

Change in learning-adjusted years of schooling × rate of return to education × expected monthly 

earnings × 12 months = 

-0.45 × 9% × HK$26,800 × 12 = -HK$13,025 

Change in earnings per year = 

Number of students × adult survival rate × human capital utilization × change in earnings per year 

per student = 

821,705 × 1 × 1 × (-HK$13,025) = -HK$10,702,707,625 

14	 Steven	Pennings,	“The	Utilization-Adjusted	Human	Capital	Index	(UHCI)”,	World	Bank	Group	Policy	Research	Working	Paper,	2020,	
	 https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/34487/The-Utilization-adjusted-Human-Capital-Index-UHCI.
pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y



8 The Potential Impacts of COVID-19 School Closures on Loss of Earnings: Estimations and Policy Recommendations for Hong Kong

Change in lifetime earnings (present value) would be: 

The total loss of lifetime earnings (present value) would be HK$270.3b. As for each person, the 

number is around HK$329,000. The loss of lifetime earnings would be equivalent to 145% of the 

current average asset value of each MPF account holder (HK$227,111). 

Although the World Bank assumed that the change in earnings per year would be permanent, another 

scenario would be that the decline in earnings due to loss of schooling under the pandemic would only 

be temporary. Suppose the loss of earnings would only persist for the first ten years of the young 

people’s working life. 

Change in lifetime earnings (present value) would be:

Hence, the total loss of lifetime earnings (present value) would only amount to HK$94.0b. As for each 

person, the number is about HK$114,000. The loss of lifetime earnings would be equivalent to 50% of 

the current average asset value of each MPF account holder (HK$227,111).

∑
45

n=1

-HK$10.7b = -HK$270.3 billion
1.03n-1

∑
10

n=1

-HK$10.7b = -HK$94.0 billion
1.03n-1
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Section 3: Disparity in Lifetime Earnings in Hong Kong 
for Students from Different Financial Backgrounds
(based on the World Bank’s “permanent approach”) 

In making the estimates in Section 2, we assume the change in learning-adjusted years of schooling 

(LAYS) to be uniform across the student population in Hong Kong. However, if we look into the issue 

more deeply, the disparities in access to resources may affect the effectiveness of online learning 

during school closure. For instance, students from high-income families may be enrolled at DSS 

schools, private schools or international schools which provide more educational and technological 

support during school closure. Such students are more likely to take part in private tutoring and learning 

activities outside of school time. They may also have better access to technological hardware, such as 

computers, tablets and stable internet connection. Thus, we could further sub-divide the Hong Kong’s 

student population into two groups based on their families’ financial backgrounds and vary their 

mitigation effectiveness, for example: 

For a student from a high-income family (HIF), mitigation effectiveness = 70% 

For a student from a low-income family (LIF), mitigation effectiveness = 30% 

It is important to point out that the wide disparity in mitigation effectiveness may only be witnessed in 

the early stages of the pandemic, when schools and the Government had yet to respond to the lack of 

access to technological hardware of less privileged students. However, the Government put in place 

two subsidies, the Subsidy Scheme for Internet Access Charges and a subsidy under Community Care 

Fund Assistance Programme to assist the purchase of mobile computer devices. Offering these 

subsidies might have narrowed the gap of mitigation effectiveness between students from HIF and 

LIF. Nevertheless, displaying the disparity before government intervention serves to highlight the 

importance of subsidising the provision of technological hardware. 

Evidence showed that individual income dispersion in Hong Kong had been primarily affected by 

education15. Access to education, in turn, is correlated with how much resources the student’s family 

can provide, i.e. household income. The 2016 Population By-census data suggested that around 65% 

of young people with their parents’ total monthly income below HK$15,000 had accessed to tertiary 

education, while around 90% of young people with their parents’ total monthly income at HK$30,000 

15	Y.	C.	Richard	Wong,	“Fixing	Inequality	In	Hong	Kong”	(Hong	Kong:	Hong	Kong	University	Press,	2017),	109.
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or above had the same opportunity16. Therefore, the expected monthly income would be different for 

young graduates from rich and poor family backgrounds. 

