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Purpose

This Global Knowledge Report covers 
past evidence and current practices 
to support remote learning during and 
after school closures in response to the 
COVID-19 crisis. The purpose of the report 
is to gather global evidence on what has 
worked in delivering remote learning, to 
present lessons learned, and to provide 
insights of relevance to the Middle East 
and Northern Africa (MENA) region, in 
preparation for the next stage of the 
education response to the crisis. 

Findings

Past evidence highlights five main risks 
associated with school closures: 

1.	 Student loss of learning; 
2.	 Threats to physical and mental 

health; 
3.	 Increased student dropout; 
4.	 Increased risk of teacher attrition; and 
5.	 A decrease in educational financing. 

In many countries in the MENA region, 
these challenges are exacerbated by past 
and ongoing conflicts, and the additional 
needs of large refugee populations. 

To maximize equity in access 
and utilization, remote learning 
technologies need to be used in 
combination.

Evidence from global responses to 
the COVID-19 pandemic highlights the 
importance of taking a comprehensive 
approach to the delivery and dissemination 
of remote learning content in order to 
maximize reach and utilization. Remote 
learning technologies – including online 
platforms and resources, TV and radio – 
need to be used in combination to address 
inequalities, particularly those associated 
with unequal levels of internet connectivity 
and access to digital devices. 

Remote learning should also be 
supplemented with print materials. Once 
schools reopen, these media can be used 
in blended learning approaches, in which 
technology-based education is combined 
with face-to-face learning. 

Access to data, devices and 
connectivity is not the only barrier to 
online learning. 

While access to technology is an important 
aspect of the digital divide, other barriers 
also contribute to the risk that COVID-19 

Executive 
summary 
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will exacerbate existing inequalities. These 
barriers can emerge as digital gaps in the 

following forms:1

Digital access gap: The access gap is 
derived not only from affordability and 
connectivity barriers. It is also associated 
with challenges of: i) inclusiveness in 
terms of language, capacity or disability; ii) 
children’s and parental literacy in reading 
and digital skills; and iii) discrimination 
based on age, gender, disability or another 
factor. 

•	 Digital user gap: Poor socio-
economic backgrounds, lack of 
parental support and parental digital 
literacy may mean that children’s 
engagement with online education at 
home is less sophisticated and less 
learning oriented.2

•	 Schools digital gap: There is disparity 
in the capacity of schools and non-
formal education providers to deliver 
distance learning that maximizes 
learning outcomes.

Educational technology for remote 
learning is most effective when it 
is used to supplement the work of 
teachers, rather than being used 
instead of a teacher.

The effectiveness of technology for 
remote learning depends not only on the 
provision of hardware but also on how the 
technology is used for teaching, and how 
it is integrated into teaching. For teachers 
to be able to work effectively in remote 
contexts, the application of an additional 
set of skills and practices is required, as 
remote learning environments cannot 
perfectly replicate the physical classroom. 
In order to contribute to effective student 

learning, technology should be used in 
combination with appropriate pedagogical 
approaches, such as scaffolding and 
building on prior knowledge. 

Multi-partner approaches to delivering 
remote learning involving state, non-
state and private sector actors are key 
to a successful and rapid roll-out of 
remote learning.

National-level interventions for the delivery 
of remote learning should focus on: 

•	 Locally driven responses, whilst 
supporting teachers and parents with 
centrally curated learning materials, 
resources and guidelines; 

•	 Clear, consistent coordination and 
communication strategies; 

•	 Enhancement of infrastructural 
capacity and access to educational 
resources for vulnerable girls and 
boys, including those with disabilities; 
and 

•	 Ensuring parental support for remote 
learning. 

School-led delivery is best placed to 
guarantee the implementation and 
monitoring of remote learning. The school-
level approach should be accompanied by, 
and harmonized with, the national-level 
quality assurance and the collection of 
data on remote learning provision, uptake 
and outcomes. The collection of student-
level data will be critical for the recovery 
of the education system. Provided with 
appropriate support and professional 
autonomy, teachers can develop targeted, 
child-centred responses in the COVID-19 
context. 
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Clear coordination and communication strategies are required to facilitate 
swift and effective remote learning implementation across multiple sectors 
and actors. Evidence also suggests that successful implementation relies 
on systemic interventions to enhance infrastructure capacity and access to 
good quality digital media. 

A further key factor in the swift roll-out and uptake of remote learning 
during COVID-19 has been the centralized curation of educational content, 
digital resources and media products. However, beyond infrastructural 
considerations, the appropriate design of remote learning approaches 
suitable to children’s needs is crucial. Activities should be designed to 
promote the cognitive engagement of the learner and avoid passivity. 
This might include content which models the activity, while explaining the 
thought processes and application of skills involved.

Encouraging parents, family members and the wider community to support 
home-based education is critical for success, as is recognizing the differing 
family circumstances in which children live. 3 Parents and family members 
can influence the activities of their children, determine the use of devices 
and establish norms and priorities – such interventions are particularly 
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useful in relation to girls’ education.4

Evidence from COVID-19 responses highlighted the crucial role of 
teachers in the design and delivery of remote learning.  

School closures and the move to remote learning have resulted in an abrupt 
and significant shift in the demands on teachers. Firstly, teachers require 
support in setting up the structure and content of new learning provisions; 
particularly teachers who work with disadvantaged and marginalized 
communities. Teachers also need to be supported to enable them to harness 
the potential of technology and to teach effectively through new media. 

Learning recovery programmes can mitigate against learning lost during 
school closures due to COVID-19, and prevent future increases in student 
dropout. 

Evidence shows that students from poorer socio-economic backgrounds are 
less able to benefit from remote learning, particularly during school closures. 
Targeted learning recovery interventions, such as catch up or accelerated 
learning programmes, can help to mitigate increasing inequalities. Such 
efforts should be designed to make education systems more inclusive and 
resilient, with the intention to build back better after the current crisis.  

Teachers will face a changed professional reality once schools fully or partially 
reopen, and professional development will be necessary to support teachers 
in their new tasks. It is likely that school curricula and delivery modalities 
might need to be adapted to enable key learning objectives to be met for the 
ongoing and subsequent school years. 

