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How can WASH in schools be effective in re-opening schools and keeping schools open during 

the COVID-19 global pandemic? What are the critical factors for success in low and lower-middle 

income countries?  
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1. Summary 

The literature on WASH and school re-opening during the COVID-19 pandemic is dominated by 

guidelines with little in the way of recent evidence or lessons learned. Analysis of data from 

school re-openings at the end of 2020 suggests that with mitigation measures in place 

community infection rates should not be affected by children returning to school (UNICEF, 

2020a). Although children carry lower risk of infection, they do have large numbers of contact in 

the school environment so hygiene and distancing measures are important.  

The key guidelines for WASH in schools during the COVID-19 pandemic: 

• Children and all school staff must be educated with regards to hand hygiene. 

• Hand hygiene stations must be provided at entrances and exits. 

• Hand washing must be frequent and requires sufficient water and soap. 

• School buses should have hand hygiene measures in place. 

• The school environment must be disinfected daily. 

A number of options for installing handwashing facilities in low-income countries are available 

outlined in section 3. These include tippy-taps, a bucket with a tap, conventional taps, a valve 

fitted to a bottle, bucket and cup, and a camp sink.  

Lessons learned on promoting hand hygiene during the pandemic (not specific to schools) 

include: 

• Pre-pandemic knowledge on hygiene behaviour change is relevant. 

• Disease information alone is insufficient to change behaviour. 

• Investing in hand washing facilities ensures greater success. 

• Systematic programme design using a behaviour change framework is still possible 

during outbreaks. 

Environmental, or nudge-based, cues are recommended to support behaviour change in children 

based on pre-COVID-19 evidence. Examples include colourful footprints leading to a 

handwashing facility, images of eyes above handwashing facilities, embedding toys in soap, and 

putting pictures of germs on surfaces.  

Measures to accompany WASH for successful school re-opening include: 

• Sharing of age-appropriate information on symptoms to look out for (as well as hygiene). 

• Reducing physical contact. 

• Ventilation and mask-use (for over 5’s). 

• Contact tracing in line with national policies and clear protocols for re-closure. 

UNICEF (2020b) state that specific WASH measures supporting the COVID-19 response can 

support girls and vulnerable groups. For example return to school campaigns in Burkina Faso are 

raising awareness for girl’s education and offering scholarships and school meals for the most 

vulnerable. The only other vulnerable group mentioned are students with disabilities and only 

examples in high-income countries.   
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2. Introduction  

Worldwide the education of an estimated 1.54 billion children has been affected by the COVID-

19 pandemic (Global Education Cluster, 2020). School closures are risking children’s health and 

wellbeing with negative impacts on learning outcomes and welfare (UNICEF & WHO, 2020a). 

Early research findings1 suggest that children are at lower risk of contracting COVID-19 than 

adults. However, children are still able to catch it and are potential transmitters of the virus 

(Watson, 2020). The decision to re-open a school must be guided by a risk-based approach 

taking local epidemiology into account (WHO, UNESCO & UNICEF, 2020). Analysis of data at 

the end of 2020 from 191 countries finds that re-opening of schools with mitigation measures in 

place has not affected community infection rates or increased risks for teachers (UNICEF, 

2020a). 

Although there are less cases among children, a number of factors make spread more likely. 

These include the large number of contacts children have at school and a higher tendency to put 

their hands in their mouth (CDC, 2020). International guidelines emphasise the importance of 

hygiene in schools to reduce transmission.  

One report found that 50 percent of countries identified as at risk from COVID-19 lacked basic 

water and sanitation services (UNICEF & WHO, 2020a). “Accelerating progress in countries with 

the lowest coverage of WASH in schools will therefore be critical to improve school safety during 

the COVID-19 pandemic and beyond” (p6). It is a large-scale challenge for some countries to 

bring hygiene standards up but an important opportunity to make improvements for the future.  

The three main goals for minimising COVID-19 spread with school re-opening are: 1) reducing 

transmission between people, 2) reducing contact exposure, and 3) ensuring those with 

symptoms stay at home (Watson, 2020).  

3. Key WASH guidelines for practices in schools 

All school staff and students need to be educated with regards to hand hygiene, respiratory 

etiquette, mask use, and recognising symptoms (WHO, 2020). Orientation training is needed for 

all staff and community members so that they are aware of their specific role (WASH in Schools 

Network, 2020a). Messaging and communication should be used to counter rumours and 

misleading information (WHO, UNESCO & UNICEF, 2020). Core messages for children are 

when to wash hands, how to cover mouth when sneezing or coughing, to tell someone when you 

feel unwell, and not to touch others when greeting (WASH in Schools Network, 2020b).  