The expected monthly income of a student from HIF:

 

HK$16,000 × 10% + HK$29,500 × 90% = HK$28,150

The expected monthly income of a student from LIF:

 

HK$16,000 × 35% + HK$29,500 × 65% = HK$24,775

Then, by adopting the “permanent approach” of the World Bank’s methodology, a student from HIF is 

estimated to lose about HK$207,000 in lifetime earnings (2.4% of total lifetime earnings), while a 

student from LIF is estimated to lose about HK$426,000 in lifetime earnings (5.7% of total lifetime 

earnings). If we use the average asset value of per MPF account in Hong Kong for comparison, the loss 

would be 91.3% and 187.4% respectively (see Table 1). Students from LIF and other vulnerable groups 

would be more seriously affected (i.e., twice as much as that of HIF).

Table 1: Disparity in loss of lifetime earnings for students from HIF and LIF in Hong Kong

Expected 
monthly 
income

Mitigation 
effective-

ness*

Change in 
LAYS

Change in 
lifetime 

earnings

% change in 
lifetime 

earnings

% of 
per MPF 
account

Students 
from HIF

HK$28,150 70% - 0.9 × (1-70%) 
= - 0.27 years

-HK$207,301 -2.43% 91.3%

Students 
from LIF

HK$24,775 30% - 0.9 × (1-30%) 
= - 0.63 years

-HK$425,710 -5.67% 187.4%

Average HK$26,800 50% - 0.9 × (1-50%) 
= - 0.45 years

-HK$328,932 -4.05% 144.8%

*	Note:	This	is	the	most	critical	factor	in	this	estimation.	If	the	factor	representing	“mitigation	effectiveness”	would	be	adjusted	from	
70%	vs	30%	to	60%	vs	40%,	the	disparity	in	lifetime	earnings	would	be	reduced	significantly,	but	still	substantial.		

16	趙永佳、黃健偉：〈4張圖看懂青年就業與教育不平等〉，《明報》，2019年3月4日。
	 取自	https://news.mingpao.com/pns/觀點/article/20190304/s00012/1551637585261/趙永佳-黃健偉-4張圖看懂青年就業與教育
不平等
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Section 4: Estimating Loss of Earnings 
Based on Cost of Education

This alternative methodology approaches the problem from a different perspective. It works out the loss 

of lifetime earnings based on the social cost and rate of return to education, similar to how rate of return 

on investment is calculated. 

For students who are expected to start work after graduation from tertiary education, the social cost 

would be that of tertiary education, as the rate of return would be referring to how much the tertiary 

graduate earns more than the high school graduate. For students who are expected to start work 

after graduation from secondary education, the social cost would be that of secondary education, as 

the rate of return would be referring to how much the high school graduate earns more than a primary 

school graduate. 

We first estimate the loss of lifetime earnings for a student expected to start work after tertiary education, 

starting with the social cost of tertiary education.

Social cost of tertiary education = 

Direct costs by government + schooling fees + foregone earnings of students while receiving education 

(i) Direct cost by government per person (see Appendix I): HK$197,412 per year x 4 

(ii) School fees: HK$41,200 per year x 4 

(iii) Foregone earnings:

 � Starting salary of high school graduates (annualized): around HK$12,000 x 12 = HK$144,000 

 � Salary nominal increment: assume 4% per year

Therefore, social cost =

We estimate that the loss of earnings in the tertiary graduate’s first year of work would be:

Social cost × rate of return to education × change in learning-adjusted years of schooling =  

HK$1,565,938 × 9% × 0.45 = HK$63,420

∑ 4

n=1
HK$197,412 × 4 + HK$41,200 × 4 +         HK$144,000(1.04n-1) = HK$1,565,938 
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Then we make three assumptions:

(i) The nominal salary increment is 4% every year, so that nominally, the loss of earnings would 

increase by 4% every year. 

(ii) An individual tertiary graduate will eventually catch up in term of earnings, due to learning and 

experience in the workplace, within the span of 5 years. In effect, when each of the 5 years passes, 

the annual loss of income would shrink by 1⁄5. 

(iii) The discount rate is assumed to be 3%. 

Then the total loss of lifetime income (present value) for an individual tertiary graduate would be: 

The loss of lifetime earnings would be around HK$193,000, equivalent to 85% of the current average 

asset value of each MPF account holder (HK$227,111).

