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This report assesses effects of temporary school closures during the 2020 Covid-19
pandemic in Germany on early foreign language development among primary-school
learners of English. We analyze English vocabulary and grammar skills before and
after 15 weeks of school closures and the subsequent suspension of foreign-language
(FL) instruction. In addition, we compare data from 141 students who experienced
interruptions in schooling in 2020 to a matched group of 128 students who had
received continuous instruction in the previous school year. The study did not find any
negative effects of the temporary instructional suspension on FL vocabulary or grammar.
Moreover, variance between students did not increase, and the effect structure of
cognitive predictors of FL skills remained the same. Overall, temporary suspensions of
FL instruction of the nature and length experienced during the 2020 Covid-19 pandemic
did not appear to have detrimental effects on general foreign language learning among
young students.
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INTRODUCTION

In the ongoing Covid-19 pandemic, policy decisions to close schools have been under debate.
As decision makers need to balance public health and educational concerns, there is little
evidence available how interruptions in instruction due to school closures affect students’ academic
achievement and language development.

This study assesses the impact of school closures on foreign-language (FL) development in
the context of early English instruction in German primary schools. Studying the impact of
instructional disruptions on early FL learning is particularly suitable, since English as a foreign
language (EFL) instruction was not systematically compensated for during school closures, and
primary school students have little exposure to English outside school in German society.

As in many European countries, primary schools in Germany had been closed for 7 weeks
in the spring of 2020, and in subsequent weeks, there were no regular FL classes as instruction
in smaller classes was required to focus on core subjects, such as German and mathematics.
As a consequence, even when the schools reopened, EFL lessons either did not take place
at all or were scaled back dramatically. Using standardized language tasks, we measured FL
skills immediately prior to school closures and after schools gradually reopened. The present
study assesses the effects of the suspension of regular EFL instruction for 15 weeks among
4th-grade primary school students compared to students at the same schools a year earlier

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org

November 2020 | Volume 5 | Article 601017


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2020.601017
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2020.601017
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/feduc.2020.601017&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2020-11-11
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/feduc.2020.601017/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#articles

Hopp and Thoma

Foreign Language During Covid-19 Pandemic

who continued to have English lessons between the
assessments. We focus on EFL development in general
vocabulary and grammar.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

The data were collected as part of the MEG-SKoRe project
(Hopp et al, 2020), which partially coincided with the 2020
Covid-19 pandemic. In the project, we tracked the language
development of 269 fourth-grade students in two intact classes
each in four primary schools in the German state of Lower
Saxony. In the school year 2018/2019 with regular teaching,
data from 128 students was collected, and in the school year
2019/2020 with Covid-19 related school closures, data from 141
students was available.

Starting from Grade 3, primary-school students in Lower
Saxony have two 45-min lessons of English per week that mostly
focused on developing basic listening and speaking skills through
communicative activities and tasks. As part of the MEG-SKoRe
project, the same teachers taught the classes using the same
materials and activities for 6 months, so that the input was highly
comparable between the school years 2018/2019 and 2019/2020.

Of the 269 students who took part in the study in fourth
grade, we excluded 24 students from analysis because data were
not available at all tests and five students because they had
English as one of their home languages. For the remaining 240
students, Table 1 gives an overview for both school years. In
addition to biographical information, we assessed non-verbal
intelligence using part 1 of the non-verbal culture-fair intelligence
test “Grundintelligenztest Skala 2 - Revision” (CFT 20-R;
Weif3, 2006), working memory with a forward digit span task
(adapted from HAWIK-IV; Petermann and Petermann, 2008),
and proficiency in the majority language of the environment,
German, via a test on productive vocabulary (Cross-Linguistic
Lexical Test; Haman et al., 2017).

The students across school years were matched on all
background measures, as demonstrated by a series of one-way
ANOVAs with the between-subject factor Group (all ps > 0.19),
except for non-verbal IQ, where participants in school year
2019/2020 had statistically higher scores [F(1,238) = 4.537;
p=0.034].

To assess EFL development, the study used the British
Picture and Vocabulary Scale (BPVS3; Dunn et al., 2009) to
assess receptive vocabulary skills and the Test for Reception of
Grammar (TROG-2; Bishop, 2003) for grammar.

TABLE 1 | Overview of students by school years (n = 240).