Providing mental health and psychosocial support for children is 
essential during and after school closures. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has posed unprecedented challenges that may 
adversely affect the mental health of children and young people; these 
include lockdown, school closures, social isolation and economic pressures. 
These stresses may also exacerbate existing gender inequalities. 

Evidence shows that children’s wellbeing, resilience and self-esteem can 
be supported through e-learning materials, videos and online training for 
teachers, school counsellors and caregivers, developed with a focus on 
mental health and psychosocial support (i.e., dealing with anxiety and 
distress; nurturing a sense of hope and acceptance). Parents, caregivers, 
teachers and school counsellors can also play an essential role in identifying 
children who show symptoms of distress and providing them with necessary 
support and assistance.
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The impact of school closures 
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By late-June 2020, more than a billion 
children around the world remained affected 
by school closures.5 In the Middle East and 
North Africa (MENA) alone, school closures 
affected almost 110 million children. 6 Given 
that schools in many countries remain 
closed, data on the impact of COVID-19 
related school closures on students has 
not yet been compiled to form a significant 
evidence base. However, important lessons 
can be learned from past disruptions in 
education. This section summarizes five 
impacts of past school closures to shed 
light on the likely ramifications of the current 
crisis.

2.1 Five lessons learned from 
past school closures and their 
implications for the current crisis  

Evidence of learning loss

Past evidence suggests that there is likely 
to be a significant loss of learning as a 
result of school closures.7 Every year, a 
well-researched phenomenon called the 
summer slide or summer setback occurs, 
in which students’ average achievement 
scores declined over the summer break. 
This setback is thought to be equivalent to 
one month’s worth of school-year learning. 
It is thought that this loss occurs because 
students do not actively engage with what 
they have learned during the vacation 
period. For students from disadvantaged 
backgrounds in both high- 8 and low-
income countries,9  who have less access 
to resources and support that facilitates 
informal learning, the loss can be even more 
dramatic. 10

Research has also pointed to the importance 
of young children developing reading skills 
and the detrimental effect that lost learning 
in the literacy domain can have on children’s 

later development. Reading proficiency 
was found to be lower, at the point when 
they enter school, among children from 
disadvantaged socioeconomic backgrounds. 
This achievement gap between more and 
less affluent students increases as children 
progress through the education system. The 
gap grows much more slowly during the 
school year, when all children are supported 
by teachers, than during holidays.11  A 
study found summer learning loss to be 
more significant for students achieving 
higher grades, due to the more specialized 
cognitive demands involved.12 

More important than the grade level of 
students, however, according to other 
research, is the home environment in which 
they find themselves over the summer 
break13 or the enrichment programmes to 
which they have access.14 Overall, evidence 
generated prior to the COVID-19 pandemic 
suggests that the crisis could deepen the 
existing inequalities in society, affecting the 
most vulnerable, including learners with 
disabilities, children on the move (migrant, 
refugee and internally displaced children), 
children in the most rural hard-to-reach and 
poorest communities, minorities, and girls 
tasked with caring for family members 
who are ill15. They are vulnerable and at risk 
of school dropouts. However, evidence 
is not conclusive about which student 
demographic is most affected by school 
closures. But clearly school closures lead not 
only to losses in cognitive domains but also 
to a loss of socio-emotional learning.16

In the current crisis, it is expected that 
learning losses will be particularly substantial 
for those students unable to engage with 
remote learning,17 as school closures 
threaten to deepen the pre-existing learning 
crisis.18 Learners with disabilities, struggling 
learners, minorities, slum dwellers, street 

In the current crisis, 
it is expected that 
learning losses 
will be particularly 
substantial for those 
students unable to 
engage with remote 
learning,17 as school 
closures threaten 
to deepen the pre-
existing learning 
crisis.
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children, children in institutions, children on 
the move (migrant, refugee and internally 
displaced children), as well as children in 
the most rural hard-to-reach and poorest 
communities, are most at risk of missing out 
on remote learning.19

The dependence on technology for remote 
learning means that students who are 
unable to access technology, for example 
because of their socioeconomic status, or 
are unable to effectively engage in remote 
learning, for example because of a disability, 
are likely to fall further behind in their 
education. Girls’ education is particularly 
likely to suffer during and after COVID-19, as 
girls have less access to technology, even 
in households were computers, laptops, 
tablets or smartphones are available.20 Girls 
in a crisis context are also especially at 
risk of becoming victims of gender-based 
violence. The United Nations Population Fund 
(UNFPA) estimated that an additional 15 
million cases of gender-based violence can 
be expected globally for every 3 months that 
countries continue to operate lockdowns. 21 

A recent World Bank report used data 
from 157 countries to estimate the loss 
of learning caused by COVID-19. The data 
suggest that, depending on the quality of 
schooling available under normal conditions, 
school closures result in a loss of between 
0.3 and 0.9 years of schooling.22 In the 
MENA region, the new crisis must also 
be addressed in the context of existing 
challenges like persistent conflicts and a high 
number of out-of-school children. 23

Threats to the physical and mental health 
of students 

Past school closures have led to increases 
in child abuse, particularly gender-based 
violence, while simultaneously leaving 

victims unable to report the abuse and seek 
help.24 Vulnerable girls and boys, including 
refugees, are especially at risk of violence, 
exploitation and abuse.25 Social isolation, 
anxiety, and the potential loss of family 
members during the pandemic are likely to 
negatively affect students’ socio-emotional 
wellbeing.26

In April 2020 the Jordan Field Office of the 
United Nations Relief and Works Agency 
for Palestine Refugees in the Near East 
(UNRWA) carried out a survey among 
Palestinian refugees to assess the impact 
on their lives of COVID-19. Thirty-one per 
cent of respondents reported an increase in 
aggressive behaviour and familial conflicts.27

The World Food Program (WFP) estimates 
that there are currently 352 million children 
that are missing out on school meals due to 
the COVID-19 pandemic.28 In MENA alone, 
the WFP supported 2.5 million children with 
school meals.29

Teachers have a crucial role to play in 
identifying at-risk children and providing 
psychosocial support during and after school 
closures.30 In the context of the current 
crisis, remote learning can provide an online 
platform where teachers and students can 
interact and communicate with each other. 

