
 

 Mass pool sa liva  testin g is takin g p lace in  m an y sch ools © Keystone / Gaetan Bally 

School closures are detrimental to pupils and should only be used as a last 
resort, say the authors of a new study. But rising Covid cases mean that 
even Swiss schools should prepare for possible closures, they warn. 
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Sw itzer lan d , u n like its n eigh bou r s Ger m an y an d  Ita ly, h a s la r gely kept 
its sch ools open  du r in g th e cor on avir u s pan dem ic. Sch ools h ave on ly 
been  in  sh u tdow n  on ce - in  spr in g 2020 com par ed  w ith  an  over a ll 5-7 
m on th s in  Ger m an y. 



Measu r es like d istan cin g, h an dw ash in g an d  ven tila tion  a r e in  p lace, 
bu t m asks h ave n ot been  w idely w or n  in  pr im ar y sch ools du r in g th e 
n ew  sch ool yea r . 

“We w ou ld  a r gu e fr om  an  edu ca tion a l per spective n ot to close dow n  
sch ools in  sake of th e poten tia l for  th e r isk for  cer ta in  pu pils,” sa id  
Steph an  Hu ber , h ead  of th e In stitu te of th e Man agem en t an d  Econ om ics of 
Edu ca tion  (IBB) a t th e Un iver sity of Teach er  Edu ca tion  Zu g, an d  co-au th or  
of th e stu dy. So fa r , th e Sw iss appr oach  h as been  th e r igh t on e, h e an d  
h is co-au th or  con clu ded . 

As pa r t of th e IBB’s Sch ool Bar om eter , Hu ber  an d  colleagu es looked  a t 
32 stu d ies on  sch ools du r in g th e pan dem ic fr om  11 cou n tr ies - 
in clu din g Sw itzer lan d  - to a ssess th e im pact of sch ool sh u tdow n s. Th e 
r esu lts h ave been  pu blish ed  in  th e jou r n a l Die Deutsche Schule (a r ticle  
in  Ger m an ).  

Learning loss 

Th e r epor t fou n d th a t sch ool sh u tdow n s led  to a  lea r n in g loss of 
betw een  1-5 m on th s am on g pu pils. Math s su ffer ed  m or e th an  r ead in g. 

Bu t n ot a ll pu pils w er e a ffected  to th e sam e exten t. “Pu pils fr om  low er  
socio-econ om ic fam ily backgr ou n ds gen er a lly do w or se w ith  
lockdow n s a s th ey of cou r se h ave less tech n ica l equ ipm en t an d  a r e 
gen er a lly m or e less su ppor ted  by th eir  fam ilies,” Hu ber  told  SWI 
sw issin fo.ch . “We see th e gr ea ter  im pact am on g pu pils fr om  less 
pr ivileged  fam ily backgr ou n ds.” 

In  addition , an oth er  r eview  stu dy of th e Sch ool Ba r om eter  by Hu ber  
an d  colleagu es fou n d  th a t closu r es a lso im pacted  pu pils’ socia l, 
em otion a l an d  m otiva tion a l w ellbein g an d  th a t a r ou n d a  th ir d  of 
pa r en ts r epor ted  str a in s fr om  h om esch oolin g. Th is w as pu blish ed  in  
th e jou r n a l Zeitschr ift  für  Er ziehungswissenscha ft  (a r ticle  in  Ger m an ).  

Swiss way going forward? 

Bu t is th e Sw iss w ay su sta in able? Th e n u m ber  of n ew  cor on avir u s 
in fection s in  th e cou n tr y h as been  r isin g: it stood  a t m or e th an  9,500 
a s of Th u r sday. Th er e h as a lso been  a  sp ike in  cor on a  cases am on g 
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pu pils, m an y of w h om  a r e too you n g to be vaccin a ted . Vaccin a tion  in  
Sw itzer lan d  is n on -com pu lsor y fr om  12 yea r s old . Accor d in g to 
th e la test officia l figu r es th e age gr ou ps 4-9 an d  10-19 a r e pa r ticu la r ly 
a ffected  (w ith  747 an d  1,218 ca ses r espectively per  100,000 
in h abitan ts a s of Th u r sday, th e h igh est va lu es am on g th e age gr ou ps 
listed). Th e situ a tion  h as a lr eady pr om pted  som e can ton s, w h ich  a r e 
in  ch a r ge of edu ca tion a l m a tter s in  Sw itzer lan d , in to r ein tr odu cin g 
m asks in  pr im ar y sch ools or  to step  u p  volu n ta r y m ass cor on a  testin g 
in  sch ools. 