School year School year

2018/2019 2019/2020
Students (all/female/male) 121/60/61 119/59/60
Age in years (SD) 9.6 (0.5) 9.6 (0.5)
Non-verbal intelligence (SD) 101.8 (16.4) 105.9 (13.5)
Working memory, max 10 (SD) 6.9 (1.4) 7.1 (1.4
German productive vocabulary, max 32 (SD) 31.3(1.2) 31.0 (2.2)

All students completed these tasks following the autumn
break in the academic year (T1; September 2018 and 2019), in
the weeks before Easter the following year (T2; March), and
shortly before the end of the academic year (T3; June and July).
Schooling was interrupted between T2 and T3 in the school
year 2019/2020, while regular instruction continued in the school
year 2018/2019. The mean time period between T1 and T2
was 180 days (SD = 7.3), 185 days (SD = 6.8) in the school
year 2018/2019, and 175 days (SD = 3.7) in the school year
2019/2020. The mean time period between T2 and T3 was 97 days
(SD = 12.6), with a shorter period in the school year 2018/2019
(M = 85 days; SD = 8.0) than in the school year 2019/2020
(M = 107 days; SD = 4.2). The differences between groups for
the time period T2-T3 was highly significant [F(1,238) = 670.4;
p < 0.001], underlining that the school closures between T2 and
T3 in 2020 led to a longer interval in the school year 2019/2020.

TABLE 2 | English vocabulary scores (BPVS) and grammar scores (TROG) by
Testing Session and Group.

School School
year year
2018/2019 2019/2020
(n=121) (n=119)
Vocabulary [BPVS score, max. 72; (SD)]
T1 41.9(6.5) 44.5 (6.2)
T2 45.4 (5.3) 46.8 (5.9)
T3 46.5 (5.8) 48.1 (5.8)
Grammar [TROG score, max. 80; (SD)]
T 43.1 (8.8) 44.8 (9.3)
T2 48.3 (8.4) 50.7 (8.9)
T3 50.4 (8.9) 52.9 (9.5)
Means and standard deviations (n = 240).
55
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FIGURE 1 | English vocabulary scores (BPVS) and grammar scores (TROG)
by Testing Session and Group. Error bars denote 95% confidence intervals
(n = 240).

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org

November 2020 | Volume 5 | Article 601017


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#articles

Hopp and Thoma

Foreign Language During Covid-19 Pandemic

RESULTS

The mean test scores for each group are given in Table 2.
Figure 1 plots the development of English vocabulary
skills (BPVS, upper panel) and grammar skills (TROG,
lower panel).

As seen in Figure 1, the students in the year 2019/2020
scored slightly better than the group from 2018/2019 throughout.
Both groups demonstrated comparable development from T1
to T2, and - crucially - also from T2 to T3, despite
differences in the availability of instruction. For vocabulary, a
one-way ANOVA with Group and Testing Session as factors
returned main effects of Testing Session [F(1,238) = 82.32;
p < 0.001; n2 = 0.076] and Group [F(1,238) = 7.589 p = 0.006;
n? = 0.022] with weak effects sizes, yet no interaction of
the two [F(1,238) = 1.989; p = 0.138; n?>= 0.002]. For
grammar, a separate ANOVA equally yielded main effects of
Testing Session [F(1,238) = 232.24; p < 0.001; n? = 0.116]
and Group [F(1,238) = 4.152; p = 0.043; n? = 0.013], yet
no interaction of the two [F(1,238) = 0.485 p = 0.485;
n? < 0.001].

In a post-hoc analysis specifically targeting development from
T2 to T3, there were no differences between the groups for either
vocabulary or grammar. A repeated measures ANOVA with
Testing Session as within-subject factor and Group as between-
subjects factor returned main effects of Testing Session [T2 vs.
T3; BPVS: F(1,238) = 16.016; p < 0.001; n® = 0.011; TROG:
F(1,238) = 44.221; p < 0.001; n2 = 0.015] and Group [BPVS:
F(1,238) = 4.753; p = 0.030; 02 = 0.016; TROG: F(1,238) = 4.894;
p = 0.028; 12 = 0.018], yet no interactions with Group [BPVS:
F(1,238) = 0.159% p = 0.690; n2 < 0.001; TROG: F(1,238) = 0.073;
p = 0.788; 12 < 0.001]. In other words, both groups continued
to improve their English, even though the students in the
school year 2019/2020 did not receive regular English lessons in
school for 15 weeks.

