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Overview 3

1. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has created the largest disruption of
education systems in history, affecting globally nearly 1.6 billion
children and youth. In Bangladesh, over 40 million students have
remained out of school for more than a year since March, 2020.
The immediate and longer-term effects of the pandemic have
prompted Education Watch to examine the education
consequences and appropriate responses in Bangladesh. The
study is intended to be an important complement, specifically
from a civil society education stakeholders’ point of view, to other
rapid surveys, studies and government response initiatives. It
needs to be mentioned that since the Education Survey findings
were analysed and a hopeful scenario was anticipated by middle
of March, 2021 a second wave of the pandemic hit the country
which required some of the earlier premises and projections to
be reevaluated. The volatility of the pandemic is an essential
feature of it which has to be considered in the response strategy.
The study team is of the view that the main findings and their
implications for policy, as will be seen, still remain valid.

Study Approach and Questions. It was originally planned to be
carried out as one study in two phases focusing on: a) the
pandemic impact and immediate response, and b) efficacy of the
initial response and medium and longer-term recovery and
lessons. The CAMPE Council and the EW Technical Committee
decided that these could be two studies as Education Watch 2020
and Education Watch 2021, maintaining the continuity of annual
reports. The present study (EW2020) is concerned with the
immediate impact of the pandemic and response. It relied on a
survey of key stakeholders — primary and secondary level
students, teachers, parents, education officials, and education
NGO representatives — conducted by mobile phone between late
November and early December, 2020. The study focused on the
following questions:

a. The current situation about children’s learning and well-
being of children, teachers and families;
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b. What preparation should be taken for school re-opening;
¢. When and how the school should be re-opened; and
d. What the school program may look like when it re-opens.

Limitations. The study is subject to limitations in respect of its
scope, coverage, research questions, methodology and time
frame.

e It is limited to formal public system of school education
pre-primary to pre-tertiary, excluding from its scope
tertiary, technical-vocational education and the quomi
madrasa system.

e The research questions focus on the operations of the
system in an emergency situation, rather than broader
aspects of quality, inclusion and exclusion, pedagogy and
management.

® The research methodology has been determined by the
pandemic situation excluding the possibility of field
investigation and direct in-person interaction.

e The time-frame of the study was dictated by the urgency
of the research problem itself — public policy questions
that demanded rapid answers.

Due to the urgency of the issues and public interest, an interim
report with key findings and recommendations was presented in
a webinar on 17 January, 2021 with the presence of the State
Minister of Primary and Mass Education, the Secretaries and
Director General and other senior officials of MoE and MoPME
and the Education Watch community. The present report is an
elaboration based on further analysis of data and recent
government decisions.

2. Design, Methodology and Sampling

A purposive sample of sufficient size representing 8 Divisions of
the country was the source of primary data. The sample of
respondents comprised students from primary and secondary
students of grades 4/5 and grades 8/9 equally divided by gender.
The total respondent number was 2,952. Among them 1,709 were

6
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students from primary and secondary school, 578 teachers, 576
parents, 48 UEO/AUEO, 16 district level education officials, and
25 NGO officials involved in education progrms.

The study selected 8 districts from eight divisions and 24 Upazilas
(three Upazilas from each district including three city
corporations) and 72 clusters considering urban, semi-urban and
rural areas purposefully, considering geographical and
development diversity. The period of the interview was from 3rd
week of November to first week of December, 2020, followed by
analysis and writing of the report.

3. Major findings

The survey undertaken of stakeholders — students, teachers,
parents, education officials and NGO personnel - provided
information and data from which findings were presented on the
following topics:

e Perception about school re-opening and safety conditions
and requirements when school reopens;

e Students’ participation in distance education during
school shutdown;

e Students’ time use during school shutdown in learning
and other activities;

e Contact and communication between students and
teachers during shutdown and in preparation to reopen
school;

e Change in the situation of families of students and teacher
in meeting basic needs;

e Anxiety, concerns and expectations of students, teachers
and parents about education operations and provisions
during the pandemic and as the pandemic wanes;

e Perception and expectations regarding likely education
loss and support needed to recover.

A critical question for the stakeholders was when schools could
re-open. Besides ascertaining the views of the respondents on this
question, the findings were presented under three broad headings
—a) Retrospective view —how it has been during the forced school
closure; b) Prospective view — necessary steps to re-open schools,
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keep schools open and recover learning loss; and c) Reflections -
thoughts of stakeholders from the pandemic experience about
better school operations and outcomes.