We then estimate the loss of lifetime earnings for a student expected to start work after secondary 

education as follows, starting with the social cost of secondary education.

Social cost of secondary education = 

Direct costs by government for six years (see Appendix I and assuming zero school fees paid by students)

Therefore, social cost = 

HK$91,290 x 6 = HK$547,740

If the high school graduate starts work upon graduation, we estimate that the loss of earnings in 

his/her first year of work would be:

HK$547,740 × 9% × 0.45 = HK$22,183

If the high school graduate catches up in 5 years, the total loss of lifetime earnings (present value) 

would be: 

∑
5

n=1

= HK$192,741
1.03n-1

6 - n
5HK$63,420 × 1.04n-1 × 

∑
5

n=1

= HK$67,416
1.03n-1

6 - n
5HK$22,183 × 1.04n-1 × 
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The loss of lifetime earnings would be around HK$67,000. This is equivalent to 30% of the current 

average asset value of each MPF account holder (HK$227,111).

Figure 1 illustrates the loss of lifetime earnings of a tertiary graduate and a secondary school graduate. 

To estimate the total loss of lifetime earnings of all students, we need to find the number of students 

who are expected to start work after finishing high school and those who are expected to start work 

after finishing tertiary education.  

In calculating the total, the population would include both primary school students and secondary 

school students, since they would have incurred learning loss during the previous year. We assume that 

all of them would enter the workforce after they graduate from either high school or tertiary education. 

Post-secondary education participation rate among those aged 18-22 was 80% as of the 2018/19 

school year17. 

There were 121,183 tertiary students, 327,294 secondary school students, and 373,228 primary school 

students as of 2019. Therefore, among the 373,228 primary school students, we assume that 74,646 

(20%) of them would start work after finishing high school, and 298,582 (80%) of them would start work 

after completing tertiary education. Among the 327,294 secondary school students, we assume that 

65,459 (20%) of them would start work after finishing high school, and 261,835 (80%) of them would 

start work after completing tertiary education. 

Therefore, among all students in Hong Kong: 

The number of students expected to start work after finishing high school education: 

74,646 + 65,459 = 140,105

The number of students expected to start work after finishing tertiary education: 

298,582 + 261,835 + 121,183 = 681,600

17	 Concourse	For	Self-Financing	Post-Secondary	Education,	“Statistics”,	2021,	
	 https://www.cspe.edu.hk/en/Statistics.page#!
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Figure 1: Loss of lifetime earnings for tertiary and high school graduates

 

Taking these together, the total loss of lifetime earnings (present value) for all affected students would 

be HK$140.8b.

HK$67,416 × 140,105 + HK$192,741 × 681,600 = HK$140.8 billion

Table 2: An estimation of total loss of lifetime earnings at present value due to school closures 

under the COVID-19 pandemic 

World Bank methodology Alternative methodology

Basis Expected monthly earnings Social cost of education

Duration of 
income loss

Permanent 10 years 5 years

Total loss of lifetime 
earnings

HK$270.3b HK$94.0b HK$140.8b

Individual earnings per year

Note: not drawn to scale

Loss = HK$192,741

Loss = HK$67,416

18 22 23 27 65 Age

Tertiary graduate 
lifetime earnings
Tertiary graduate 
lifetime earnings

High school graduate 
lifetime earnings

High school graduate 
lifetime earnings
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Summing up, based on these three estimates, the total loss of lifetime earnings due to school closures 

under the COVID-19 pandemic would fare between the permanent effect estimate (HK$270.3b) and 

the 10-year temporary effect estimate (HK$94.0b). Our alternative methodology, based on the cost of 

education and a 5-year temporary effect, would provide an estimate somewhere in between (see Table 

2). There could be other assumptions for or adjustments to the input parameters, but we consider that 

the possible changes in the estimates would not be significant. Also, based on the World Bank’s 

“permanent approach”, the loss of lifetime earnings per student in Hong Kong would be about 23% 

lower than that of UK and 25% higher than the average of high-income countries (see Table 3).  