Increased risk of school dropouts 

The World Bank estimates that up to 7 
million children could drop out of primary 
and secondary education because of 
financial pressures arising from the current 
pandemic.31  The risk of increased dropouts 
will persist not only during and directly after 
COVID-19, but will linger as long as the 
economic impact of the pandemic threatens 
the livelihoods of families. 

children that are missing out 
on school meals due to the 

COVID-19 pandemic.

352 million

The World Bank estimates 
that up to 7 million children 
could drop out of primary and 
secondary education because of 
financial pressures arising from 
the current pandemic. 

up to 7million

A recent World Bank report 
used data from 157 countries 
to estimate the loss of learning 
caused by COVID-19. The data 
suggest that, depending on the 
quality of schooling available 
under normal conditions, 
school closures result in a loss 
of between 0.3 and 0.9 years of 
schooling

school closures 
result in a loss 
of between 0.3 
and 0.9
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From past health crises which had a 
negative socioeconomic impact, we know 
that child labour is likely to increase.32  The 
International Labour Organization (ILO) and 
the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) 
estimate that an increase in poverty of 
just 1 per cent can lead to a 0.7 per cent 
increase in child labour.33  The same study 
reported that children in Jordan are already 
beginning to work in the unregulated 
agricultural sector.34 Cases of early marriage 
for girls35 and teenage pregnancies can rise 
significantly, as was the case after the Ebola 
outbreak in West Africa.36 Girls in Sierra 
Leone were 16 per cent less likely to return 
to school than their male counterparts after 
Ebola-related school closures. 37

In the MENA region, even prior to COVID-19, 
conflicts and crises had made out-of-school 
children an issue of grave concern.38 In this 
region, nearly 15 million children between 
the ages of five and fourteen were out 

of school, and another 10 million children 
were considered to be at risk of dropping 
out prior to the current crisis.39 In conflict-
affected countries, the COVID-19 pandemic, 
combined with poverty and inadequate 
social protection or basic services, has 
exacerbated the risk of dropout amongst 
vulnerable children, and is likely to result in 
an increase in child marriage and child labour.

Increased risk of teacher attrition and 
threats to education quality

Increased financial pressures during the 
pandemic may force teachers to switch 
jobs.40 It is also possible that governments or 
other education providers might be unable 
to pay teachers. The loss of experienced 
teachers poses the immediate risk of 
students being insufficiently supported 
in their remote learning. The longer-term 
effect of teacher attrition is that education 
quality could drop once schools reopen.41  

©UNICEF Jordan
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The International Task Force on Teachers for 
Education of the United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO) has raised concerns over the 
level of support that teachers will need to 
ensure remote learning and educational 
continuity during COVID-19. They suggest 
that teacher salaries and financial resources 
for teacher development should be 
included in government budgets and in aid 
applications.  

Since 2019 in Yemen, UNICEF has operated 
the project Cash Incentives to Support 
Teachers and School-based Staff for the 
educators that have served the education 
needs of approximately 2.89 million students 
during the civil war. The project continues 
through the current pandemic, albeit under 
special safety measures. 

Potential reduction of education financing 

The financial downturn caused by the 
COVID-19 pandemic is likely to result in 
an overall decrease in public spending.43 
According to predictions by the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF), the global economy 
will shrink by 4.9 per cent in 2020.44 The 
World Bank suggests that the economic 
aftermath of COVID-19 “will reduce both 
the demand for schooling and the supply 
of quality schooling, during the closures 
and after schools have reopened.”45  With 
national economies contracting to a 
larger extent than occurred during the 
financial crisis of 2008 and 2009, the 
current crisis is likely to significantly curtail 
household incomes. It is also possible that 
governments, or international donors, might 
reallocate resources from the education 
sector to public health.46 Such a reallocation 
of resources was observed during and after 
the Ebola crisis.47 

National education systems face new and 
additional costs, such as for education 
technology, for health and hygiene measures 
when schools reopen, and for education 
recovery programmes. Reopening education 
systems and seeking to mitigate learning 
loss will incur significant additional costs.48
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Supporting students 
during COVID-19 through 
remote learning
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The majority of impacted countries have 
sought to provide educational continuity 
amid COVID-19 school closures. Approx-
imately two thirds of affected countries 
have implemented some form of remote 
learning, although only 30 per cent of 
low- and middle-income countries (LMICs) 
have done so.49 Evidence from global 
responses to the COVID-19 pandemic in-
cludes examples of the use of a range of 
different technologies, including online and 
digital platforms, broadcast TV and radio, 
mobile devices (including smartphones) 
and print-based media.50 There is a clear 
worldwide emphasis on prioritizing high-
tech approaches to remote learning for 
children out of school. This is apparent 
not just in higher-income or higher-re-
sourced settings, but also low-income 
and low-resource settings. For example, 
in sub-Saharan Africa, Kenya, Rwanda, 
Ghana and Uganda, an internet-based ap-
proach to home learning has been widely 
implemented, at least in part,51 despite 
significant challenges in terms of equity of 
access. However, 82 per cent of countries 
that participated in a UNESCO survey on 
remote learning provision during COVID-19 
indicated that, in addition to the internet, 
they are also currently using other non-dig-
ital media for learning purposes. This prac-
tice is more common among education 
systems in LMICs, where technologies like 
radio or TV are often used in combination 
with the internet.52

3.1 Using technology for remote 
learning
Table 1 provides an overview of the four 
commonly used technologies (also called 
modalities) employed in remote learning. 
The table includes information about the 
strengths and challenges associated with 
each modality, as well as evidence of 
their impact on learning. This overview is 
based on evidence gathered prior to the 
COVID-19 pandemic but which is relevant 

in light of current patterns of media use for 
remote education. 