3.1 The critical issue — Re-opening schools

On the question of re-opening schools, the view of stakeholders
is overwhelmingly in favour of resuming school activities, albeit
maintaining safety rules and cautions, as shown in Figure 0.1

Lohold,

Figure 0.1 Should schools re-open? s’ views on school reopening

80
80 * 75% students want to be

back in class soon;

* 76% parents favor rapid
school re-opening;

58
52 52 53
43 73% district-level
40 33 32 31 education officials and
30 2553 24 27 80% CSQS favors school
20 reopening;
20 17
10 12 8 * 58% teacher and 52%

10 I I UEO/UAEO favor a more

0 I . cautious approach and

watching the pandemic

Students Parents Teachers UEO/USEO  DPO/DEO NGO Res . .
situation.

MYes M No With Covid-19 prevention steps

After a year of school closure, and limited participation and results
from distance mode alternatives, the decision makers faced a
difficult dilemma. It is the same dilemma being faced in both high
income and low-income countries. The second wave of the
pandemic arriving in South Asia by the end of March, 2021 brings
forth this dilemma even more sharply. A gradual, step by step
approach and flexibility in decision-making at local and
institutional level have been considered in most countries to be
the appropriate response in deciding about school re-opening.

UNICEF/UNESCO review of evidence in December, 2020 indicate
that: a) in-person schooling is not the main driver of infection
spikes, b) children in school are not exposed to higher risks
compared to when not in school, if rules are followed, c) school
staff and teachers are not at a higher risk compared to the general
population, and d) these findings seem valid for any ‘second wave’
or known mutant viruses (UNICEF/UNESCO, 2020).

Overview 7

Bangladesh government authorities, Ministry of Education and
the Ministry of Primary and Mass Education, have been observing
the pandemic situation and have been engaged in preparing for
restarting schools. At the end of March, 2021 having observed a
renewed spike of Covid-19 infection in Bangladesh and in many
countries, the government has decided to postpone re-ioening of
schools until 23 May, 2021, after the Ramadan Eid holidays.

A 39-page detailed instruction has been prepared by the Ministry
of Education with UNICEF’s technical support titled Restarting
educational institutions observing health and safety rules in the
Covid-19 situation. (Ministry of Education, January 2021). It
provides elaborate instruction on safe school operation when
schools are reopened, creating a safe learning environment,
attention to equity including remedial instruction, health and
psycho-social support for students, and a ‘back-to-school’
campaign. Detailed instructions are also in the process of being
finalized for primary education.

Given the diversity of institutions, their management capacity,
staffing level and resource situation, it will be a challenge to
effectively follow the guidelines for many institutions. While the
instructions cover many necessary aspects, it has not made
specific provisions about two important elements which are
crucial for successful use of the guidelines - i) financial support for
complying with the instruction which cannot be met by most
institutions, and ii) active involvement of local community, civil
society and education-related NGOs. This involvement is
necessary to help adapt national instruction to each locality and
institutions, support and monitor effective implementation and
generate community understanding and acceptance.

3.2 Connectivity, device access and participation of
students in distance learning

An overall view of connectivity and access to devices for
participation in distance learning is complex, given various modes
of distance education (TV, radio, online — accessible through
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Table 0.1 Students’ time use during school closure
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1. Participation in distance learning

2. Study with private tutor or other’s help

3. Study on own
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smartphone and laptop/tablet etc.). There is also great variability
in actual access to devices and connectivity for educational
purposes even when the household is listed as having
connectivity, a TV and a smart phone.

Overall, the large majority (about 70%) did not able to participate
in distance mode education, according to our survey. Around two
thirds did not receive help from their teachers, family members
or paid private tutors in study during school closure (Table 0.1).
All students, at primary and secondary levels and girls and boys,
spent a substantial amount of time in work, either for income or
to help at home.

Overall contacts between teachers and students were limited.
According to student respondents, one third of the students were
not contacted by their teacher at all in a month. On average,
according to teachers’ count, teacher student conversation was
for 12 minutes in a month per student. The survey suggests that
there was no systematic approach or plan on the part of teachers
to contact students about distance lessons or discussing the
content of the lessons by phone. Almost all students reported that
they tried on their own to remain engaged in learning and
reported to have spent about two hours a day in study. How
meaningfully and satisfactorily they spent this time, as reported
by themselves, could not be ascertained from the survey.

