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1. Overview and summary 

It is important to assume that the learning crisis caused by COVID-19 is not over. As 

highlighted by 2021 school closures in response to the Delta variant, lessons learned from 

school closures in 2020 are required and applicable. There is therefore a need for reflection 

and a consolidation of lessons learned to protect education outcomes. Lessons include the 

need for parental engagement and support, the mobilisation of community actors, and 

inclusive and accessible remote learning approaches (Kapur, 2020, p. 38). 

 

This literature review seeks to better understand what worked and what did not work in 

education interventions during the first wave of COVID-19, in order to support planning on 

current and future school closures and/or disruptions to education systems. It focuses on 

three key areas:  

1. Support to teachers to continue teaching during school closures, and the role of 

teachers in supporting marginalised learners; 

2. Approaches to ensure the continuation of learning; and  

3. Approaches to reach the most marginalised learners.  

2. Introduction  

Context  

The first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic disrupted education for approximately 1.6 billion 

children (and 85% of learners) across 180 countries during the peak of school closures in 

April 2020 (Mcclain-Nhlapo et al., 2020; World Bank, 2021a, 2021b). On average across the 

world, schools across all four stages of education were closed for 79 days; 53 days on 

average in high-income countries, and 115 days on average across lower-middle-income 

countries – see graph ‘Mean of instruction days lost by level of education and income group 

in 2020’ (UNESCO et al., 2021, p. 14) 

(http://uis.unesco.org/sites/default/files/documents/lessons_on_education_recovery.pdf)1. 

Emerging evidence suggests that learners affected by school closures have experienced “an 

absolute reduction in learning levels or slower progress than expected in a typical year” 

(UNESCO et al., 2021, p. 5).  

 

This is reinforced by recent research across 46 countries by Save the Children, which found 

that over two thirds of learners did not have any contact with their teachers during school 

closures, and over a quarter of learners did not have access to learning materials (Gordon, 

2020). There has been a disproportionate impact on vulnerable and marginalised learners, 

confounded by the digital divide and access to resources, their geographical location, 

gender, and socioeconomic status, especially in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs) 

(Hossain, 2021). In Ethiopia, Kenya, Liberia, Tanzania, and Uganda, it has been estimated 

that learners have lost between half and over one year’s worth of learning, defined as 

learning deterioration and opportunity cost (Angrist, de Barros et al., 2020).   

 

 

1 K4D has approached UNESCO for approval but received no response. 

http://uis.unesco.org/sites/default/files/documents/lessons_on_education_recovery.pdf
http://uis.unesco.org/sites/default/files/documents/lessons_on_education_recovery.pdf
http://uis.unesco.org/sites/default/files/documents/lessons_on_education_recovery.pdf
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At the beginning of July 2021, the majority of schools had reopened following the first and 

second waves of COVID-19, and there were 14 country-wide school closures, which affected 

over 118 million learners (UNESCO, n.d.).  

 

As a result, the focus of donors and ministries of education has rightly shifted from disruption 

to recovery, through remedial programmes, catch-up classes, and a drive for children to 

return to school. Despite the mass COVID-19 vaccination programmes implemented in high-

income countries since December 2020, only 19% of low-income countries are currently 

vaccinating or have already vaccinated teachers as a priority group, as outlined in the 

graphic ‘Prioritisation status for teacher vaccination ’ 

(https://www.covideducationrecovery.global/stories/2021-09-23-gert-data-points/)2 (Johns 

Hopkins University et al., 2021). This is contributing to a “two-track recovery from the 

COVID-19 pandemic”, further compounded by the Delta and other emerging variants, which 

is forcing some countries to reinstate public health and social restrictions, including the 

closure of schools (Johns Hopkins University et al., 2021). In line with FCDO planning for 

medium-case scenarios, the “cyclical” nature of the COVID-19 virus will likely result in public 

health measures being periodically reintroduced or relaxed as infection rates rise or fall 

(Kapur, 2020, p. 38). 

 

It is important to assume that the learning crisis caused by COVID-19 is not over as ongoing 

school closures will continue to lead to lost learning, caused by time out of school and 

learning regression (Page et al., 2021).  

 

According to Kaffenberger (2021), a three-month period of school closures could result in the 

loss of over one full year’s worth of learning by the time that children currently in grade 3 

reach grade 10. Angrist, de Barros et al. (2020) estimate, however, that learning losses in 

similar circumstances could amount to 2.8 years of learning losses by grade 10.  

 

For example, the medium-term effects of the earthquake that occurred in northern Pakistan 

in 2005 included a difference of approximately 1.5 school grades in children living within a 

10km radius of the fault lines, compared to those living 40km away (Andrabi et al., 2020).  

 

The COVID-19 pandemic and associated school closures are likely to exacerbate the factors 

that have contributed to the already existing learning crisis, which include low learning 

outcomes, limited teacher skills and motivation, and national policies to ensure learning for 

all children, and bureaucratic structures combined with poor governance and management 

that undermine teaching quality (Banerji, 2020; World Bank, 2018). As a result, when 

children return to school, they will be behind the place in the curriculum that would normally 

be expected, and will continue to fall behind without specific measures to remediate learning 

(Angrist, de Barros et al., 2020; Kaffenberger, 2021). This is highlighted in Figure 1, which 

also demonstrates the importance of remedial activit ies to address lost learning and 

reorientation activities. The effects will be further compounded for marginalised learners, 

including those with low levels of literacy, and those that experienced psychological or socio -

emotional stress or trauma during the periods of school closure (Page et al., 2021).  

 

2 K4D has approached John Hopkins University for approval to use this graphic but received no response. 

https://www.covideducationrecovery.global/stories/2021-09-23-gert-data-points/
https://www.covideducationrecovery.global/stories/2021-09-23-gert-data-points/
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Figure 1: Children in school but not learning for different strategies to mitigate the shock of COVID-19, based on 
half a year’s initial learning loss for children in grade 1  

Source: Belafi & Kaffenberger (2020). Reproduced with permission. 

 

Foundational skills and learning have been widely recognised as a key remediation strategy 

to mitigate the longer-term impacts of the pandemic on learning outcomes, as well as 

addressing the pre-pandemic learning crisis (Angrist, de Barros et al., 2020; Kaffenberger, 

2021; Page et al., 2021). The use of formative assessment is critical to provide ongoing 

feedback on learners’ progress, and enable teachers to ensure that their teaching best 

supports learners (Angrist, de Barros et al., 2020; Jenkins & Banerji, 2021; Kaffenberger, 

2021). These elements are not explicitly addressed within this study, largely because 

foundational skills and assessment were not explicit research questions. However, 

foundational skills and effective assessment, and supporting teachers to deliver these and 

supporting children’s learning needs, should be considered as important principles for 

success going forward for each of the lessons identified.  

 

Supporting children to return to school must also be acknowledged as a critical issue in the 

COVID-19 recovery period, although it is not a research question for this study. In Kenya, for 

example, the Population Council estimates that 16% of girls and 8% of boys in Nairobi, 

Kisumu, Kilifi, and Wajir did not return to school at the beginning of 2021 (Mwabe et al., 

2021). This was primarily due to the affordability of school fees, though other causes include 

unplanned pregnancies for girls, and entering the labour market for boys.  

Approach and methodology  

This study seeks to better understand what worked and what did not work in education 

interventions during the first wave of COVID-19, to support planning on current and future 

school closures and/or disruptions to education systems.  