In a further analysis, we probed whether less proficient
students in the school year 2019/20 were particularly
disadvantaged by the suspension of instruction. To this
end, we assessed whether development from T2 to T3 depended
on the students’ proficiency level. For the school year 2019/2020,
there was a moderate but highly significant negative correlation
between the vocabulary scores at T2 and the gains from T2 to T3
[BPVS: r(119) = —0.345, p < 0.001], yet no effect for grammar
[TROG: r(119) = —0.158, p = 0.087]. For the preceding year, the
group showed similar contingencies [BPVS: r(121) = —0.387,
p < 0.001; TROG: r(121) = —0.212, p = 0.011]. These findings
bear out that, in both school years, weaker students showed
larger learning gains from T2 to T3 than more advanced
students, who had had higher scores at T2 already, suggesting
that instructional disruption did not disproportionally impact
weaker students.

Finally, we explored which individual differences contributed
to vocabulary and grammar development, using regression
analyses with the following predictors: non-verbal IQ, working
memory, phonological awareness, German vocabulary, gender,
and whether speakers were monolingual German speakers or
spoke languages other than German at home (for details on

predictors, see Hopp et al., 2019). For the school year 2019/2020,
there was no change in the structure of predictors from T2
to T3. For vocabulary, significant predictors were non-verbal
IQ and phonological awareness, and variance in grammar
scores was due to non-verbal IQ, phonological awareness and
working memory. Other factors were non-significant. These
results indicate that the underlying cognitive contributors of
early FL development did not change due to the temporary
suspension of instruction.

DISCUSSION

This study assessed the effects of the suspension of teaching
due to school closures as part of the Covid-19 pandemic in
the school year 2019/2020 among primary school students
learning English as a foreign language. Compared to
matched groups of students who had been taught by the
same teachers using the same methods and materials the
year before, students in fourth grade during the spring
2020 school shutdowns did not show any differences in FL
development, and they retained and even marginally improved
their EFL skills when no or very little EFL instruction was
available for 15 weeks.

Our data suggest that temporary suspensions of FL teaching
do not necssarily have detrimental effects on students’
general FL development, even though no or only little
compensatory FL instruction took place during the school
shutdowns. There were no differences between vocabulary
and grammatical development, although vocabulary has
been shown to be more prone to stagnation and regression
than grammar when input is suspended for longer periods
(Larson-Hall, 2019).

The duration of the school closures and the subsequent
suspension of FL instruction were considerably longer than
typical school holidays, yet we observed no negative effects
on development. In spite of its limited scope, our study thus
suggests that early FL development is robust against temporary
suspensions of input and instruction, even among young
learners at low proficiency, whose emerging FL knowledge may
be particularly susceptible to erosion. It is unlikely that the
group in the school year 2019/2020 continued to improve in
English from T2 to T3 because they had systematic exposure
to English outside school. At an individual level, students
may well have received more or less parental or other non-
institutional tuition in English during school closures. The
study could not collect such data, since questions about
these topics had not been part of the preregistered protocol.
However, the fact that the variance of scores did not increase
for T3 in the school year 2019/2020 (Table 2) may be
interpreted to indicate that the time of school closure did not
implicate greater inter-individual differences in FL development.
Instead, FL development appears to have continued to unfold
for some time even in the absence of sustained input
and instruction.

We stress that this paper does not represent a controlled
study that was designed to explore FL development when no
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FL input is available; rather, it charts early FL development in
a real-life pandemic situation when FL instruction and input
temporarily ceases, drastically reduces and becomes more varied.
It is clear from other research that complete and long-term
reductions in input lead to arrested development and regression
in the first language (e.g., Montrul, 2016) and foreign languages
(e.g., Mehotcheva and Kopke, 2019), yet short-term interruptions
of the nature experienced in the spring of 2020 did not have
measurable effects on general FL skills.

Our conclusions are restricted to foreign-language
development, and development in other school subjects and
areas may be different. Further, our study does not speak to
other aspects of education, such as social and emotional factors,
all of which need to be considered in the context of school
closures. By furnishing evidence on effects of short-term school
closures in one domain, the present study can nevertheless
inform the discussion about balancing educational and public
health concerns.
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