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Extended Abstract 

More than 1.6 billion students had their schools close temporarily because of the COVID-19 

pandemic, over 91% of total enrolled learners. This has led school systems around the world to 

attempt to rapidly transition to remote learning. However, it is unclear how prepared students are 

to respond to this challenge, and whether a lack of availability of electronic devices and internet 

connections prevents many students from engaging in remote learning. Even when students do 

have access, there is little available evidence on how much of their time they will devote to 

learning, and many students may struggle with motivation and having the discipline to persist with 

online classes. We evaluate whether psychological soft skills interventions can make students more 

persistent in pursuing their schooling during this time. 

We examine remote learning of high school students in Ecuador, which has suffered one of the 

worst outbreaks of Coronavirus in the world. Schools were closed on March 13, 2020, and a 

national lockdown and quarantine period imposed. We began a rapid response phone survey on 

March 31, 2020, interviewing over 1,500 students who are part of an ongoing evaluation in high 

schools in the Zone 2 administrative region. Our treatment schools had been receiving online 

personal initiative and negotiations training during school, while the control schools received 

Spanish and English content.  

We find that most students are engaging in remote learning. Access to remote learning 

technologies are reasonably high, with 74 percent having internet access at home, and 59 percent 

also having a computer or tablet. Three-quarters of students have done some form of online or tele-

educative learning in past week, and 86 percent have done some form of schoolwork. The median 

student spends 4 hours on schoolwork per day. Gender differences in remote learning are small, 

with females doing slightly more schoolwork. Female students also do more household tasks than 

males, while male students are more likely to be working than females. Students from more 

disadvantaged groups ï the lowest wealth quartile, indigenous students, students whose mothers 

have secondary education or lower, and students without internet access - have less access to 

remote learning technologies, and are less likely to be doing schoolwork. 

We then turn to measuring the treatment impacts of our personal initiative and negotiations training 

intervention on how youth spend their time during lockdown. We find treated youth engage in 

more voluntary learning (see Figure 1), substituting time away from household tasks and working 

in household businesses. They appear to be more planning more for their futures. They are 

significantly more likely to have set a plan for the next day rather than take the day as it comes, 

and 10 percentage points more likely to have undertaken activities that can prepare them for 

entering university. However, the intervention has no impact on mental health, nor on the stress 

levels they experience from COVID-19. The results point to the potential value of soft skills 

psychological interventions in helping students be resilient to large shocks. 



 

Figure 1: Time-Use of Ecuadorian Students During the COVID-19 Quarantine. Treatment 

Schools are shown by solid lines, Control Schools by dashed lines. 