 

The research question for the study is: “What can we learn from policy responses, 

interventions, and initiatives adopted in response to the first wave of COVID-19 and 

subsequent school closures in LMICs to inform continuing and future disruptions to 

schools caused by future waves of the virus?” The research sub-questions are:   
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1. What have we learnt about what works to support teachers to continue teaching 

during closures (e.g. guidance, financial stipends, additional training, peer support 

and learning, etc.)? 

2. What have we learnt about the role of teachers in relation to marginalised learners’ 

access and engagement with remote learning? 

3. Online platforms and television have been the most used remote learning methods in 

national responses, but 75% of learners in low-income countries do not have access 

to online learning and 31% do not have access to television or radio. What have we 

learnt about no-tech, low-tech, and high-tech models for continued learning?  

4. What have we learnt about the approaches needed to reach the most marginalised, 

including girls? 

This literature review draws on a variety of publications published since September 2020, 

including academic studies, publicly available programme reports, and grey literature to explore 

these questions. Where possible, the review has not drawn on literature that purely focuses on 

the impact of COVID-19, nor those materials which only present recommendations for 

policymakers and education actors without explicitly drawing on evidence from interventions 

adopted in response to the pandemic. The focus of this study is on the period of school closures 

in LMICs, rather than exploring lessons learned from the learning recovery phase. It should be 

noted that 4.5 days were allocated to this literature review, therefore this should not be 

considered as a comprehensive literature review.  

From March 2020 to August 2021 

In March 2020, K4D published a rapid literature review on evidence of efforts to mitigate the 

negative educational impacts of disease outbreaks, drawing primarily on evidence from the Ebola 

outbreak in West Africa (Hallgarten, 2020). Many of the secondary impacts of disease outbreaks 

that were identified in that document have since been realised throughout the period of school 

closures due to COVID-19 (Hallgarten, 2020, p. 3; Gordon, 2020; UNESCO et al., 2021). 

Namely, a reduction in availability of education services (through school closures and a lack of 

remote learning materials), a reduction in access to education services (through restriction of 

movements due to social distancing and reduced financial income), and a lack of quality 

appropriate education (through a lack of teacher training during crisis) (Hallgarten, 2020, p. 3).    

Table 1 outlines the key messages within the Hallgarten (2020) review, focusing specifically on 

support to teachers, continuation of learning, and reaching the most marginalised. Generally 

speaking, the majority of these messages remain true when reviewing the learning from the first 

wave of COVID-19. In some cases, however, evidence from the past year provides further 

nuance and detail. 
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Table 1: insights from the Hallgarten (2020) review 

Key area of 

intervention 
Insights from Hallgarten (2020) review 

Support to teachers 

Teachers’ roles were diverted towards disease control and social 

mobilisation activities, including psycho-social support. 

Limited support was provided to teachers in terms of training and 

professional development, beyond disease-related training. 

Continuity of learning  Lower-tech solutions were prominent in supporting the continuity of 

learning, including radio. 

There was stronger evidence of informal learning programmes 

(including adaptations of existing programmes), including those that 

provide psycho-social support. 

There was limited support to parents to improve the educational or 

psycho-social support they could provide to their children during 

school closures. 

Organisations and actors that have existing relationships and 

established trust with local communities and authorities can create 

results to support the continuity of learning, with flexibility from 

donors and adaptiveness from programme implementers.  

Reaching the most 

marginalised 

School closures have disproportionate negative impacts on the 

learning, safety, and wellbeing of the most vulnerable children in the 

poorest families.  

Female learners bear a greater negative cost of disease outbreaks, 

with a heightened likelihood of being subject to sexual exploitation, 

sexual abuse, teenage pregnancy, and early marriage. 

The review found only one example of an approach to mitigate the 

educational or child protection impacts on female learners. 

Source: Hallgarten (2020). 
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The Hallgarten (2020) review highlighted the lack of coordination and integration of 

education within the broader response to crises; however, some of the interventions 

adopted in response to Covid-19 seem to have adopted a different approach with strong 

elements of alignment and coordination. 

 

A key feature of the education sector’s response to school closures and COVID-19 was the 

mobilisation and coordination of community actors to maintain contact with learners during 

that period, which is in marked contrast with what occurred in West Africa during the Ebola 

outbreaks, as reported by Hallgarten (2020). This was particularly the case in work to support 

the most marginalised learners, including children with disabilities and adolescent girls, 

where multisectoral and multilevel coordination and collaboration seemed critical to the 

success of these interventions. 

 

In addition, although not the focus of this review, multisectoral and multilevel coordination 

and collaboration between ministries, donor organisations, and implementing partners has 

been a key feature of school reopening strategies, with the focus on supporting marginalised 

children (both those that were marginalised before and because of COVID-19) and “building 

back better” (UNICEF, 2021b, 2021c, 2021e, 2021f, 2021g). This includes working with 

health, food and agriculture, social services, violence against women and girls , and 

safeguarding sectors.   

 

Review structure and overview 

The three sections that follow generally reflect the four research sub-questions outlined 

above. Section 3 addresses the first and second research questions, which seek to 

understand lessons learned from supporting teachers to continue teaching during school 

closures, and the role of teachers in supporting marginalised learners’ access to remote 

learning initiatives. Teachers were required to adopt remote learning approaches in a 

number of countries; however, the support to teachers was generally inconsistent, 

determined in part by access to relevant devices (i.e. mobile phones to make telephone calls 

and send SMSs, and internet-enabled devices including computers and smartphones) and 

learning materials (International Task Force on Teachers for Education 2030, 2021). 

Features of effective remote professional development support to teachers replicated the key 

principles of face-to-face provision. This included peer support and coaching, facilitated 

through a variety of EdTech approaches, including online collaboration platforms through to 

SMS and WhatsApp, and self-directed study. However, the review only identified a small 

number of interventions that used these forums to provide holistic training, including subject-

specific knowledge, pedagogical skills, and online pedagogy.  

 

Although some teachers were provided with guidance on disease control , psycho-social 

support and training seemed to be a key omission in the general education response to 

COVID-19, evidenced by a number of publications highlighting this as a priority need 

(McAleavy et al., 2021; Save the Children, 2020; World Bank, 2021a, 2021b). This further 

validates findings in the Hallgarten (2020) review, which also calls for these areas to be 

prioritised in sensitising and training teachers. 

 

A large number of teachers were required to make daily contact with their students and/or 

their parents during the period of school closures (International Task Force on Teachers for 
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Education 2030, 2021). Despite this effort, the limited evidence identified limited examples of 

teachers’ specific support to marginalised learners. The exception to this, however, was the 

role of non-state education providers who continued to support marginalised learners 

excluded from government-provided education.  

 

Section 4 reviews approaches to support the continuation of learning, drawing on the role of 

EdTech, and parental and community support and engagement. Evidence on the 

effectiveness of remote learning strategies is inconsistent and limited in low- and middle-

income contexts, although there are some areas of promise. Even though the majority of 

countries implemented remote learning strategies in response to COVID-19 and school 

closures, there have been widespread challenges in implementation. Access to remote 

learning approaches has been confounded by a variety of factors, including infrastructure, 

socioeconomic status, location, and gender (Hossain, 2021; Yorke et al., 2021).  

 

Section 4 also highlights the importance of a no-tech safety net, which could be provided by 

parents, teachers, and community-based education actors. There is considerable opportunity 

in mixed models of remote and face-to-face education provision, and combining high-tech 

with low-tech and no-tech (van Cappelle et al., 2021). Where remote learning interventions 

were successfully implemented, there was strong involvement, support from, and 

coordination with community-based actors, including district officials and middle-tier 

professionals. Although this section echoes the Hallgarten (2020) review in many ways, this 

review identified a number of approaches that proactively supported and encouraged 

parents’ engagement in their children’s learning during the pandemic, although this was not 

widespread. 