Overall, the evidence presented in Table 
1 suggests that in order to contribute to 
effective student learning, technology has 
to be combined with appropriate pedagog-
ical approaches, such as scaffolding and 
building on prior knowledge. Technology 
is most effective when used to support, 
rather than replace, conventional teach-
ing. Evidence suggests that there is little 
difference between the effectiveness of 
synchronous remote learning, where there 
is real-time interaction between teacher 
and learner, and asynchronous remote 
learning, where students complete activ-
ities in their own time. Most important is 
the quality of teaching during remote learn-
ing.53 Interactive technologies like online 
platforms or smartphone communication 
are most suitable to promote a sense of 
teacher presence, which in turn improves 
student engagement and motivation 
during remote learning.54 The effectiveness 
of remote learning technologies differs 
across countries and contexts, depending 
on the approaches used and the techno-
logical literacy of teachers and students.
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Online and/or internet-
based learning

TV broadcast Radio broadcast and 
Interactive Radio 
Instruction

Mobile technology 
(incl. but not limited to 
smartphones)

B
A

C
K

G
R

O
U

N
D

 A
N

D
 E

X
A

M
P

LE
S •	 Online learning 

management platform 
systems (e.g., Blackboard, 
Moodle, Google Classroom 
and K–12 platforms including 
See Saw and Edmodo);

•	 Open online courses (e.g., 
Massive Open Online 
Courses (MOOCs));

•	 Synchronous tools (e.g., 
including virtual classrooms, 
video conferencing, and 
screen casting);

•	 Asynchronous audio/video 
streaming (e.g., UNRWA TV 
on YouTube); and

•	 Open access resources 
(e.g., digital textbooks and 
teaching materials).

Combines 
educational content 
with:

•	 Entertaining 
stories;

•	 Games;

•	 Music; and

•	 Images.

TV broadcasts 
are increasingly 
accessed through 
other devices, 
including tablets and 
smartphones.55 

An instructional approach 
that uses one-way radio to 
reach students, parents and 
teachers via pre-recorded, 
interactive lessons;
Requires verbal and 
physical reactions to 
questions posed by radio 
characters;Suggested 
activities include group work 
and experiments.56

•	 Voice, text (SMS) and web-
based distribution of content, 
including audio, video and 
text-based media;

•	 Maintains contact between 

educators and learners;

•	 Can provide distance tutoring 
and coaching;

•	 Facilitates teaching and 
learning groups through SMS 
and/or social media; or can 
be used in combination with 
radio or TV broadcasts or 
printed materials;57 and

•	 Can support structured 
learning through educational 
applications on smartphones 
(e.g., EduApps4Syria win-
ners Feed the Monster and 
Antura and the Letters).58 

S
T

R
E

N
G

T
H

S

•	 Allows educators and 
learners to connect with 
each other via video link 
during school disruptions;59  

•	 Monitoring of learning can 
be integrated into online 
programmes; 

•	 Learning can be relatively 
easily differentiated and 
personalised according to 
pupil need; and

•	 Opportunities for peer-
to-peer engagement and 
feedback.

•	 In some contexts, 
TV broadcasts are 
more accessible 
than high-tech 
interventions 
involving online 
learning and mobile 
technology;60 and

•	 Is commonly used 
around the world, 
especially in coun-
tries with well-de-
veloped broadcast 
and satellite infra-
structure.61

•	 Accessible technology 
with %75 of households 
having access to a radio;62

•	 Has created access to 
non-formal education 
content and curricula to 
reach learners that are not 
in school;

•	 Offers complementary 
programmes to formal 
education;

•	 Can be used to deliver 
teacher professional 
development; and

•	 Can be mobilized quickly 
in response to crises.63

•	 Access to mobile technology 
is increasing;64 

•	 Often closely aligned with 
online and internet-based 
learning (e.g., using the 
same learning management 
systems, resource content 
and virtual teaching tools);65 
and

•	 Monitoring of learning and 
teacher engagement can be 
integrated into applications.

Table 1: Overview of technologies used in remote learning
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Online and/or internet-
based learning

TV broadcast Radio broadcast and 
Interactive Radio 
Instruction

Mobile technology 
(incl. but not limited to 
smartphones)

•	 Inequality of access, 
especially for low-income 
families and girls (due to 
socioeconomic status, 
location and technological 
literacy);66 

•	 There is a strong need to 
embed training on online 
safety;

•	 Requires access to Wi-Fi 
and/or internet;

•	 Programmes may not be 
suitable for learners with 
disabilities unless the 
appropriate technology (e.g., 
read-aloud functions) and 
pedagogical concepts are 
used; and

•	 A degree of digital literacy is 
required to begin accessing 
learning materials. 

•	 Can be used only 
in a supplementary 
way with other 
forms of learning 
(e.g., online print 
materials);67 

•	 Inequality of ac-
cess, especially for 
households in low- 
and middle-income 
countries; and

•	 TV broadcasts 
might not be 
suitable for learners 
with a visual impair-
ment.

•	 Traditional models of radio 
instruction require the 
mediation of learning by a 
teacher or guardian; 

•	 Usually requires provision 
of accompanying print 
materials; 68

•	 Requires affordable and 
allocated time on radio 
stations, which are often 
privately owned;

•	 Radio broadcasts might 
not be suitable for 
learners with a hearing 
disability; and

•	 Perception that radio tech-
nology is outdated.69

•	 Inequality of access (often 
due to socioeconomic 
status); girls’ ownership of 
phones is significantly lower 
than that of boys across 
low- and middle-income 

countries;

•	 Requires access to Wi-Fi 
and/or internet;

•	 Effective implementation is 
reliant on high-quality con-
tent; it can support learning 
“if the software is carefully 
designed to engage the child 
in the learning process and 
the content is grounded 
in a solid well-constructed 
curriculum appropriate for 
the child’s developmental 
stage.”70

•	 Programmes require special 
adaptation for learners with 
disabilities (through, e.g., 
read-aloud functions and 
appropriate pedagogical 
concepts);

•	 High costs associated with 
data usage; and

•	 Requires some technological 
literacy. 
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Online and/or internet-
based learning