Hand hygiene stations should be provided at entrances and exits. Washing hands with soap 

is a powerful hygiene behaviour but must be done regularly and habitually at critical times 

(UNICEF & GIZ, 2016). Hand washing stations must be spread out sufficiently for social 

distancing (WASH in Schools Network, 2020a).  

Hand hygiene must be frequent and a schedule is recommended (WHO, UNESCO & UNICEF, 

2020). Water is needed for handwashing and where increased water storage capacity is needed, 

 

1 https://www.ucl.ac.uk/news/2020/may/children-appear-half-likely-catch-covid-19-adults  

https://www.ucl.ac.uk/news/2020/may/children-appear-half-likely-catch-covid-19-adults
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help may be sourced from the community or children could be asked to bring in bottled water 

from home (WASH in Schools Network, 2020a). A timetable for handwashing should be set 

around arrival, breaks and lunch (WHO, 2020). For supplies and usage Save the Children 

(2020a) suggest considering ten handwashes per person per day.   

School buses should follow hand hygiene measures, respiratory guidelines, and physical 

distancing (WHO, 2020).  

School environment and transport must be disinfected daily including all frequently touched 

surfaces with a checklist for cleaners (WHO, 2020). Items that cannot be cleaned should not be 

shared. The WASH in Schools Network provides a suggested checklist including checks for 

entrances, classrooms, and toilets (WASH in Schools Network, 2020c). Cleaning supplies must 

include disinfectant with household bleach diluted to 0.1% or alcohol-based disinfectants with at 

least 70% alcohol concentration (WASH in Schools Network, 2020a). A list of item requirements 

for cleaning including suggested amounts, are listed in a Save the Children kit list (Save the 

Children, 2020b). Community members can be involved to help with cleaning if required. All staff 

and community members must be trained in the cleaning procedures required. Water availability 

is important for cleaning purposes (Global Education Cluster, 2020). 

A monitoring team should be established to oversee maintenance issues, soap availability, 

and adherence to recommended behaviours (WASH in Schools Network, 2020a).  

Evidence and experience 

UNICEF (2020b) report successful implementation of context-appropriate health and 

hygiene protocols in a number of low- and middle-income countries during the current 

pandemic including Algeria, Belize, Botswana, Cambodia, Cameroon, Indonesia, Madagascar, 

Mexico, Tanzania, Ukraine. Measures include a combination of “school cleaning and disinfecting, 

improving handwashing facilities, provision of cleaning and hygiene supplies to schools, and 

health checks and related communication messages for children and community members” 

(UNICEF, 2020b, p3). Limited details are described for individual countries in the report. In Côte 

d’Ivoire, hand washing facilities have been installed, and protective equipment provided for 

teachers.  

Mitigation measures must be taken seriously. The only case where a school was identified as 

superspreading was one in Jerusalem, Israel where mitigation measures were not followed 

(UNICEF, 2020a). 

An impact review of WASH interventions pre-COVID-19 identifies a number of studies that found 

positive correlations with reductions in diseases such as diarrhoea (McMichael, 2019). 

Contrasting assessments were also found where WASH had no statistically significant effect on 

disease-related outcomes. The review was unable to make conclusions about why interventions 

worked or did not work although political will and programme fidelity are thought to be key.  

Handwashing facility options 

A compendium on low-cost hand-washing facilities for low-income settings describes 

methods, advantages, disadvantages and accessibility (Coultas, Iyer, and Myers, 2020). 

Technologies include: 
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• Tippy taps. A simple container filled with water which flows when tipped. It can be 

operated with a foot pedal.  

• A bucket or container with a tap. Ideally the water container should be closed or fitted 

with a lid. 

• Conventional taps with or without a basin. If the tap is over open ground a container 

should collect wastewater or stones placed underneath to assist drainage.  

• HappyTap/LaBobo. A portable handwashing facility. 

• Valve/tap fitted bottle. A tap or valve is fitted to a plastic bottle.   

• Bucket and cup. A larger water container with a smaller container to scoop and pour 

water for handwashing.  

• Camp sink. Two buckets stacked on top of each other, one with wastewater and one 

with fresh water operating with a pump system.  