 

Section 5 reviews the literature and research on approaches needed to reach the most 

marginalised learners, including girls. As with Section 4, it identifies the importance of low-

tech and no-tech approaches combined with support and contact from education actors as a 

key feature of success. However, research and literature that has been published since 

September 2020 reflect sentiments in the Hallgarten (2020) review, which highlights the need 

for interventions that go beyond academic education approaches to support marginalised 

learners (Kapur, 2020; Mcclain-Nhlapo et al., 2020; Niemczyk et al., 2021; UNICEF, 2021a). 

These interventions include safeguarding, safety, wellbeing, and humanitarian support, 

including the provision of basic staples.  
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3. Support to teachers 

This section addresses the first and second sub-questions: “What have we learnt about what 

works to support teachers to continue teaching during closures (e.g. guidance, financial 

stipends, additional training, peer support and learning, etc.)?” and “What have we learnt 

about the role of teachers in relation to marginalised learners’ access and engagemen t with 

remote learning?”  

School leaders and teachers are critical actors in determining and overseeing school-level 

responses to the COVID-19 pandemic and ensuring learners’ engagement with education during 

the period of school closure (McAleavy et al., 2021; van Cappelle et al., 2021; Yorke et al., 

2021). In response to school closures, both school leaders and teachers have been required to 

adapt to continue teaching, and to support learners, their parents, and/or caregivers (Yorke et al., 

2021).   

Despite this, the limited evidence shows that the role of teachers to support remote learning and 

continue teaching during school closures differed significantly across the world. In some 

countries, notably those in Asia, teachers continued to teach during school closures (UNESCO 

Asia et al., 2021). In other contexts, mostly in sub-Saharan Africa, teachers were sent home after 

school closures and were not allocated any work to continue teaching. The factors that 

influenced teachers’ limited involvement in remote learning included a lack of timely information 

and guidance, and access to electricity and communication devices (Yorke et al., 2020). There is 

also a general lack of research on school leaders and teachers’ experiences from the pandemic 

(Yorke et al., 2020). 

Supporting teachers to continue teaching during school closures 

Findings from the International Task Force on Teachers for Education 2030 (2021) identified 

that in the majority of countries, teachers were required to adopt remote learning approaches 

during school closures. However, as indicated above, this differed from country to country. In 

addition, supporting teachers took various forms, and in some contexts, teachers were 

provided training in remote learning approaches in order to support learners. One in 10 

countries reported no support for teachers, and in sub-Saharan Africa 20% of countries 

reported no support for teachers (International Task Force on Teachers for Education 2030, 

2021, p. 2). As demonstrated here, there was great variety in how, when, and if teachers 

were provided with financial support.  

Although some teachers received financial support to continue teaching during school 

closures, the results from a survey issued by EdTech Hub indicate that a large majority of 

educators in Africa did not receive financial support to continue teaching (EdTech Hub, 

2020, p. 5).  

 

Furthermore, in 30% of countries in sub-Saharan Africa, contract teachers did not receive full 

pay during school closures (International Task Force on Teachers for Education 2030, 2021). 

In Bosnia and Herzegovina, San Marino, and Yemen, contract teachers stopped receiving 

their salaries, and in Lebanon, Vietnam, Ghana, Kenya, and Sierra Leone, their salaries were 

reduced. In Chad, 60% of community teachers experienced pay stalls (Mcclain-Nhlapo et al., 

2020, p. 31). In the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), teachers in the east of the 

country have experienced pay gaps, which has led to some teachers leaving the profession, 
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and a high rate of absenteeism due to teachers leaving class to withdraw their salaries from 

their bank (ACAPS, 2020).  

 

In contrast, there are examples where teachers received support. In São Tomé and Príncipe 

and the Syrian Arab Republic, teachers received a financial supplement as well as their 

regular salary (International Task Force on Teachers for Education 2030, 2021). In 

Indonesia, teachers and lecturers were provided with an internet data quota to support 

remote teaching (MoECRT, 2021). However, no data were available on the impact of this 

approach.  

In countries where teachers were provided financial and professional support, a variety of 

EdTech approaches (including no-tech and low-tech) were adopted to deliver professional 

development and to highlight key safeguarding approaches. This highlighted the 

importance of adopting multi-model communication and using different forms of 

technology for different purposes. Approaches included the creation of communities of 

practice and teacher learning communities, using widely used platforms like WhatsApp to 

maintain contact with teachers.  

 

When schools were closed in Pakistan, many teachers started informal classes using 

WhatsApp, teaching themselves how to use this technology for both learning and tracking the 

progress of their students (Diamond, 2021). Similarly, in Bhutan, after the Ministry of 

Education launched e-learning and initiated the broadcasting of educational lessons on 

television, teachers responded by adapting their teaching through different social media 

channels, including WhatsApp, WeChat, and Telegram Messenger (International Task Force 

on Teachers for Education 2030, 2021). As these messaging services are widely used and 

quite simple to understand, many teachers did not require formal training for using the 

technology itself. These platforms allow teachers to share materials, assign tasks, and 

address some student questions, but they are limited in replicating the interactive 

communication normally found within a classroom. 

 

For contexts where teachers and students alike have internet-capable devices and internet 

connectivity, more online complicated platforms, such as Zoom, Microsoft Teams, and 

Google Classrooms, provide a closer facsimile of the classroom experience; but for teachers 

who lack prior experience with online learning platforms, there are multiple challenges  in 

using the technology. They need to learn both about using the programme itself (such as 

mastering the chat function, sharing materials, muting all participants who are not presenting, 

security and safeguarding, etc.) as well as about how to use them effectively for learning 

rather than just uploading normal classroom content onto the platform or simply lecturing.  

 

In Uganda, the National Teachers’ Colleges (NTC) have been working to increase the digital 

competence of teachers, including through support to distance teaching and learning (Enabel 

et al., 2020). They have developed an online general teaching methods course which 

outlines good practice in teacher training education. This is hosted on a one-stop open 

access portal which is zero-rated3 by the main network provider MTN. The platform supports 

communities of practice and also contains learning content for all subjects that has been 

 

3 Zero-rating is an approach where internet providers allow users to access certain websites and webpages 
without charge to them, or to their internet data plan. 
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created by NTC lecturers. Particularly relevant to remote and blended learning, the portal 

also has an ICT guide for teaching and learning which contains a set of tutorials on the main 

digital tools that can be used to support teaching and learning, covering topics like creating 

an account, sharing resources, and creating quizzes or discussion groups. As a stopgap 

measure, it provides some immediate support for teachers able to shift to an online modality.   

 

However, a recent three-year controlled experiment in South Africa, conducted prior to the 

outbreak of COVID-19, examined the effectiveness of face-to-face and virtual coaching and 

teaching to deliver professional development to teachers; the study found that face-to-face 

coaching was more effective than virtual coaching (Cilliers et al., 2021). Although this may 

not be possible in contexts where COVID-19 restrictions prevent face-to-face contact, it 

indicates the need to replicate key features of effective professional development in virtual 

environments or establish small group and socially distanced peer support groups.  