TV broadcast Radio broadcast and 
Interactive Radio 
Instruction

Mobile technology 
(incl. but not limited to 
smartphones)

•	  Online education needs 
substantial pedagogical and 
monitoring support;71

•	 Using online education to 
supplement rather than 
replace teaching can have 
the most positive impact.72 
When online technology is 
used to replace teachers, 
learning outcomes tend to 
diminish;73

•	 Where educators had 
received appropriate 
training, enquiry-based and 
student-centred education 
with laptops has been found 
to be effective in low- and 
middle-income countries;74 

•	 The quality of remote 
teaching – clear scaffolding 
and building on prior knowl-
edge – has more impact 
on outcomes than wheth-
er learning is delivered 
synchronously or asynchro-
nously;75

•	 Peer-to-peer engagement 
has shown positive results 
in non-remote settings;76 
and

•	 MOOCs have a low comple-
tion rate.77

•	 TV broadcasts can 
be helpful in the 
development of 
basic literacy;78 

•	 Children who 
watch certain 
TV programming 
have significantly 
higher scores in 
counting, number 
recognition, shape 
knowledge, letter 
identification, 
colour 
identification, body 
part recognition, 
health knowledge, 
vocabulary;79 and

•	 TV broadcast 
is largely 
supplementary 
to learning and is 
primarily effective 
only when used 
with online 
courses, print 
materials or other 
options.80

•	 Reviews find evidence for 
gains in learning out-
comes after the use of 
radio instruction in urban 
and rural areas;81 

•	 A number of radio-based 
programmes were found 
to produce gains in math-
ematics and language 
literacy;82 

•	 Where all students have 
the support of high-qual-
ity teachers and local 
authorities, children in 
low-resource isolated 
areas, benefit as much as 
children in urban areas;83 
and

•	 Most effective pro-
grammes are those that 
combined print materials 
with interactive radio 
instruction (IRI).84

•	 When used to maintain 
two-way communication 
with students and/or families 
during school closures, 
mobile technology increased 
the likelihood of students 
returning to schools;85 

•	 There is a growing body of 
evidence to suggest that 
tablet technology can have 
a positive impact on learn-
ing outcomes,86 but that 
the integration of appropri-
ate content and effective 
pedagogical approaches is 
needed;87

•	 In low-income countries, 
game-based mobile applica-
tions were found to support 
the development of literacy 
and numeracy;88 and

•	 In high-income countries, 
mobile applications have 
shown to increase academic 
self-efficacy and confidence.89

Source: Adapted from: USAID, ‘Delivering Distance Learning in Emergencies: 
A Review of Evidence and Best Practice’, Washington, D.C., April 2020
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Equity gaps in access to media for remote 
learning

Remote learning opportunities may not 
be accessible to the most vulnerable in 
society, including learners with disabilities, 
struggling learners, minorities, street chil-
dren, children in institutions, children on 
the move (migrant, refugee and internally 
displaced children), children in the most 
rural hard-to-reach and poorest communi-
ties, and girls tasked with caring for family 
members who are ill.90 Learners in such 
adverse circumstances are not only less 
able to engage with the remote learning 
because of a lack of resources; they may 
also be less likely to benefit because the 
remote learning programmes available 
may not consider their specific pedagogi-
cal requirements, or their parents may be 
unable to support. Disadvantaged learners 
may also face competing obligations, such 
as having to contribute to the family in-
come. 

The digital gaps in learning emerge in 
different forms. To enhance equity in 
access to online remote learning, it is 
important to be mindful of the following 
potential challenges:91

•	 Digital access gap: The access gap 
is derived not only from affordability 
and connectivity barriers, but is 
also associated with challenges 
of: i) inclusiveness, ii) literacy, and 
iii) discrimination.92 Inclusiveness 
challenges can arise from IT design, 
which may make technology difficult to 
access by virtue of language, capacity 
or disability. Limited literacy in reading 
and digital skills can make it hard to fully 
engage in online learning. Discrimination 
based on age, gender or other factors 
may also make it harder for some 
children to access technology.

•	 Digital user gap: Lack of instructions 
and poor socio-economic backgrounds 
for children and caregivers may mean 
that their engagement with online 
education at home is less sophisticated 
and less learning-oriented.  

•	 School digital gap: There is disparity in 
the capacity of schools and non-formal 
education providers to deliver distance 
learning that maximizes learning 
outcomes. This calls for equitable 
and sequenced learning processes 
for students. It also requires teachers 
to monitor engagement and provide 
feedback.

Internet-based learning, in particular, pres-
ents potentially significant challenges to 
equity of access, based on socio-economic 
status, location and technological literacy. 
While computer and internet access is 
increasing globally, many LMICs are still 
working to improve connections, especial-
ly in rural areas. Across many countries, 
large gaps remain in terms of regular 
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computer and internet access, particularly 
for low-income families and individuals.93 
While the issue is less pronounced in the 
use of broadcast technologies such as TV, 
similar issues remain with equity of access 
in LMICs. For example, only 33 per cent 
of the people in South Asia have access 
to the internet and only 43.9 per cent of 
households in rural Bangladesh have a 
TV.94 Even in households that do have 
access to technology, girls are less likely 
than boys to be able to use it for their ed-
ucation. Research from India in response 
to COVID-19 found that girls were far less 
likely to have used the internet than boys. 
The gap between girls’ and boys’ use of 
the internet was 19 per cent in rural areas, 
and was even higher at 24 per cent in ur-
ban contexts.95 

The proposed solutions to the digital 
gaps can differ depending on the context: 
one school may suggest that students 
watch televised lessons or provide non-
interactive or differentiated worksheets; 
another school may continue classes 
virtually or use digital applications for 
collaborative learning and individualized 
student support.  