Teachers had a very high degree of connectivity and access to
devices; a third of them made efforts to improve their internet skills
and over 80% would like to join in training to improve their skills.
The level of connectivity and device access does not necessarily
mean that teachers used this advantage fully for educational
purposes or to assist their students during school closure.

In the webinar on 17 January on the interim report, senior
education officials mentioned that their own information received
from the field indicated that both participation of students in
distance learning and teachers’ contact with students were higher
than reported from this survey. Without disputing the official field
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information, it should be noted that there is often a gap between
administrative information and data collected from household
through independent survey.

3.3 Health and socio-emotional wellbeing of students and
teachers

A relatively comforting news is that three quarters of the students
(76%) said during the last six months there were no episodes of
illness in the family and only about in 1% cases a family member
required hospitalization. More than two-thirds reported that there
was no unusual experience or change in anxiety and tension in
the family during the last six months of the pandemic period. The
flip-side is that for one-third of the children there was a change
in the level of anxiety in the family and 15% specifically mentioned
anincrease in general anxiety and tension in the family. About 7%
mentioned anxiety about not continuing in school or dropping out
(Tables 3.15 and 3.16 in main report not shown here).

3.4 A prospective view — problems when schools reopen
and steps to be taken

Students were concerned about maintaining safety measures
after school reopened. About 82% of students wanted no more
than two students to be seated on a bench (normally for 4 or 5
students). Teachers also emphasized overwhelmingly (about 80%)
that safety and hygiene measures in school, including washing
facilities, clean toilets and adequate use of disinfectants cannot
be neglected.

Assuming, safety measures would be in place, students are
optimistic about the future and are not seriously concerned about
problems that may arise. More than half (51%) of students were
not concerned about any problem regarding their school work,
when school reopens, excepting city slum students, only 25% of
whom were so optimistic. On the whole, girls expressed greater
anxieties about their support from family and continuity in school.
City slum girls had a higher level of concerns compared to other
girls and boys (Figure 0.2).

Overview 11

Figure 0.2 Total student anxieties when school re-opens
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1. Shall | fall seriously behind in lessons? 5. Shall I be able to continue schooling or will
have to drop out?

6. No problem.

7. Fear of being affected by COVID

2. Will the teacher give me necessary help?
3. Will my parents be able to meet my educational costs?
4. Will my family support and encourage me to continue schooling?

Almost half (45%) of the students want that unfinished lessons
should be completed first when schools re-open. The next priority
for them (22%) is to be promoted to the new grade in the new
year instead of being held back. The third priority (19%) is starting
new lessons with due attention to lessons not completed,
whereas 44% of the teachers want to move on to new lessons
(Figures 0.3 and 0.4). City slum girls are more emphatic than
students in general about completing unfinished lessons before
going on to new lessons.

The contrast in students’ and teachers’ views on instructional
priority on school re-opening is worth noting. Students realistically
want the unfinished or incomplete lessons to be given attention
before moving on to new lessons, because they would find it
difficult to follow the new lessons without the pre-requite
knowledge and skills. Teachers, on the other hand, are anxious to
move on to new lessons and ‘complete’ the syllabus within a
prescribed time —the common pattern in the pedagogic approach
in our schools. The focus on completing the lessons in the syllabus,
irrespective of whether students grasp the content, definitely
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Figure 0.3 Students’ Views on priority in lessons after reopening
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aggravates the problem of low-performing students, especially
when a year has gone by without classroom instruction.

The learning recovery strategy has to have at least three elements
— i) identifying essential competencies and knowledge that must
be prioritized, e.g., Bangla and Math at the primary level and
Bangla, English, Math and Science at the secondary level, rather
than trying to teach the entire gamut of the school syllabus; ii)
identifying pre-requisites for later lessons which should be taught
first before moving on to new lessons; and iii) planning to stretch

Figure 0.4 Teachers’ views on priorities in conducting school after reopening
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out the recovery plan for at least two academic years to
compensate for the loss of almost a full year of lessons. The
National Curriculum and Textbook Board (NCTB), tasked with
‘syllabus shortening’ for the learning recovery strategy needs, to
keep these elements in view. The implication for recovery strategy
is that the core competencies should receive maximum attention,
rather than attempting to select content from all the subjects
taught in the regular syllabus. The core competencies in literacy
and numeracy, at the primary level, and additionally English and
Science at the Secondary level will better prepare students for
continuing their effort to compensate for their loss. Everything
unfinished cannot be and not necessary to be repeated.