 

Peepul, a not-for-profit organisation in India, demonstrates how remote professional 

development could work in practice (McAleavy et al., 2021; Peepul, n.d.). Firstly, the remote 

model and resources developed were based on what Peepul had learnt previously about how 

teachers learn best, meaning that training modules needed to be: 

 

• Short and easily consumable; 

• Accessible for teachers with limited phone data; and 

• Accessible for teachers with limited (or no) experience in engaging with professional 

development. 

 

Accordingly, Peepul designed mixed-media content in the form of videos, quizzes, podcasts, 

and readings. Teachers were also given reading or exercises to complete prior  to taking 

each training module and were sent reflective materials to complete afterwards. To support 

teachers who had not previously received professional development (including remote 

professional development), Peepul offered an initial 10-minute tutorial in online learning. The 

remote training encouraged reflective, practical, and supportive interactions with trainers, 

mentors, and peers. It was anticipated that participation in online training alone would not 

ensure shifts in teacher mindsets and practices. Therefore, through creating online 

professional development communities through YouTube Plus, they encouraged and enabled 

teachers to talk about what they had learned and how to translate it into day-to-day practice. 

In response to COVID-19, training aimed to equip teachers with practical approaches to 

support and work with parents to support their children’s education. 

 

Another example of an effective online professional development approach is Comunidad 

Atenea, an internet-based teaching learning community and support programme for teachers 

in Latin America, which is based in Argentina (Comunidad Atenea, n.d.; McAleavy et al., 

2021; Varkey Foundation, 2020). The site offers teaching ideas and materials, courses, and 

a virtual community for teachers. Since school closures began, Comunidad Atenea has 

registered about 100 teachers per day.  Although it was originally set up for teachers in Latin 

America, the site and materials have been accessed by professionals in 92 countries. The 

site uses existing widely known platforms such as YouTube and, more recently, it has 

teamed up with the social media platform, TikTok, to invite the creation and sharing of 

audiovisual content to promote and motivate learning and offer teacher development.  
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In resource-scarce contexts, there are examples of low-tech options like connecting small 

groups of teachers through SMS (Jordan et al., 2021), which allows teachers to continue to 

communicate and share their experiences and ideas. Groups like this can provide some 

community support for teachers working both in high-tech and low-tech scenarios and, as 

demonstrated later, some sense of camaraderie and informal psycho-social support.    

Other publications highlight the importance of training teachers in digital pedagogy to 

adapt to remote learning, a gap indicated by educators in Africa (EdTech Hub, 2020; 

McAleavy et al., 2021). 

 

• In Indonesia, teachers were offered support through a webinar series on remote 

learning pedagogies. In addition, teachers were given access to an online platform 

called Teacher Shares, which enabled collaboration and peer-to-peer support with 

other teachers and private online learning providers (MoECRT, 2021). 

• In Nepal, Sierra Leone, and Vietnam, the World Bank has implemented training for 

teachers on digital skills and also the provision of psycho-social support to learners 

(World Bank, 2020). 

• In Asia, the most common form of support for teachers for remote teaching was the 

provision of instructions on how to make use of online and audiovisual learning 

platforms, which was followed by the adaption of existing content.  

 

Despite these success stories, almost one in five countries did not provide any additional 

support for teachers, due to a lack of either capacity or requirement (UNESCO Asia et al., 

2021, p. 23). Only a small percentage of teachers in Asia received training on remote 

pedagogy, and how to organise remote learning. Across these examples, too, there is a clear 

gap in training teachers in how to support marginalised learners: existing programmes 

appear to be focused on addressing technological and basic pedagogical needs, rather than 

expanding teachers’ methodological and pedagogical toolkits to target learners with specific 

needs.   

Protecting the mental health of teachers during school closures and ensuring that new 

forms of education provision do not place unhelpful strain on the workforce remain 

important. With remote learning during the period of school closures and mixed 

modalities of learning and teaching as schools reopen, dividing time between direct 

teaching and administrative workload appeared off balance.  

 

EdTech has partly exacerbated teachers’ workloads, requiring them to learn new skills, 

develop and deliver their practice in new forums, and communicate with families (McAleavy 

et al., 2021; World Bank, 2021a). In some contexts, teachers were required to contact 

learners and their parents directly to follow up on learning through telephone, SMS, and 

virtual groups. To highlight this, 67% of countries globally encouraged teachers to interact 

with their students (and their parents) through SMS and messaging apps (International Task 

Force on Teachers for Education 2030, 2021). Therefore, approaches to alleviate some of 

the constraints on teachers’ time “were critical in a time when students needed not only 

support to catch up but to deal with socio-emotional issues” (World Bank, 2021a, p. 11). 

 

The Inter-Agency Network for Education in Emergencies (INEE) developed guidance on 

psycho-social support, which targets teachers and other education professionals as one of its 
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five domains (INEE, 2018; McAleavy et al., 2021). It emphasises the need for effective 

support and supervision for teachers including through peer-to-peer networks. Practical tools 

and advice for school leaders on how to support teachers (and themselves) with their 

psycho-social and emotional wellbeing can also be found in the Teacher Taskforce toolkit 

(International Task Force on Teachers for Education 2030 et al., 2020). Guiding questions 

help school leaders consider what they can do to support staff and how to prepare staff to 

provide psycho-social support to learners. Peer support for leaders, teachers, and pupils is 

key and counselling services should intervene where required.  

 

Save the Children has also developed a module on teacher wellbeing as part of their Safe 

Schools teacher professional development manual (Save the Children, 2020). The module 

looks at identifying and managing stress and how this influences teacher and student 

wellbeing. It aims to help teachers to develop personal strategies and draw on the support of 

others to combat stress. 

The role of teachers in relation to disadvantaged groups’ access 
and engagement with remote learning  

Across the literature, the role of teachers in supporting marginalised groups’ access and 

engagement with remote learning appears inconsistent. However, this may be because of 

the strong influence and impact that other community-based actors or programme teams had 

on supporting these groups, in terms of delivering child protection, maintaining learners’ 

contact with education, and supporting the transition back to school (see Section 5). As was 

introduced in the previous subsection, the support to teachers to engage marginalised 

learners in remote learning approaches seemed limited and inconsistent.  

Across the globe, over 20% of teachers surveyed by the World Bank felt that they did not 

have the support needed to help students with disabilities throughout the period of 

school closures (Mcclain-Nhlapo et al., 2020, p. 29). Only 16% of teachers felt that they did 

have the necessary support to help children with disabilities.  

Interestingly, in the same survey, only 5% of teachers highlighted the need for professional 

development to help them support children with disabilities to engage with remote learning. 

The main challenges that were highlighted included availability of devices, lack of support 

from parents, lack of individual support for children with disabilities, and internet availability 

(Mcclain-Nhlapo et al., 2020, p. 31). It could therefore be suggested that teachers’ support to 

children with disabilities during school closures should be complemented by blended 

inclusive approaches, including individualised face-to-face support.  

 

With those gaps, the support of marginalised learners during the pandemic period has 

instead been taken up by community and non-state actors.  

In Pakistan, professional development support to teachers within the non-formal 

education (NFE) system has supported hard-to-reach children that have fallen outside of 

government education provision (Rahman et al., 2021). This highlights the importance of 

non-state actors in supporting the continuity of education for marginalised learners.   

 

NFE teachers were offered professional development support through an online platform, 

which included specific training on subject matter knowledge, pedagogical skills, and online 
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training methods (Rahman et al., 2021). The professional development programme was both 

synchronous and asynchronous, to allow for some self-directed learning. The online format 

of the live training on WhatsApp reportedly increased attendance and participant 

responsiveness, as participants were able to use the chat function to post questions and 

respond to tasks. In addition, trainers were able to subtly contact teachers who were not 

responding through the same chat function. 