Provision of printed material to reach 
those without access to technology

High-tech solutions are being prioritized in 
the current crisis, with low-tech solutions 
or those not based on technology given 
little attention within national planning 
documentation.96 However, print and other 
solutions not based on technology form 
an important component in the provision 
of remote learning when COVID-19 school 
closures are likely to affect particularly dis-
advantaged children in low-income coun-
tries with a potentially lasting increase in 
inequality. . Firstly, print-based media is of 
greatest value to learners in households 
where there is little or no communications 
infrastructure. Mixing print and technology 
for remote learning can support children 

with lower technological literacy and 
provides a way to get wider community 
involvement in efforts for educational con-
tinuity, for example, by having newspapers 
publish educational segments.97 Secondly, 
it is widely recommended that multi-media 
programming across all technologies be 
supplemented by print-based materials 
including workbooks, activity guides and 
written coursework, to cater to different 
learning styles and contexts.98 

This is recognized, for instance in New 
Zealand,99 where a new online learning 
space and special TV programmes are 
accompanied by hard-copy learning packs 
offered to all learners.100 In Pakistan, a key 
non-state provider of education, Aga Khan 
Education Services, acknowledge that 
remote learning is a significant challenge 
in locations with poor internet connectiv-
ity and mobile phone coverage. In these 
contexts, it is reported that school staff 
are providing carefully designated pick-up 
and drop-off points for print-based assign-
ments.101 In Afghanistan, in recognition 
of the diverse regional contexts and the 
extent to which that impacts on access 
to learning, the government has adopted 
a multi-platform approach to the continu-
ation of schooling, through a multi-media 
approach that includes the printing and 
distribution of self-learning textbooks and 
teaching materials.102 Similarly, in Nepal, 
sector planning recommends that remote 
and online learning, TV and radio-based 
learning will be supported by print-based 
learning resources, including library 
books.103 In Bangladesh, at the Rohingya 
refugee camps at Cox’s Bazar, UNICEF 
is supporting the provision of print-based 
materials for parent-led teaching.104 In Ar-
gentina, those without access to technol-
ogy have been provided with specifically 
designed ‘notebooks,’ which provide edu-
cational materials and resources in print.105 
In Colombia, the government has designed 
a home-learning kit, which is organized by 
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grade and incorporates a range of resourc-
es, including games, family activities and 
art.106

While the provision of print materials might 
be able to increase the reach of remote 
learning, reaching the most vulnerable 
children remains especially challenging. 
Many of these children may have already 
been out of school and engaged in child 
labour before the onset of COVID-19.107 
The pandemic will require additional efforts 
to re-integrate such children into education 
and to support them adequately through 
recovery programmes.  

3.2 Key enablers for the 
successful use of media in 
remote learning 

Supply-side factors: access and 
infrastructure 

For the delivery and dissemination of 
remote learning content, evidence from 
global responses to the COVID-19 pan-
demic clearly highlights the importance of 
taking an approach which combines sever-
al technologies in order to maximize reach, 
access and utilization.108 

In Rwanda, for example, the Ministry of 
Education and Rwandan Education Board 
(REB) have partnered with telecommunica-
tions platforms and UNICEF (amongst oth-
er development partners) to ensure learn-
ers have free access to online educational 
materials. They are also expanding and 
developing radio and TV-based lessons for 
those without access to ICT.109 Similarly, 
in Kenya, the Ministry of Education (MOE) 
and the Kenya Institute of Curriculum 
Development (KICD) have partnered with 
telecommunications companies to offer 
three different platforms to deliver the cur-
riculum to affected ‘basic education’ learn-
ers: firstly, internet-based learning mate-

rials and content are offered on YouTube 
and the Kenya Education Cloud; secondly, 
radio lessons are broadcast in partnership 
with the Kenyan Broadcasting Corporation; 
and thirdly, TV lessons for all primary and 
secondary learners are broadcast on a free 
KICD-owned channel. The MOE and KICD 
believe the variety in delivery modes will 
support equity and overcome issues relat-
ed to technology and internet access.110 

In the delivery of online and internet learn-
ing in particular, evidence suggests that 
strategic interventions to ensure success-
ful delivery involve a multifaceted approach 
through the provision of seven inter-related 
elements. These range from access to 
pedagogy, as follows: 

1.	 a reliable technological infrastructure; 
2.	 coordinated access to suitable digital 

learning resources; 
3.	 user-friendly digital learning tools; 
4.	 pedagogic and instructional design, 

based on effective learning methods;
5.	 an appropriate blend of instructional 

methods or approaches; 
6.	 provision of effective support services 

for teachers and learners; 
7.	 close cooperation between 

governments, enterprises and schools.111 

Evidence suggests that the effective 
roll-out of learning technology involves 
systemic interventions to enhance infra-
structural capacity for enabling access to 
content.112 One of the key enablers in re-
mote online schooling is a reliable informa-
tion and communications technology (ICT) 
infrastructure.113 The South Korean govern-
ment has sought to address issues of dig-
ital access among individuals by providing 
targeted technology-specific support to 
low-income families so that their children 
still have the opportunity to learn while at 
home.114 As part of its emerging policy and 
planning for nationwide online education, 
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the government has conducted a national 
‘roll call’ of technology available in the 
home.115 In Argentina and Jamaica, access 
to the official education portals have been 
‘zero-rated,’ which means that accessing 
and browsing the sites is free of charge 
and will not consume data. In Croatia and 
Egypt, students from low-income house-
holds have been given free SIM cards by 
telecommunications companies.116 

Any initiative that aims to provide 
remote learning swiftly and successfully 
through digital technology should also 
consider hardware already available and 
technological literacy.117 In Bhutan, where 
the majority of internet access is through 
mobile phones, the government has been 
working with telecoms providers to reduce 
data charges and provide additional data 
to students. Those in quarantine are also 
being provided with free data.118

Demand-side factors: learning 
environment and adequate support

While equitable access to technology 
can be considered an impediment to the 
successful implementation of remote 
learning, the provision of technology alone 
does not guarantee that all students are 
engaged and that learning takes place 
during school closures. Students in disad-
vantaged families, or in unstable settings 
like refugee camps, are less likely to find 
themselves in environments conducive 
to learning. In addition to limited regular 
access to online devices or TV channels, 
children in such environments might have 
little space and time for remote learning.119 
Children living in poverty, in crowded en-
vironments and without parents or guard-
ians who can support their learning risk 
falling further behind in their education. 
In terms of reaching children with disabil-
ities, there are a broad range of concerns 
regarding the appropriateness of certain 

media and technologies for children with 
disabilities.120 Teachers should pay partic-
ular attention to the provision of structure 
and learning guidance for the most vulner-
able students.121