Table 3: Comparing the estimated loss of lifetime earnings among HK, UK and “high-income 

countries” as classified by the World Bank (using World Bank’s “permanent approach”) 

GNI per capita (current US$) Loss of lifetime earnings per student 
(current US$)

Hong Kong $50,800 $42,400

United Kingdom $42,220 $55,300

High-income countries $45,348 $34,021
(intermediate scenario)

Note:	Estimates	for	Hong	Kong	have	been	made	using	the	World	Bank’s	“permanent	approach”.	
Source:	Luke	Sibieta,	“The	Crisis	In	Lost	Learning	Calls	For	A	Massive	National	Policy	Response”,	Institute	for	Fiscal	Studies,	1	Feb	2021,	
https://www.ifs.org.uk/publications/15291	
Joao	Pedro	Azevedo,	Amer	Hasan,	Diana	Goldemberg,	Syedah	Aroob	Iqbal,	and	Koen	Geven,	“Simulating	The	Potential	Impacts	Of	
COVID-19	School	Closures	On	Schooling	And	Learning	Outcomes:	A	Set	Of	Global	Estimate”,	World	Bank	Group	Policy	Research	
Working	Paper,	2020,	
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/33945/Simulating-the-Potential-Impacts-of-COVID-19-School-
Closures-on-Schooling-and-Learning-Outcomes-A-Set-of-Global-Estimates.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y

In the following section, we would examine factors that may affect our estimations. Lastly, policy 

recommendations will be provided to mitigate the negative impacts of the income loss due to the 

reduction in schooling under the pandemic.
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Section 5: Factors to be Considered

There are many factors that may have affected the extent of loss of lifetime earnings due to school 

closure. We would like to highlight some of them for consideration.

(i) Alternative modes of learning provided by families such as good parenting, tutorial classes, 

etc., can compensate for the negative effect of school closures to a certain extent. Some 

students may be able to maintain the learning progress at home.

(ii) Students may be able to catch up on the learning progress after class resumption by a more 

intensive mode of teaching or more make-up classes. Therefore, the negative impact of 

lockdown may be minimized by other measures later.

(iii) Teaching content during lockdown may be irrelevant to their future career, especially for the 

younger students. For example, an S1 student might have missed out on lessons on basic 

geometry, which may not have bearing on his future income. Therefore, the loss of learning 

in terms of the lifetime cost may be overstated.

(iv) For those having their most critical school year, such as those preparing for public 

examinations, they would have been prioritized for partial class resumption. They would 

have had less lesson time conducted online compared to other grades, so the extent of their 

loss of learning may be smaller than other grades.

(v) The loss of learning during lockdown is very likely to be larger for lower household income 

families and those having inadequate online learning equipment at home. Therefore, the loss 

of learning may be underestimated for these students.

(vi) Students with higher self-discipline and independent learning skills may suffer less during 

lockdown. For example, they can even learn more effectively by remote learning. Therefore, 

their loss of learning may be less than others.

(vii) The current expected monthly earnings were assumed to be the same for male and female. 

Yet both the expected earnings and labour force participation rate are significantly lower for 

female. The result of the loss of lifetime earnings would have been affected. However, 

the World Bank Group suggested that, given prevailing discrimination, the gender 

discrepancy would likely improve in the next 45 years18.

18	 Joao	Pedro	Azevedo,	Amer	Hasan,	Diana	Goldemberg,	Syedah	Aroob	Iqbal,	and	Koen	Geven,	“Simulating	The	Potential	Impacts	
Of	COVID-19	School	Closures	On	Schooling	And	Learning	Outcomes:	A	Set	Of	Global	Estimate”,	World	Bank	Group	Policy	
Research	Working	Paper,	2020,	

	 https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/33945/Simulating-the-Potential-Impacts-of-COVID-19-School-
Closures-on-Schooling-and-Learning-Outcomes-A-Set-of-Global-Estimates.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
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Section 6: Policy Recommendations

As estimated above, the total loss of lifetime earnings across the whole student population is large. 

To put this in context, the total recurrent expenditure of secondary and tertiary education in Hong Kong 

for 2019/20 was HK$54b, and our estimation of the total loss of lifetime earnings would be at least two 

times that sum. There are multiple factors that may vary what the actual loss of lifetime earnings would 

amount to. Moreover, the loss of learning will translate into reduced productivity, lower incomes, lower 

tax revenues, higher inequality and potentially expensive social ills19. Exclusion and inequality will likely 

be exacerbated, particularly for marginalized and vulnerable groups20. 