3.5 Stress and burdens on families to support children’s
education

The survey’s attempt to elicit information on stress and burden
on families to support their children’s education provides a mixed
picture —there is some incidence of direct additional financial and
other burdens during school closure, but a potential deeper
burden on poorer families, as school re-opens, because of the
change in the poverty and income status of families that
undermines their ability to meet basic family needs.

During the past year, the direct additional cost for maintaining
connectivity (internet/WIFI) did not appear to be seriously burden
to some families. Just over a quarter (26%) said they spent
between Tk. 200 to 400 extra and another quarter (24%) spent
over Tk. 400 extra per month; over a quarter (27%) did not incur
any extra cost. Another 20% mentioned extra expenses, besides
connectivity costs, that they had to bear.

If extra costs for connectivity and devices for students are not a
major issue for families, this may mean that parents did not see
significant educational value in spending extra for connectivity
and devices. In the case of the poorer families, it may mean that
they simply did not have the means to spend more.
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Table 0.2 Student family status in meeting basic needs 2019 and 2020
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2020 2019 2020 2019
46.7

28.8

2019

24.4

11.0 17.2

71.8

291

Primary students N

30.0 9.8 35.7 15.7 343

74.5

=286

Secondary student N

24.7 12.9 433 18.0 32.0

69.1
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Rural Students N

7.6 343 16.9 29.5
10.6

36.0

75.6
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Urban Students N

16.9 28.2

39.4
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72.5
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16.6 10.6 59.1 10.6 24.2

78.8

=66
576

City slums students N

29.5 10.4 41.2 16.6 29.3

73.0

Total households N
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Most significant was the change in status of families in meeting
their basic needs between the years 2019 and 2020. About 10%
of the households, due to the widespread loss of jobs and income,
faced deficits most of the time in 2019 in meeting their basic
family needs, but the proportion increased more than four times
in 2020. In the case of teachers, their families not meeting basic
needs also increased four-fold from 2.1% to 8.5% (Tables 0.2 and
0.3). These data confirm other surveys and studies of adverse
economic and wellbeing impact of the pandemic.

The consequences of the income and basic needs status of 40%
of families placing them in risk of not meeting basic needs of the
family can have various negative effects on their children’s
education, as highlighted in the literature on the potential impact
of the pandemic. Dropping out of school, more children joining
child labour including hazardous work, increase in early marriage
of girls are the likely consequences. Children’s concentration in
learning and their school performance will also be affected
adversely. These situations have to be observed and monitored.
The necessary support and remedial measures have to be
considered as school reopens and the learning recovery plan is
carried out.

3.6 Stakeholder reflection on lessons

Reflecting on lessons for the future from the Covid-19 experience,
students mentioned three points most frequently — the value of
observing health and safety measures including hand washing,
hand sanitizing, and maintaining social distance; the opportunity
to engage in and improve practical skills, such as, cooking,
handicrafts, farming, etc., and the possibility of engaging in or
learning hobbies and sports. Three quarters of teachers
emphasized, in the short-term, the urgency of health and safety
measures. As longer-term steps, besides health and safety
measures, they want priority to be given to i) free internet and
technology support ensuring ICT facility and teacher training on
ICT and ii) improvement in health sector services so that these
functions better for all including students and teachers.
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Table 0.3 Teachers’ families meeting basic needs 2019 & 2020
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On improving education quality, pedagogy, and inclusive
education, teachers’ response in order of frequency were: using
technology in education and ensuring online classes for all;
improvement of teaching learning, teacher training, and recruiting
more subject-specific teachers; ensuring equal opportunity and
reducing drop-out; and ensuring education coverage for
marginalized children. The district level education officials, in the
medium and longer term, emphasized preparation for awareness
raising, among other things. Upazila officials emphasized ensuring
vaccine access and teachers and education authority working
jointly to solve problems. NGO representatives suggested
classroom and school management steps in a pandemic-type
emergency, similar to ones proposed by teachers and officials.
NGOs also suggested they could help the government implement
its plans by helping encourage students to return to and attend
school, and helping promote health and safety tools in schools and
their effective use. They also thought that government could work
with NGOs in -- targeting stipends and assistance to the neediest
with NGO involvement.

The stakeholders’ reflections on lessons regarding early and
longer-term lessons for action from the pandemic experience
appear to be influenced by the immediate and urgent issues
arising from an unprecedented crisis faced and the urgency of
dealing with it. Hence the emphasis expressed is on health and
safety measures to keep schools functioning, more effective
distance mode learning assuming that the need for it is likely to
continue, and keeping children engaged in learning. They have not
focused particularly on the more fundamental weaknesses in the
school system in the areas of improving student learning
outcomes, mitigating inequalities of different kinds, and making
the education system more inclusive leaving no one behind.