Previous critiques of technology-driven 
responses to reaching vulnerable and dis-
advantaged students highlight the fact that 
learners do not benefit from new technol-
ogies without adequate pedagogical and 
socio-emotional support.122 Substantial 
and ongoing pedagogical and monitoring 
guidance and an instructional design are 
needed to ensure that all learners have the 
support to continue receiving high-quality 
education.123 In addition to rolling out a 
remote learning programme for Palestinian 
refugee children in Jordan, for example, 
UNRWA included psychosocial support 
and career guidance in their COVID-19 
education response package. UNRWA also 
provided Agency teachers in Jordan with 
training to prepare them to support all stu-
dents during remote learning.124

3.3 Pedagogic approaches and 
instructional design for remote 
learning

Effective remote teaching should draw on 
the same best practices as face-to-face 
teaching:

•	 planning and delivering well-designed 
lessons (structure);

•	 accommodating individual needs 
(adaptation); and

•	 accurate awareness of, and response 
to, pupil learning (assessment).125  

To achieve this in a remote context requires 
the application of an additional set of 
skills and practices, as remote learning 
environments cannot perfectly replicate the 
physical classroom. 
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The following seven principles should be 
considered when designing and delivering 
remote learning:

1. PROMOTE SAFEGUARDING

Remote learning through online 
mechanisms presents a new set of risks 
for children. Online engagement can 
create an opportunity for various forms of 
abuse, and for some children an increased 
amount of time at home will increase their 
exposure to threats to their wellbeing.126 
As children spend more time online, 
their risk of online sexual harassment, 
cyberbullying or exposure to damaging 
content increases.127 Girls are particularly 
at risk when engaging in  remote learning 
online.128 Risks can be mitigated through 
the appropriate settings in programmes 
through which content is shared. For 
example, by using the ‘made for kids’ 
setting when sharing a YouTube video 
to prevent mature content from being 
recommended to the viewer. Messages 
around online behaviour are also crucial to 
supporting pupil safety, particularly when 
they are engaging independently. More 
information on online safety can be found 
in the Annex.

2. ENGAGE WITH DISADVANTAGED 
PUPILS

Student motivation, engagement and 
self-regulation are harder to achieve with-
out the presence of a teacher.129 Disadvan-
tage exacerbates this challenge,130 making 
it crucial for teachers to use whatever 
means are available to maintain contact 
with high-risk students and to provide 
pastoral support, as well as monitoring 
and guiding learning. The means by which 
teachers can support students depends on 
public health guidelines and the available 
technology. 

3. SUPPORT STUDENTS WITH DISABILI-
TIES 

The existing social and educational disad-
vantage faced by learners with disabilities 
has been compounded by the impact of 
COVID-19. Students with disabilities face a 
lack of access to health information, chal-
lenges in being able to implement basic 
hygiene and inaccessible health facilities.131 
Students with disabilities are the least like-
ly to benefit from remote learning because 
of a lack of support, lack of access to the 
internet, and a lack of accessible software 
and learning materials. They are also more 
at risk of being out of school and are likely 
to face barriers when re-joining.132 Girls 
with disabilities also face additional risks of 
domestic violence and abuse as a result of 
lockdown.133  

4. PROMOTE ‘TEACHING PRESENCE’ 

Pupils benefit when they feel they are 
able to interact with teachers.134 This 
can be difficult to achieve when the 
means of instruction is lessons broadcast 
from a centralized radio or TV channel. 
Pupils could be enabled to contribute to 
discussions or answer questions via SMS, 
a selection of which might then be read 
out by the broadcaster to create a sense 
of community with their audience. Even 
when broadcast teaching is used, teachers 
should still maintain contact with their 
pupils to monitor their engagement with 
the materials. Priority should be given 
to the most vulnerable pupils.135 Where 
online activities are possible, some level of 
synchronous teaching can be beneficial to 
maintaining a sense of teaching presence 
and class community.136  

5. CREATE ACTIVITIES THAT 
ENCOURAGE COGNITIVE ENGAGEMENT 
AND LEARNING
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Where educational content is delivered 
through broadcast media (e.g., TV and 
radio), the design of activities should 
promote the cognitive engagement of 
the learner and avoid passivity. This might 
include content which models the activity, 
while explaining the thought processes 
and application of the skills involved. Pupil 
learning may also be reinforced with low-
stakes testing and through the promotion 
of metacognitive strategies to help pupils 
to independently assess their own learning 
and needs.137 Metacognitive strategies, 
such as planning, monitoring and 
evaluating one’s own work, enable learners 
to take responsibility for their learning, 
which in turn allows for the support from 
teachers to be as targeted and efficient 
as possible.138 Remote learning requires 
students to do a significant amount of 
independent reading, since instructions 
are often given in writing. Care should be 
taken to ensure that the written material 
provided is of an appropriate level for the 
students, both in terms of their literacy 
and their cognitive skills. Rather than being 
a barrier to participation in remote learning, 
reading can have many benefits for 
children, such as improved language skills 
and increased attention spans.139 These 
benefits can be harnessed by effectively 
incorporating reading into remote learning 
programmes.