In view of such observations, we suggest two immediate policy responses ((i)-(ii)) and three longer-term 

policy directions ((iii) to (v)), all of which aim at diminishing the loss of earnings due to school closures 

under the COVID-19 pandemic: 

(i) Issuing tutorial vouchers for lower income families

The loss of earnings due to school closures incurs large costs on society. Students from lower 

income families and other vulnerable groups would be more seriously affected (estimated 

to be twice as much as those from higher income families). In order to mitigate the adverse 

impact, the most effective short-term solution would be to provide a government subsidy 

for primary and secondary students to seek private tutorial classes (non-formal curriculum 

offered by private schools). A tutorial voucher scheme can be structured and the suggested 

amount could be HK$1,500 per month for 12 months (i.e. HK$18,000 annually). As a point 

of reference, a local NGO found that the median monthly expenditure on tutorial classes of 

Hong Kong families is HK$1,25021. This monthly subsidy would presumably permit students 

to take two additional tutorial subjects in each of the two semesters and probably other 

additional lessons throughout a year. In order to achieve this, the vouchers should only be 

used in the private schools offering non-formal curriculum which have been registered with 

the Education Bureau, so that quality of teaching can be guaranteed. 

19	 Luke	Sibieta,	“The	Crisis	In	Lost	Learning	Calls	For	A	Massive	National	Policy	Response”,	Institute	for	Fiscal	Studies,	1	Feb	2021,	
https://www.ifs.org.uk/publications/15291

20	Joao	Pedro	Azevedo,	Amer	Hasan,	Diana	Goldemberg,	Syedah	Aroob	Iqbal,	and	Koen	Geven,	“Simulating	The	Potential	Impacts	
Of	COVID-19	School	Closures	On	Schooling	And	Learning	Outcomes:	A	Set	Of	Global	Estimate”,	World	Bank	Group	Policy	
Research	Working	Paper,	2020,	

	 https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/33945/Simulating-the-Potential-Impacts-of-COVID-19-School-
Closures-on-Schooling-and-Learning-Outcomes-A-Set-of-Global-Estimates.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y

21	胡家欣：〈兒童每月補習開支中位數$1250　六成基層無力負擔　團體倡支援〉，《香港01》，2019年1月19日。
	 取自	https://www.hk01.com/社會新聞/285018/兒童每月補習開支中位數-1250-六成基層無力負擔-團體倡支援
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The existing subsidy schemes for students can provide the basis for benefitting students 

from lower income families. Referring to the number of successful student-applicants of the 

two existing financial assistance schemes for primary and secondary students (see Table 4), 

the estimated number of student-applicants for tutorial vouchers would be about 192,190 

(the average of total number of students under two schemes). With this number of qualified 

students, the total cost of providing tutorial vouchers would be HK$3.4b. To put this additional 

expenditure into perspective, this would be equivalent to about 2.4% of our estimated loss 

of lifetime earnings of HK$141b and about 4.5% of the total education budget of HK$76b 

in the 2021/22 school year. There could be other technical issues involved in designing and 

implementing this new Scheme, but they are likely to be resolvable.  

Table 4: Number of Successful Student-applicants under the School Textbook Assistance Scheme 

and Subsidy Scheme for Internet Access Charges (as of 28 February 2021)

School Textbook
Assistance Scheme

(2020/21 school year)

Subsidy Scheme for
Internet Access Charges

(2020/21 school year)

No. of students No. of families No. of students*

Half grant 80,167 55,667 71,254

Full grant 122,500 86,295 110,458

Total 202,667 141,962 181,712

*	Note:	Assuming	1.28	children	per	family
Source:	Working	Family	And	Student	Financial	Assistance	Agency.	“Financial	Assistance	Schemes	For	Primary	&	Secondary	
Students”,	2021.	
https://www.wfsfaa.gov.hk/sfo/en/primarysecondary/tt/further/statistics/statistics.htm	
The	Family	Planning	Association	of	Hong	Kong.	2018.	“FPAHK	Released	Findings	On	Family	Planning	Knowledge,	Attitude	And	
Practice	In	Hong	Kong	Survey	2017”.	
https://www.famplan.org.hk/en/media-centre/press-releases/detail/fpahk-released-findings-on-family-planning-knowledge-
attitude-and-practice-in-hong-kong-survey-2017
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(ii) Considering alternative ways to maintain public services related to education

Most public services were suspended due to the pandemic. The closing of public libraries 

and child care facilities might have hindered students’ learning. To facilitate learning, 

the Government should find alternative ways to render limited services, particularly those 

relating to education. For example, while public libraries remain closed, the Leisure and 

Cultural Services Department should allow the public to reserve library materials online and 

pick up at counters. Also, the Social Welfare Department can maintain the After School Care 

Programme under proper health protection measures.