4. Recommendations

The recommendations are derived from the findings and
conclusions of the study. These are also informed by the key
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messages from the extensive and relevant discourse, reviews,
studies and reports at national and global level. The ten point
recommendations concern four themes — safe reopening, learning
recovery including use of distance education and enhancing
teacher performance, means and mode of implementing re
opening and recovery and taking a longer term perspective. The
four components of the recommendations can be summed up as
an overall strategic priority:

The risks of foregoing in-person learning vesrus resuming such

learning have to be weighed in each context; the evidence from
science and stakeholders’ sentiments is strongly in favor of

up|d uonap quiod-ual v 0 3|9PL

restarting schools; but the strategy must embrace safety and
health measures, step-by-step approach with test-runs, genuine
current loss and building resilience for the future. The options need
not be binary — total nationwide closure or nationwide re-opening
on a specific date (Table 0.4).

The ten point action plan is summarised in this overview. Each
point is elaborated by identifying specific sub points in Chapter 5

stakeholder involvement, and flexible learning recovery to recoup
in the main report.

4.1 Re opening schools

With government decision to re-open schools after 23 May, the
interval should be used for test-run of safe and effective re-
opening on a small scale, with endorsement of the National

Technical Advisory Body on Covid-19, learning lessons about

balancing risks and gains of both keeping schools closed and
opening them. The options are not either total nationwide closure

or total nationwide re-pening at the same time.
Schools should be re-opened in phases ensuring health and safety

of students and teachers, their social and emotional wellbeing,

4.2 Ensuring safety and health of students and teachers
and safe sanitation and hygiene condition in schools.



20 | Overview

4.3 Preparing a two-year recovery plan for learning loss within
a longer-term perspective

To recover over a year of learning loss, at least a two-year plan for
academic years 2021 and 2022 should be prepared to compensate
for the loss and bring learners back on track — with elements
covering content, time use, pedagogy, learning assessment and
teacher support.

4.4 Using distance learning with a blended approach

The learning recovery strategy should make use of distance
education modes to the extent possible with a blended approach
and with necessary measures to make it work. Exploiting distance
learning potentials should be an essential part of the planning for
learning recovery.

4.5 Supporting teachers

Teachers have to be supported, oriented, trained and provided
incentives to enable them to play their critical role in making the
re-opening and recovery plan succeed. All school teachers and
staff should receive free vaccineas as priority.

4.6 Managing implementation of reopening and recovery

The implementation of the reopening and recovery plan has to be
managed effectively and efficiently with accountability to achieve
the desired results. Locally adaptable guidelines, upazila and
school-based working groups, funding support and fast-track
decision-making should be built into implementaion plan.

4.7 Involving community/NGOs to support education restart/
recovery program

Effective participation of civil society and community, mediated
and supported by active education NGOs, should be a part of the
strategy for the re-opening/recovery program, encouraged and
facilitated by the responsible government authorities.

Overview 21

4.8 Financing the re-opening and recovery activities

Additional adequate financial support has to be provided to
institutions from public budget for the next two years to meet the
costs of implementing the reopening and recovery program.
Redirecting funds from the education budget to recovery plan is
justified since the pandemic has slowed regular budget spending.

4.9 Monitoring, reporting and adapting to emerging situations

Appropriate monitoring, reporting and assessment of the complex
restart and recovery program that is participatory and leads to
necessary course correction should be built into the program
design.

4.10 Considering longer term lessons for the school system

The short-term two-year program should be linked to and seen as
part of the five-year medium term and longer-term education
2030 and Vision 2041 agenda. The education response to the
pandemic has to be based on short, medium- and longer-term
perspectives so that the recovery program is consistent with and
supportive of the five and ten-year objectives and the vison for a
developed country.

Two final points can be made about the ten-point
recommendations presented here. First, they are interconnected
and should be seen as a package to be used as the guide to
education response to the pandemic and education development
beyond the short- term actions. Secondly, the recommendations
imply responsibilities at national, local and institutional levels and
for different stakeholders — government at different levels,
teachers and other professionals, students, civil society and NGOs,
and academics and researchers. These will vary somewhat for the
two major stages of school education under consideration and
have to be spelled out in applying the recommendations in action
plans.
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