 

The online platform also hosted learning materials for students, and SMSs were sent to raise 

awareness of their availability, as well as to engage learners through receiving numerous 

“interesting facts and brain teasers” (Rahman et al., 2021, p. 11). All materials were available 

in Urdu and Sindhi. In addition, the platform was used to share health guidance and 

wellbeing tips on how to cope with stress.  

 

Findings from a questionnaire issued to the NFE teachers indicate that the online platform, 

compared to traditional NFE textbooks used by teachers and students, was easier to use, 

more interesting for children, and more effective in remote learning contexts (Rahman et al., 

2021, p. 26).  

 

However, a key barrier to this approach was access to technology, including gendered 

access.  

One school near Bogotá, Colombia, demonstrated the importance of the roles of school 

leaders and teachers in supporting learners with disabilities. However, their support was 

localised and seemed to be driven by their own initiative, implying that the impact was 

limited and lacked coordination with education authorities. This was supported by recent 

research which concluded that there were significant gaps between the Government of 

Colombia’s policy on supporting learners with disabilities and their unmet needs during 

the period of the pandemic (Laverde, 2021). 

 

After schools were closed in response to COVID-19, the Jose de San Martín Commercial 

Technical School in Bogotá located learners with disabilities to provide support and maintain 

contact during the period of school closure, and issued a survey to identify their needs  

(Laverde, 2021). In response, the school distributed tablets with Google Suite and other 

applications pre-loaded, and SIM cards with an internet allowance, to the learners with 

disabilities. The school trained parents on how to operate the tablets, which alleviated some 

pressure on teachers’ time.  
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4. Ensuring the continuation of learning  

This section addresses the fourth research sub-question: “What have we learnt about no-

tech, low-tech, and high-tech models for continued learning?”  

 

Globally, evidence on effective remote learning strategies is inconsistent, and challenges 

have been experienced by governments and donors in “implementing even the most basic 

measures to support the continued learning of students” (Yorke et al., 2021, p. 190). 

Generally, this is due to infrastructure and access to resources, which are influenced by 

learners’ socioeconomic status, geographic location, and gender (Hossain, 2021; Yorke et 

al., 2021).  

 

The findings from this section, and on what works for the continuation of learning during 

school closures, are summarised in Figure 2. This highlights the opportunity afforded by 

mixed models of remote and face-to-face education provision, and combining high-tech with 

low-tech and no-tech (van Cappelle et al., 2021). Where remote learning interventions were 

successfully implemented, there was strong involvement, support from, and coordination with 

community-based actors, including district officials and middle-tier professionals.  

Figure 2: Mixed modalities for effective remote learning  

Source: Author’s own. 

 

This section therefore summarises the key lessons learned on EdTech approaches (including 

low-tech and no-tech approaches), and the role of the wider community and parents in 

supporting this learning.  

Adjusting the curriculum can reduce the costs and time to create and implement remote 

learning content, which can enable a faster response to disruptions to education. Going 

forward, updating and adapting “core” subject remote learning materials could be a cost- 

and time-effective strategy and minimise learners’ disruption to education.  

 

In a number of countries, especially those that had not implemented large-scale remote 

learning programmes before the emergence of COVID-19, “core” subjects and foundational 

knowledge were prioritised in terms of the development and roll-out of remote learning 
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approaches (World Bank, 2021a). These generally included reading, mathematics, and 

science. A qualitative research study from interviews with policymakers and education 

experts4 found that this targeted approach was effective in reducing costs as well as the time 

required between content creation and dissemination (World Bank, 2021a, p. 42). However, 

the World Bank (2021a) highlighted the need for remote learning materials to focus not only 

on academic competencies, but competencies and skills required to effectively navigate the 

context causing disruption to education, including self-directed learning, socio-emotional 

skills, and wellbeing. 

EdTech 

Personalised learning software has demonstrated effectiveness in bridging learning gaps 

and addressing learning loss caused by disruptions to school in low-resource contexts 

(Dewan et al., 2021; Jordan et al., 2021; UNICEF Jordan, 2021).  

A number of tablet- and smartphone-based apps have been developed to understand 

learners’ level of proficiency in a subject, and tailor lessons and exercises to reflect the level 

identified (Jordan et al., 2021). In India, the Mindspark app improved numeracy scores by 

38% over a period of four and a half months. In Malawi, the onecourse app addressed 

gender gaps in reading and mathematics amongst early grade students.  

 

In the context of continued disruption to schooling due to emerging variants of COVID-19, 

embedding the key principles of accelerated and remedial learning into EdTech approaches 

is an important consideration to address the widening of learning inequity. However, this 

could have challenges for learners who do not have access to devices, the internet, or 

electricity. 

Interactive radio instruction has been a common approach to ensuring the continuity of 

learning for underserved communities. However, it requires students to “take an active 

role in the learning process, for example answering questions or working in groups” to 

support effective learning (van Cappelle et al., 2021, p. 8). This learning environment may 

be difficult to foster at home with no facilitator. This highlights the importance of parental 

engagement and the need to support parents to help their children, and/or contact with 

teachers during school closures. 

 

• In Bangladesh, 40-minute radio lessons were developed for primary-aged learners 

and were broadcasted across 16 radio stations from Sunday to Thursday, from 

4.05pm (Bhattacharjee & Shiblee, 2021). Over 200 of these lessons were interactive 

and allowed learners to listen to live sessions with teachers. 

 

In India, only 2.7% of surveyed children across all grades that were enrolled in government 

and private schools reported that they used radio as a means to support their learning during 

school closures (van Cappelle et al., 2021, p. 8). Van Cappelle et al. (2021) note that static 

programming of radio- and television-broadcasted lessons could act as a barrier for 

adolescent learners in particular, who may have household chores or paid work 

 

4 From Uruguay, Estonia, Rwanda, Pakistan, Niger, Nepal, Mozambique, Malawi, Cameroon, Cambodia, and 
Afghanistan. 
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responsibilities. This could be overcome, however, through repeat broadcasts, or making 

broadcasts available to download. 

Remote learning that is supported through mobile phone texts and phone calls have 

proven benefit for attainment with greater gains for lower-achieving students (Angrist, 

Bergman et al., 2020; Angrist, de Barros et al., 2020). This suggests that the provision of 

support through mobile phones and other low-tech options can assist in closing equity 

gaps in learning. 

 

A randomised controlled trial across 4,500 families with primary-aged children in Botswana 

measured the impact of a weekly SMS sent to parents, and a weekly SMS sent followed by a 

phone call over a four-week period (Angrist, Bergman et al., 2020). For both interventions, 

non-governmental organisation (NGO) staff working in partnership with the Ministry of Basic 

Education collected families’ phone numbers from primary schools, and contacted parents to 

gauge interest on whether they were interested in receiving phone-based support for remote 

learning.  

 

The weekly SMS contained a number of simple mathematics problems (see Figure 3), which 

was sent at the beginning of each week through a bulk SMS messaging platform (Angrist, 

Bergman et al. 2020, p. 5). The study found that 

in some cases, parents worked through the 

mathematics problems with their child, and in 

other cases parents passed on the message 

directly to their child. The estimated cost for this 

intervention over a four-week period was USD 

3,200 (USD 2.13 per child). 

 

For the second intervention, the weekly SMS 

was followed by a 15–20-minute phone call, 

which sought to provide support for learning, as 

well as encouraging motivation and 

accountability, and a measure of safeguarding 

by encouraging parents/caregivers to be 

present with their child during the phone call. 