(iii) Making better use of government subsidies to assist online learning needs

Schools should assess students’ need for support on remote online learning and assist them 

in obtaining the relevant government subsidies. Currently, the Government has two subsidy 

schemes in place to support online learning at home. The existing Subsidy Scheme for 

Internet Access Charges aims to assist financially needy primary and secondary students 

who cannot afford fast and stable internet connection at home. The full-year subsidy rate 

under the scheme is HK$1,600 for each household annually22. Furthermore, a subsidy under 

the Community Care Fund Assistance Programme covers the full cost of purchasing mobile 

computer devices at a maximum of HK$4,740 per student23. These subsidies enable less 

privileged students to fully utilize the online learning materials provided by their schools. 

However, some students from lower income families might still lack remote learning resources 

if they do not know how to apply for the government subsidies. Schools should take more 

initiative to establish a database about their students’ home resources for remote and online 

learning and update regularly, or even help eligible students apply for the government subsidies. 

They should assist the needy students, such that they can also benefit from educational 

technology (EdTech).

22	Student	Finance	Office,	“Financial	Assistance	Schemes	For	Primary	&	Secondary	Students”,	2021,	
	 https://www.wfsfaa.gov.hk/sfo/en/primarysecondary/tt/further/statistics/sia.htm
23	Education	Bureau,	“Community	Care	Fund	Assistance	Programme	-	Provision	Of	Subsidy	To	Needy	Primary	And	Secondary	
Students	For	Purchasing	Mobile	Computer	Devices	To	Facilitate	The	Practice	Of	E-Learning”,	2021,

	 https://www.edb.gov.hk/en/edu-system/primary-secondary/applicable-to-primary-secondary/it-in-edu/ITE-CCF/ccf_index.html
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(iv) Better facilitating the application of educational technology in schools

Better utilizing educational technology would enhance the learning effectiveness of both 

face-to-face and remote learning. Students may learn more efficiently with the assistance 

of EdTech. Effective remote learning strategies would enable students to learn continuously 

and effectively even during lockdown. For more details, please refer to MWYO’s latest report 

on EdTech（《教育科技改革策略：界定推動方向		深化跨界合作》）, published in February 2021.

(v) Strengthening internship programmes for secondary school students

Students can better equip themselves with relevant job skills through internship programmes, 

bringing about positive impacts on their future income. The experiential learning gained from 

the internship could compensate for the potential loss of earnings caused by school closures 

to some extent. For more details, please refer to MWYO’s latest report on internships for 

secondary school students（《「MWYO企業實習計劃」研究報告：中學實習計劃的重要性及

發展建議》）, published in December 2020.

While we suggest providing more direct assistance to help students catch up on their learning, we also 

need to pay more attention to their emotional needs and avoid exerting too much additional pressure 

on them. The Government, school principals, school social workers and teachers should closely 

collaborate to tackle the problem arising from the loss of earnings due to school closures under the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Additionally, the Government should cater to the diverse needs of students in 

remote online learning, for instance, students in different grades and of varying financial backgrounds. 
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Appendix I

Unit Cost of Education (public) in Hong Kong

Recurrent government 
expenditure in 2019/20

(HK$ million)

Number of 
students enrolled 

in 2019

Unit cost of 
education

(public) (HK$)

Secondary education 29,888 327,394 91,290.6

Post-secondary education* 23,923 121,183 197,412.2

Total 53,811 448,577 119,959.3

*	Note:	including	sub-degree,	degree	and	graduate	schools	from	all	local	universities
Source:	Census	and	Statistics	Department,	“Hong	Kong	Annual	Digest	Of	Statistics:	Section	12	Education”,	2020
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