On  Tu esday th e gover n m en t an n ou n ced  th a t it w as con sider in g 
m akin g m ass testin g in  sch ools ob liga tor y (r a th er  th an  volu n ta r y) a s 
pa r t of p lan s to tigh ten  n a tion a l Covid  r u les. Th e m ove h as been  pu t 
ou t to con su lta tion  w ith  th e can ton s. A decision  is expected  la ter  on  
Fr iday. 

Sch ool closu r es, w h ile  n ot cu r r en tly on  th e tab le, can n ot be r u led  ou t 
com pletely, Hu ber  says. 

“With  w h a t is h appen in g a t th e m om en t, w ith  n u m ber s r isin g aga in , 
it’s a  b ig d iscu ssion ,” sa id  Hu ber . “Th er e a r e edu ca tion a l a r gu m en ts to 
keep  th e sch ools open  for  th e sake of th e pu pils an d  a lso for  th e 
pa r en ts, an d  pa r ticu la r ly for  th ose ch ildr en  w h o n eed  m or e su ppor t 
fr om  teach er s. Sch ools can  com pen sa te to a  cer ta in  degr ee less 
pr ivileged  situ a tion s w h en  it com es to lea r n in g. Sch ools m u st do 
ever yth in g possib le to apply th e h ygien e stan da r ds n eeded , a s th is is 
a lso pa r t of th eir  edu ca tion  m ission .” 

Pr epa r a tion  is a lso key, h e sa id . “Wh at sch ools face - n ot on ly in  
Sw itzer lan d  bu t ever yw h er e - is w h a t h appen s if sch ools a r e closed  or  
classes go in to qu ar an tin e? Wh a t h appen s if w e h ave a  n a tion a l 
lockdow n ? Th ey h ave to pr epa r e for  d istan ce lea r n in g, to u se d igita l 
or  oth er  tech n ology to keep  edu ca tion a l goin g.” 

In  pa r ticu la r  n eed  of su ppor t in  ter m s of r esou r ces a r e “h igh -r isk” 
sch ools, w ith  h igh er  n u m ber s of pu pils fr om  u n der pr ivileged  
backgr ou n ds – pr edom in a tely in  u r ban  a r ea s in  Sw itzer lan d , th e 
pr ofessor  sa id . Th is w as a lso h igh ligh ted  in  th e ver y fir st r esu lts an d  
r ecom m en da tion s of th e Sch ool Bar om eter . 
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Official view 

For  n ow , it seem s th a t Sw itzer lan d  w ill keep  to its p r esen t cou r se. 
“Th e pr im ar y goa l is to en su r e th a t sch ool oper a tion s r em a in  a s 
u n distu r bed  as possib le,” sa id  th e Sw iss Feder a l Office of Pu blic 
Hea lth  (FOPH) in  its la test r ecom m en da tion s on  h ow  to dea l w ith  th e 
cor on avir u s in  sch ools, issu ed  on  Novem ber  26.  

“Qu a lity edu ca tion  is a  r igh t an d  a  n ecessity. Th e low  m or bid ity of 
SARS-CoV-2 in fection s am on g ch ildr en  does n ot ju stify dr a stic an d  
w idespr ead  m easu r es,” it sa id  in  a  docu m en t a im ed a t can ton a l h ea lth  
an d  edu ca tion  au th or ities. 

Repetitive m ass sa liva  testin g in  sch ools is key. Th is r edu ces th e 
in ciden ce th r ou gh  isola tion  of in d ividu a l cases, th u s avoid in g th e n eed  
for  cla ss or  sch ool closu r es, th e docu m en t expla in ed . Th e gover n m en t 
w ill con tin u e to cover  th e costs of th ese volu n ta r y tests, it sa id . 

Bu t fu r th er  m easu r es like com pu lsor y m ask w ea r in g cou ld  be 
in tr odu ced  if th e situ a tion  cou ld  n ot be br ou gh t u n der  con tr ol, th e 
docu m en t con tin u ed . 

Mean w h ile th e deba te con tin u es in  th e cou n tr y abou t h ow  best to 
con tr ol th e situ a tion  in  sch ools; th e m a in  teach in g u n ion  h as ca lled  
for  m or e coor d in a ted  sch ool m easu r es acr oss th e cou n tr y (each  can ton  
h as its ow n  cor on a  con cept for  sch ools), w h er eas pa r en ts’ gr ou ps 
like Bildu n gAber Sich er  w an t str on ger  h ea lth  m easu r es in  sch ools like 
m ask w ea r in g an d  CO2 m on itor in g. 

 

SWI sw issin fo.ch  - a  br an ch  of Sw iss Br oadcastin g Cor por a tion  SRG 
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