The facilitator asked the parent to put the call 

on speaker and ensure the child was listening, 

therefore allowing both the parent and child to 

engage in learning together (Angrist, Bergman 

et al., 2020, p. 5). The facilitator answered any 

questions related to the mathematics problems 

in the SMSs, and provided a further 

mathematics problem to solve and practise 

(Figure 4 provides an example of the 

conversation). The study found that for 

approximately 37% of calls, facilitators only 

spoke with the parent/caregiver; however they 

used this time to help the parent to provide 

learning support on the SMS mathematics 

Figure 3: An example of a mathematics problem sent 

by SMS to parents 

Source: Angrist, Bergman et al. (2020, p.6). 
Reproduced with permission. 
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problems. The estimated cost for this intervention over a four-week period was USD 17,800 

(approximately USD 14 per child). 

Both interventions resulted in a 

significant positive effect on 

children’s learning. Further, the 

study found that combining the 

SMS with a weekly follow-up 

call resulted in a 52% 

reduction in innumeracy 

(Angrist, Bergman et al., 2020). 

The study also found higher 

parental engagement, and 

more accurate parental 

perceptions of their children’s 

learning.  

 

Similar examples of low-tech 

distance learning have 

demonstrated positive gains 

beyond academic learning. In 

India, a study found that 

adolescents’ contact with 

teachers through SMSs 

improved their perception of 

learning (van Cappelle et al., 

2021). Further, in Cambodia, 

the Ministry of Education 

worked with the Global 

Partnership for Education 

(GPE) to understand learners’ access to technology and inform their response to COVID-19. 

GPE provided block grants to schools to purchase basic equipment and stationery, as well as 

paper-based learning materials for marginalised students. This was supported through SMSs 

and Telegram messages, as access to mobiles was relatively high (World Bank, 2021a). As 

with examples of teacher professional development cited earlier in this review, the use of 

existing, popular technologies, such as mobile phone apps and capabilities, demonstrates 

promise also for students’ academic and non-academic learning outcomes.  

 

A number of countries in the Asia-Pacific region have developed remote and distance 

learning options that included synchronous and asynchrous learning and engagement 

with teachers. However, these approaches were heavily dependent on access to internet-

enabled devices. Therefore, the experience of learning throughout school closures varied 

across income groups (UNESCO Asia et al., 2021, p. 46). 

 

In Bangladesh, for example, learning materials were disseminated and live lessons 

broadcasted through popular social media platforms, including Facebook Live and YouTube. 

One Facebook page in particular (Ghore Boshe Shikhi) aired over 2,200 live lessons, which 

attracted over 10 million views. Classes covered academic lessons and subjects, as well as 

focusing on mental health and wellbeing and soft skills, including painting, web 

development, film-making, and game design (Bhattacharjee & Shiblee, 2021, p. 27).  

Figure 4: An example of a follow-up telephone call to parents and children  

Source: Angrist, Bergman et al. (2020, p. 6). Reproduced with permission. 
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Lessons from UNICEF’s interventions in the Asia-Pacific region highlighted the need for 

stronger coordination and alignment amongst different interventions to support the 

continuation of learning and to enhance impact (Ackers, 2021), with application far 

beyond the region. 

This includes training to teachers, parents, and learners on ICT skills and online safety, 

further training to teachers on remote learning pedagogy, mental health, and psycho-social 

support, and conducting remote assessments. This must be accompanied with a clear and 

coherent communication strategy to ensure uptake, and an adapted curriculum that reflects 

potential learning loss caused by disruption to schooling, and data to monitor and adjust.  

 

Most importantly, however, UNICEF emphasised the need for alignment across all remote 

learning packages to effectively deliver the curriculum. For example, learning kits and self -

study packs should supplement and support audiovisual broadcasts, which could then be 

further supported through SMS coverage as a forum for teachers’ input and digital platforms 

to enable peer-to-peer discussion and access to additional educational resources (Ackers, 

2021). 

 

This is demonstrated somewhat in São Paulo, Brazil, where education authorities 

implemented a multi-modal remote learning programme. The programme was supported by 

strong communication campaigns (using adverts on television and social media to inform 

families and teachers about learning activities), specific actors that contacted fami lies and 

learners who were out of reach, and frequent communication between teachers and the 

Education Secretary. As a result, the remote learning programme was accessed by a high 

percentage of learners (World Bank, 2021a). 

The role of parents, community members, and NGOs 

There is often an assumption that the remote element of education provision, whether 

implemented because of full school closure or as part of a blended model, involves 

technology. However, this is wrong. Examples of educational delivery that are built on mixed 

face-to-face and remote elements provided by parents, NGOs, and the wider community 

seemed to have been effective in ensuring the continuation of learning.  

Research conducted before the pandemic demonstrated a strong positive association 

between children’s home literacy environment (access to reading materials and support 

to use the materials) and their reading proficiency (Brossard et al., 2020). Therefore, 

interventions that supported parents’ abilities to help their child learn were important as 

part of wider efforts to ensure the continuation of learning.  

 

In low-resource contexts, this could involve encouraging parents to use local household 

materials to promote learning, especially for younger children and children with disab ilities 

(Mcclain-Nhlapo et al., 2020). For example, beans and stones could be used to develop 

literacy skills (through using the object to create shapes of letters or words) and numeracy 

skills (counting, addition and subtraction). Encouraging learning through games has been 

found to be an effective means to support learning, although further research is required 

(Jordan et al., 2021).  

 

In particular, supporting mothers who have not completed their education seemed an 

important focus, as in some contexts gender norms determined that mothers would support 
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children’s learning during school closures as part of their  care responsibilities (Brossard et 

al., 2020; Kapur, 2020).  For example, in Ethiopia, approximately 50% of primary caregivers 

had never been to school and could not read, and one third of primary caregivers had not 

completed primary school education (Mcclain-Nhlapo et al., 2020, p. 26).  

 

Parents’ accessibility to remote learning resources has therefore been raised as an important 

consideration to support children’s continuation of learning and maintain learners’ motivation 

to learn (Jordan et al., 2021). For example, in Sierra Leone, interventions used forums that 

are not dependent on text to communicate with parents in communities with low levels of 

literacy (Mcclain-Nhlapo et al., 2020). This included disseminating key information through 

radio, television, and mobile apps in areas with good access to these devices. However, in 

areas with limited access to technology, parents were sent information in picture format, 

including comic strips to explain how to run games to support early grade children’s learning. 

Parents could also ask their children to read aloud to them, and support with pronunciation.  

 

Examples of support that has been provided to parents include:  

 

• In Indonesia, parents were supplied with entertainment and learning materials wi th 

the objective to enhance the quality of the home learning environment. This included 

audiovisual storybooks. An online platform, Sharing of Parents, was established to 

encourage peer-to-peer support and sharing of lessons amongst parents (MoECRT, 

2021).  

• In Kenya, the UK aid-funded Girls’ Education Challenge programme developed 

guidance for parents to support their children’s learning (McAleavy et al., 2021). This 

included posters, audio messages that were disseminated on social media (including 

WhatsApp), SMSs, household visits, and support from community health volunteers. 

A similar approach, Keep Kenya Learning, found that caregiver confidence to support 

children’s learning increased, and access to educational resources on their phones 

increased (Kimathi et al., 2021). However, parents’ belief that their knowledge and 

skills are relevant for their child’s development did not change.  