A publication prepared for Fit Schools International provides a number of examples of scaling up 

group handwashing in schools (UNICEF & GIZ, 2016). Key design features are described and 

considerations for construction, operation, maintenance and cost. Examples include a tippy tap 

facility in Nigeria, a metal basin and attached bucket in India, a pre-fabricated wash facility 

assembled by a school in Cambodia, a punched PVC pipe over a rain gutter in Cambodia, semi-

automatic refillable buckets in Lao, a brick facility with gravel drainage in Zambia, and a washing 

facility with rainwater harvesting in Indonesia. 

WASHaLOT is a pre-fabricated handwashing system able to service a number of individuals at a 

time (GIZ & Sustainable Sanitation Alliance, 2020). The water carrying pipe can be filled 

manually or connected to a piped supply. It is easy to operate and maintain as it has wide 

openings at both sides and at the bottom of the pipes. The school community are engaged in the 

installation and maintenance.  

Contactless handwashing stations are available for reducing the touching of shared surfaces. An 

example is shown in Nepal by WaterAid (2020)2.  

Factsheets, posters and comic books are available for supporting hygiene messages in WASH in 

Schools Network (2020b).  

The Three Star Approach 

The Three Star Approach for WASH in schools gives guidelines for hygiene practices and acts 

as a monitoring system to incentivise permanent change (UNICEF & GIZ, 2013). Simple 

inexpensive steps are designed so that all students wash their hands with soap, have access to 

drinking water and are provided with clean, gender-segregated toilets. Schools start by achieving 

minimum standards and then expand to higher star-ratings for hygiene promotion and improving 

infrastructure, especially for girls. Three Star guides help to advise on facilities that are needed, 

construction of group washing facilities, hygiene supplies, storing soaps and sanitary pads, 

hygiene information, menstrual hygiene management, key hygiene messages to emphasise, and 

 

2 https://www.wateraid.org/sites/g/files/jkxoof271/files/2020-04/wateraid-nepal-technical-brief-
contactless%20handwashing-stations.pdf  

https://www.wateraid.org/sites/g/files/jkxoof271/files/2020-04/wateraid-nepal-technical-brief-contactless%20handwashing-stations.pdf
https://www.wateraid.org/sites/g/files/jkxoof271/files/2020-04/wateraid-nepal-technical-brief-contactless%20handwashing-stations.pdf
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school-based management for repair and maintenance (Philippines Department of Education, 

2018).  

4. Behaviour change 

A learning brief draws together lessons for promoting handwashing in all contexts gathered 

during the pandemic (COVID-19 HygieneHub, 2020). Key lessons include: 

• Pre-pandemic knowledge on hygiene behaviour change is relevant. 

• Disease information alone is insufficient to change behaviour. Behavioural 

determinants should be identified and promotion activities designed to directly address 

barriers.  

• Investing in hand washing facilities ensures greater success. Prioritise improving 

access to convenient and desirable handwashing facilities.   

• Systematic programme design using a behaviour change framework is still 

possible during outbreaks. 

• Create a monitoring and evaluation strategy early on. Programme adaptation is 

necessary on an ongoing basis. Regularly discuss the programme with stakeholders and 

users.  

A report from the WASH in Schools Network (WinS) recommends a number of nudge-based 

interventions to help cue handwashing to reduce the spread of COVID-19 (Watson & 

Dreibelbis, 2020). Environmental nudges are defined in the report as “small changes to the 

environment that alter behaviour in a predictable way but do not explicitly constrain choices” (p3) 

and can be used to cue and trigger hand washing with soap for school children. Knowledge and 

intention are found to be poor predictors of behaviour change as actions are not necessarily 

based on rational thinking (White et al., 2020). Environmental cues trigger automated 

response with minimal conscious engagement and are therefore recommended to improve 

behaviour change. 

Nudges should be one component of a larger strategy, and are an interim measure (Watson & 

Dreibelbis, 2020). More comprehensive strategies are needed to ensure handwashing is 

incorporated into routines and becomes an improved habit. Availability of, and accessibility to 

water and soap is required before nudge-based interventions.  

Ways of influencing handwashing with nudges includes improving the functional design of 

objects, improving the aesthetics of the surroundings, altering presentation of facilities 

and dispensers, applying labels or endorsement information, and altering the positioning 

of objects. Interventions should make the behaviour easy, attractive, social, timely, and 

inclusive. 

Considerations for designing nudges: 

• Which types of colours, designs, and messages would be eye-catching and engaging? 

• Make sure targets are appropriate for your users.  

• Make use of available resources. 

• Different designs are more conducive to different environments. 
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• Nudges will require maintenance, repair, or reinstallation.  