• Nepal, Somalia, Togo, and the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea all reported in 

a joint survey commissioned by UNESCO, UNICEF, and the World Bank that 

teachers and/or principals made regular telephone calls to parents (McAleavy et al., 

2021). 

• In Mali, schools organised and facilitated regular “chat” sessions with learners, their 

parents, community leaders, and teachers (McAleavy et al., 2021).  

 

Broader community actors have also been key in supporting parents to enable children’s 

learning. In Rwanda, for example, community volunteers and local education activists 

developed materials to support parents through school closures, which included simple 

videos on helping children with disabilities, and audio messages that encouraged parents to 

keep positive when supporting children’s learning (Mcclain-Nhlapo et al., 2020, p. 41). These 

actors also offered counsel and emotional support to parents through telephone 

conversations. 

 

However, working with parents and community members requires effective leadership and 

coordination, including frequent consultation with key stakeholders to ensure the needs of 

learners and their families are met. In Bangladesh, for example, UNICEF strengthened 
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partnerships with local NGOs to find solutions to continue to support learners in their 

communities (Coursac, 2021).  

Findings from a desk-based study supported by semi-structured interviews with 

education stakeholders in Haiti note how NGOs implemented several innovative 

approaches that directly sought to address the gaps within the government’s response to 

COVID-19 (Boothby et al., 2021). However, these interventions were often limited in scope 

and reach, which was hindered in part by the lack of coordination amongst the different 

actors and with government. This highlights the importance of effective leadership and 

coordination at a national and subnational level.  

 

The Government of Haiti’s response to COVID-19 was dependent on access to technology, 

including internet-enabled devices and television. However, a number of logistical challenges 

meant that broadcasting ended after a few weeks, and the content that had been televised 

could not be retrieved and re-aired (Boothby et al., 2021, p. 282). It is estimated that 1.7% of 

learners accessed the online learning platform; however, there are no available data on the 

reach of the televised lessons. 

 

Success stories from the non-government response in Boothby et al. (2021) include: 

 

• Schools liaising with parents who dropped off and picked up printed homework on a 

rotation system. 

• Collaboration between two local NGOs and a university-based research centre 

developed three radio programmes which were broadcasted on various radio stations 

(including faith-based stations) and were accompanied by the distribution of 15,000 

solar-powered radios (Boothby et al., 2021, p. 285). The broadcasts were in French 

and Creole, and included: 

o Literacy lessons that were supplemented by a reading hour broadcast; 

o A social and emotional learning programme for young children; and 

o A programme that specifically targeted parent engagement.  

• A local foundation that distributed basic mobile phones to 1,000 girls and arranged 

weekly catch ups to monitor and support their mental wellbeing, complemented by 

toll-free hotlines for girls to call to speak with either a nurse, teacher, or counsellor 

(Boothby et al., 2021, p. 286). 

 

Elsewhere, liaison with non-academic professionals, including mental health support, has 

been successful. In Lebanon, where there is a high proliferation of internet-enabled devices 

and access to the internet, WhatsApp was used to send videos and audio messages to 

provide parents with content and advice to support their children’s learning (Mcclain-Nhlapo 

et al., 2020, p. 40). An inclusive schools’ programme pilot supported head teachers to 

coordinate with school staff, therapists, other professionals, and parents to ensure that 

remote learning is inclusive for all learners. 
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5. Reaching the most marginalised 

The importance of low-tech and no-tech approaches to remote learning is emphasised in 

the context of marginalised learners, and therefore a no-tech safety net cannot be 

underestimated.  

 

From a UNICEF survey covering 44 countries, the most frequent response to how actors 

within these countries were supporting marginalised groups, reported by 28 countries, was 

sending physical packages of learning materials to children who do not have access to radio, 

television, or internet-enabled devices and the internet (UNICEF, 2021d). This is important to 

ensure retainment and engagement with marginalised learners, and therefore mitigate the 

risk of dropout, as highlighted within several ministry of education strategies:  

 

• In Ecuador, the Education Continuity Plan puts supporting the most vulnerable at the 

centre and outlines that school retention is one of the most important outcomes 

during the emergency period (MoE, 2020). 

• The Bangladesh plan outlines using differentiated approaches including non-formal 

education, proactive tracking of at-risk students, as well as social media campaigns 

to promote the importance of home learning and, as schools reopen, returning to  

school (MoPME & MoE, 2020). 

 

Beyond education-specific interventions, the provision of basic humanitarian support 

for families in crisis, including food and key staples, was critical to support the most 

marginalised. More generally, basic support is especially important to protect girls’ learning 

outcomes, as economic uncertainty has been found to increase the likelihood of coping 

strategies to restrict women and girls’ food intake (as discriminatory gender norms in some 

contexts prioritise men’s health and nutrition (Kapur, 2020). But it is also an important 

consideration in contexts that offered school feeding programmes to ensure that lea rners 

could continue to focus on their education. 

• In India, state authorities delivered milk, fruit, and vegetables to children’s homes with 

their worksheets (Coursac, 2021; UNESCO Asia et al., 2021, p. 24).  

• In Brazil, the government distributed food baskets to disadvantaged families 

(Niemczyk et al., 2021, p. 178).  

• In South Sudan, a UK aid-funded programme provided cash transfers to marginalised 

learners, including girls, to ensure that their basic needs are met during the period of 

school closures (Mcclain-Nhlapo et al., 2020, p. 37).  

• In Algeria, working mothers who have children with disabilities were provided with 

paid leave (Mcclain-Nhlapo et al., 2020, p. 70). 

Financial support to continue learning was also important for learners from poor 

socioeconomic backgrounds.  

• In Indonesia, the Ministry of Education, Culture, Research and Technology 

(MoECRT) provided financial support for disadvantaged learners to access tuition 

assistance, through an Indonesian Smart Card scheme (MoECRT, 2021). 

• The MoECRT in Indonesia also distributed an internet data quota to over two million 

recipients to support remote learning, which included students (MoECRT, 2021). 

• Marginalised adolescent girls within refugee camps in Northern Kenya were provided 

with conditional cash transfers to address financial barriers to their education 
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(UNICEF, 2021a, p. 39). Cash transfers were provided to 20,000 girls within female-

headed households, through multiple disbursement platforms including mobile 

money. As a result, attendance rates amongst the targeted cohorts increased by 

70%, and these girls achieved a 90% graduation rate to the next grade.  

 

For many children with disabilities, COVID-19 has exacerbated social and educational 

isolation. Many remote learning approaches adopted by countries were not accessible 

to learners with additional needs, including those with visual and hearing impairments 

(Mcclain-Nhlapo et al., 2020). This remains a key challenge. 

 

Globally, there is differential access to different technologies, including radios, televisions, 

mobile phones, and internet-enabled devices. However, an online survey issued to parents of 

children with disabilities during the period of school closures highlighted mixed attitudes to 

the usability and usefulness of technology to support their child’s learning (Mcclain-Nhlapo et 

al., 2020, p. 21). Accessibility of remote learning approaches was also dependent on:  

• Access to the internet and data packages;  

• Parent or caregivers’ ability to provide support; 

• Language of instruction (in many countries sign language is not recognised as an 

official language); 

• A lack of individualised learning and support for children with disabilities; and 

• Challenges in procuring and distributing large volumes of items (including tech) in 

emergency contexts. 

However, there were a number of examples that can be learned from to inform the scale of 

future interventions, although more research is needed to better understand their impact. 

Approximately 60 countries adopted social protection measures for persons with disabilities, 

and 18 specifically adopted measures to target children with disabilities (Mcclain-Nhlapo et 

al., 2020). An important consideration for reaching children with disabilities to continue 

learning is the adoption of Universal Design for Learning (UDL), which acknowledges that all 

learners are different, and therefore teaching and learning should use a variety of methods to 

support all learners’ needs. This was demonstrated in a variety of contexts. 

 

In 2014, the Government of Bangladesh launched a new initiative to provide learners with 

print and learning disabilities access to virtual reading, called Accessible Reading Materials 

(ARM), through the provision of low-cost assistive reading devices (Bhattacharjee & Shiblee, 

2021). In response to COVID-19 and subsequent school closures, the government converted 

all grade 1–12 textbooks and made these available through ARM. This was complemented 

by the provision of accessible dictionaries and teacher training on UDL. The benefits of the 

intervention during school closures included a reported increase in learning independence 

and improvements in visually impaired learners’ Higher Secondary Exam results.  

 

However, it should be acknowledged that, unlike other initiatives implemented in response to 

COVID-19 to reach children with disabilities, the children who benefited from ARM during the 

pandemic had prior experience of using these accessible materials and assistive 

technologies. The benefit of the ARM initiative can therefore be seen as an expansion of 

children’s access to learning during school closures (Bhattacharjee & Shiblee, 2021). 

 

In addition to this:  
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• In Peru, televised lessons were supported with sign language interpreters, radio 

lessons were delivered in nine different languages, and online-based learning 

materials were adapted specifically for learners with additional needs (World Bank, 

2021a).  

• In Rwanda, sign language interpretation was included in televised lessons, and 

Braille learning resources were developed to support radio lessons in English, 

Kinyarwanda, and mathematics (Mcclain-Nhlapo et al., 2020, p. 20). However, few 

learners received copies of these resources (168 across the country at the time of 

publication). In addition, digital supplementary readers and textbooks were developed 

and distributed through a variety of channels. 

Supporting parents who became full-time carers for a child with disabilities and educators 

when schools closed was crucial to maintain children’s engagement with learning.  

In Rwanda, the Rwanda Education Board disseminated guidance to parents with children 

with disabilities on how to support their child during school closures (Mcclain-Nhlapo et al., 

2020, p. 20). This included contact by head teachers and community volunteers through 

home visits or telephone calls to provide support and monitor children’s interaction and 

engagement with learning materials, and mobilising support from young people with 

disabilities to support families.  

In some contexts, EdTech approaches to support the continuation of learning during 

school closures risked exacerbating existing gender, digital, and financial divisions and 

inequity in education (Oulo et al., 2021). However, radio lessons and paper-based 

resources, supported by facilitated reading camps, have been found to support 

adolescent girls’ learning outcomes in reading and mathematics (Amenya et al., 2021).  

It was estimated that boys were 1.5 times more l ikely to own a phone than their female 

counterparts and one third more likely to access the internet, before the onset of COVID-19 

(Oulo et al., 2021, p. 3). 

 

This assessment is generally supported by a survey issued in May/June 2020, which found 

that most marginalised girls in Kenya did not have access to television or radio lessons 

during the period of school closures. To mitigate the anticipated impacts of the pandemic on 

girls’ education outcomes, including poor performance and dropout, in part due to increases 

in domestic chores and limited access to technology, the UK aid-funded Wasichana Wetu 

Wafaulu programme worked with community health volunteers (CHVs) to establish reading 

camps (Amenya et al., 2021). These camps provided a form of peer learning in Arid and 

Semi-Arid Lands (ASAL), where up to five girls from grades 6 and 7 met to engage in 

learning activities, and were facilitated by remedial teachers. Reading camps were further 

supported by camp mentors, who “were mainly secondary and university level students, [and] 

provided more targeted facilitation focusing on areas such [as] timetable development, time 

management, values, adolescent sexuality, and reproductive health” (Amenya et al., 2021, p. 

11). Groups met up to five times per week from 8am to 12pm, and CHVs monitored and 

tracked girls’ attendance. When girls did not attend the reading camps, the CHVs made 

household visits. This was supported by community messaging activities to raise awareness 

of the importance of girls continuing their studies, including through attending the reading 

camps. 

Mixed-methods research into girls’ learning experiences identified the potential impact for 

peer-based learning. The research found that attendance of the reading camps, paper-based 
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learning resources, and listening to radio lessons in groups were associated with higher 

performance in reading and mathematics (Amenya et al., 2021). In addition, parents released 

girls from their household responsibilities to attend the reading camps and complete their 

homework, and participation in reading camps partially offset the barriers to learning that 

some girls experienced due to living with illiterate household members. Lastly, participation 

in the reading camps and group discussions reportedly benefited girls’ self-confidence, 

motivation for learning, and discipline.  

 

In Burkina Faso, a similar approach was adopted to support girls during school closures 

(UNICEF, 2020). Female community coaches were “beacons of hope” for girls, by providing 

advice and support in menstrual hygiene management and life skills, and raised awareness 

within the community of the importance of girls’ learning (UNICEF, 2020, p. 2). Often, the 

coaches were internally displaced persons (IDPs) and were educated, and this encouraged 

girls’ prioritisation of their studies, which was especially impactful in communities w ith a 

limited number of qualified teachers. This was further complemented by women’s groups, 

which proactively identified and supported girls at risk of school dropout.   

 

A number of publications highlight the importance of providing psycho-social support to 

marginalised girls (Naylor et al., 2021; Oulo et al., 2021; UNICEF, 2021a). In addition, 

interventions that support girls through online platforms and internet-enabled devices must 

also include safeguarding measures to protect them from harm and online abuse (Naylor et 

al., 2021). 

Low-cost technology, including WhatsApp, was an important tool in maintaining contact 

with marginalised girls and ensuring their continuity of learning.    

In Dzaleka refugee camp in Malawi, teachers were trained in a variety of remote learning 

approaches (including radio, social media, and other online platforms), and secondary 

school-aged girls were provided with smartphones and data bundles (UNICEF, 2021a, p. 24). 

The Jesuit Refugee Service (JRS) installed solar infrastructure in a local office, which 

provided “a free and safe place for girls to charge their laptops and phones and study as 

needed” (UNICEF, 2021a, p. 24). However, the upfront cost per girl was USD 195, with a 

monthly running cost of USD 30 per girl. Radios were also procured and distributed in the 

camp to enable access to radio lessons. Homework was issued and feedback was collected 

via WhatsApp, and the JRS convened frequent “listening sessions” for girls, which addressed 

issues including early marriage, GBV, and household responsibilities. In response to 

concerns raised in these listening sessions, girls were given access to social workers, 

counsellors, and a mother group. This provided girls with continuity of learning during school 

closures.  

 

In Zimbabwe, a UK aid-funded programme provided teachers and community volunteers with 

a small data bundle and organised these individuals with school-aged girls into WhatsApp 

groups, which acted as a forum to share materials and learning activities (Zwier-

Marongedza, 2021). Approximately 6,000 girls were supported. WhatsApp was also used by 

the community volunteers as an alert system to at-risk girls, and by the programme to 

communicate with religious and community-based leaders to highlight the key issues facing 

adolescent girls and their access to education (see https://en.unesco.org/news/education-

through-whatsapp-keeping-girls-learning-and-safe-during-lockdown-zimbabwe for an 

example). 

https://en.unesco.org/news/education-through-whatsapp-keeping-girls-learning-and-safe-during-lockdown-zimbabwe
https://en.unesco.org/news/education-through-whatsapp-keeping-girls-learning-and-safe-during-lockdown-zimbabwe
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