Examples and evidence on environmental nudges and handwashing behaviour change 

pre-COVID-19 (Watson & Dreibelbis, 2020): 

• Colourful footprints leading to the handwashing facility. This was found to increase 

handwashing behaviour in a school in Bangladesh by 64 percent (Dreibelbis et al., 2016). 

This intervention has been found to be equally as effective as a high-intensity education-

based intervention whilst using less resources (Grover et al., 2018). 

• Images of eyes above handwashing facilities. A study in India found women to be 10 

percent more likely to wash their hands with this intervention in place than without (Biran 

et al., 2014). 

• Embedding toys in soap so that children are incentivised to use it. Children in a 

displacement camp in Iraq were found to be four times more likely to wash their hands 

with this intervention (Watson et al, 2019). 

• Putting pictures of germs on surfaces to induce disgust and remind of hidden 

dangers.  

• Placing mirrors can draw people to hand washing stations and increase the likelihood of 

handwashing.    

       

5. Measures to accompany WASH for school re-opening  

Schools should share age-appropriate information on COVID-19 symptoms and hygiene. 

Younger children learn best through play with interaction and fun (Watson, 2020). Secondary age 

children learn best through interpersonal approaches with discussions in groups and interaction 

with other students (Darling-Hammond et al, 2019).  

Multiple measures for reducing physical contact are being used to reduce transmission 

including “moving classes outdoors, building additional classrooms, staggering start/end times, 

alternating shifts/days, hiring additional teachers to reduce class size, blending distance and in-

person learning, and isolating class groupings from one another” (UNICEF, 2020b, p3). It is 

recommended that students and teachers keep 1 metre apart (WHO, UNESCO & UNICEF, 

2020). Painting or taping lines on the floor is useful where children line-up or gather (WASH in 

Schools Network, 2020a). Use of physical distancing cues have been reported in Bangladesh, 

Madagascar, and Senegal including marking the ground, and arranging seating (UNICEF, 

2020b).  

Mixing of classes for school and after-school activities should be limited (WHO, UNESCO & 

UNICEF, (2020b). Contact can be reduced by cancelling assemblies and sports games (Watson, 

2020). One-way systems also reduce interaction. Teachers should model and teach distancing.   

Ventilation should be improved to maximise total airflow supply (WHO, UNESCO & UNICEF, 

2020). Decisions on mask use should follow national guidelines and advice on mask-wearing 

among children (UNICEF & WHO, 2020b). Children under 5 are advised not to wear masks. 
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Contact tracing should be in line with national policies and local health authorities (Watson, 

2020). Schools must encourage students and school staff showing key symptoms to get tested. 

Thermometers for testing temperatures should be stocked in schools if possible, to help identify 

cases, and must be cleaned with rubbing alcohol between uses (Global Education Cluster, 

2020). If symptoms develop during school hours that person must be separated and without 

causing stigma. Staff and students must be encouraged to stay at home if a family member is 

showing symptoms. And must stay at home for 14 days when a family member tests positive.   

Flexibility in local decision making and clear protocols for re-closure help to limit spread 

(UNICEF, 2020b). Simplifying the curriculum is recommended to help deal with continued 

uncertainty. Teachers and school staff should be supported to help manage the psychosocial 

needs of students. To ensure a safe return that is accepted widely there must be early and 

regular communications for teachers, parents, and students (UNICEF, 2020b). 

Emerging lessons for school return from UNICEF (2020b) include prioritising early grades and 

exam-preparatory classes for physical return to reduce negative effects on academic 

trajectories whilst minimising physical interaction (eg. Tunisia, Sierra Leone, and Malawi).  

UNICEF (2020b, p5) report that “specific measures can help to support girls’ and other 

vulnerable groups’ return to school”. Return to school campaigns in Burkina Faso are raising 

awareness for girl’s education and offering scholarships and school meals for the most 

vulnerable. Only high-income countries are listed as examples of where specific provisions for 

disabled students are included in re-opening guidelines in the UNICEF (2020b) report on lessons 

emerging from school re-opening. 

UNICEF (2020b) report emerging activity supporting WASH in school reopening. China has 

recruited temporary teachers to support smaller class sizes. Rwanda has built more classrooms 

and recruited more teachers so that classes are less crowded. Staggering of school days, weeks, 

and breaks have been introduced in a number of countries including Afghanistan, Egypt, 

Madagascar, Namibia, Papua New Guinea, Philippines, Senegal, and Vietnam. The Ministry of 

Education in Somalia rolled out a tracking system for monitoring and identifying at risk students 

and closures required. 
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