6. RECOGNIZE THE LIMITATIONS OF 
SELF-PACED AND STUDENT-DIRECTED 
LEARNING

While it is helpful for students to develop 
an ability to work independently, they 
must receive adequate scaffolding and 
support relevant to their level of self-
regulation capability. Project-based learning 
activities should be carefully designed to 
ensure that students can follow their own 

curiosity while learning, but still benefit 
from the structure, input and guidance 
provided by their teacher. Where possible, 
modes of communication and collaboration 
between pupils may also benefit through 
the establishment or maintenance of 
a learning community.140 Project-based 
learning has been recommended as a 
strategy for educational recovery that 
is suitable for remote learning contexts 
because it allows students to work 
independently.141 

7. PROVIDE SOCIO-EMOTIONAL 
SUPPORT 

Considering the likely toll that the 
COVID-19 crisis will take on students’ 
psychological wellbeing, some countries 
are offering socio-emotional support for 
students and parents. In Austria, school 
psychologists can be reached by students 
via telephone and email during evenings 
and weekends. In Jamaica, the National 
Parenting Support Commission has imple-
mented a range of initiatives to support 
parents. Advice on creating structure and a 
safe and supportive learning environment 
has been issued to schools which can 
then share it with parents. Psychosocial 
support helplines have been set up to 
support parents, using free SIM cards that 
have been made available, with UNICEF 
paying for the calling credit and data. In 
addition, five videos were launched in April 
to support parents with home-schooling, 
to reduce the risks of abuse by parents 
becoming frustrated with trying to home-
school their children. In North Macedonia, 
there is a pre-existing UNICEF and UK 
Government-funded TV-based programme 
to support socio-emotional learning in 
preschools, helping children to cope with 
trauma and stress, manage their emotions 
and develop skills such as empathy and 
resilience.142
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CASE STUDIES OF THE USE OF TECHNOLOGY IN EDUCATION

The One Laptop per Child (OLPC) programme was introduced in 2015 to revolu-
tionize education through the provision of low-cost laptops to children around the 
world. However, the excitement around OLPC soon turned into caution and even-
tually into disappointment as the programme failed to produce positive results. 
A study carried out in the US state of Alabama found that “the benefits achieved 
at the time of our data collection appear to be minimal, thus resulting in a high 
cost-benefit ratio.”143 The researchers lamented that the initial provision of laptops 
did not lead to an equitable access to technology in the long run, as poorer chil-
dren were unable to pay for laptop maintenance and repairs. More importantly 
however, the study also found that teachers were unprepared to support the chil-
dren in their learning as teachers themselves had insufficient technological and 
pedagogical skills to use the laptops effectively in class.144 A large-scale,15-month 
randomized control trial in Peru found no evidence that the OLPC programme had 
a positive effect on enrolment or test scores in mathematics and languages.145

The Norwegian development association Norad launched the competition Edu-
App4Syria in 2015 to fund smartphone-based applications to improve Syrian 
refugee children’s literacy and psychosocial wellbeing. The two open source ap-
plications Feed the Monster and Antura and the Letters won the competition and 
were launched in 2017.146 An evaluation of the two applications was carried out 
with 900 Syrian children in a refugee camp in Jordan. It found that there were 
small but statistically significant learning gains in literacy and psychosocial wellbe-
ing. The applications had increased interactivity with an integrated feedback fea-
ture, which provided children with immediate feedback on how they were doing. 
The evaluation’s results were used to further improve the applications by making 
them more suitable to children’s needs, for example by introducing a tutorial func-
tion. The founders of EduApp4Syria were keen to emphasize that the games pro-
vide additional learning support but cannot replace formal education.147
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National and local approaches 
to meeting the needs of 
schools and children 
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Providing a summary overview of the 
range of national and local approaches that 
evidence suggests have contributed to 
the swift and effective delivery of remote 
learning in response to the closure of 
schools under COVID-19, this section 
highlights the ways in which national and 
local actors, as well as non-state actors, can 
work together to deliver remote learning. 

4.1 National-level delivery of 
remote learning

Evidence from country-level responses to 
the delivery of remote learning suggests 
that more centralized national systems 
have been able to mobilize their responses 
extremely quickly and have the ability to 
rapidly enact substantial policy changes at 
short notice.148

At a national level, the legislative frame-
work for governance may impact the 
speed and effectiveness of developing and 
implementing educational continuity plans. 
Those with strong centralized legislative 
bodies or decision-making committees 
(e.g., China, France, Bangladesh, Uganda) 
quickly developed and enacted strategies 
and implementation plans, arguably as a 
result of swiftly moving bureaucratic pow-
ers and substantial institutional capacity. 

Those with federal, provincial or decentral-
ized legislative models (e.g., Japan, Nepal, 
Pakistan) developed policies and strategies 
more slowly, with less evidence of effec-
tive delivery of remote learning.149 Japan, 
for example, has been subject to criticism 
for a slow response to COVID-19.150 The 
government’s policy response is partially 
hindered by Japanese law, which prohibits 
central government from enacting nation-
wide lockdown measures and requires that 
any central government policy announce-
ments are primarily offered as guidance to 

individual prefectures.151

The delivery of remote learning is a 
necessary but not sufficient condition 
to ensure that students actually learn 
during school closures. Four national-level 
strategies that contribute to an effective 
roll-out and delivery of remote learning 
have been identified as follows:

Support teachers with centrally curated 
educational content, digital resources and 
guidance 

A key factor in the swift roll-out of remote 
learning as part of national responses 
under COVID-19 has been the centralized 
curation of educational content, digital 
resources and media products. This fre-
quently takes the form of digital platforms 
through which educators, teachers and 
parents can access curriculum content, 
lesson plans, guidebooks, workbooks, 
and audio-visual resources. In their early 
response to school closures, the Chinese 
MOE focused on establishing the deliv-
ery of remote learning via online mecha-
nisms,152 through an approach based on 
three integrated priorities: i) ensuring the 
right teaching and learning content was 
available; ii) ensuring that this content 
could be accessed by users for free; and 
iii) ensuring sufficient delivery infrastruc-
ture and bandwidth were in place to guar-
antee large numbers of students could 
access this content.153 

In South Korea, the MOE published 
guidance on how teachers should set 
home-schooling assignments and provide 
feedback on learners’ work. The MOE has 
established the Teacher On initiative, a 
remote community of practice for teach-
ers to share examples of good practice in 
online teaching and learning, led by volun-
teers with existing experience of remote 
learning, as well as the 10,000 Communi-
ties online platform, for teachers to share 
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good practice. In Brazil the government of 
the Amazon region has set out the core 
responsibilities of teachers during school 
closures. These include: i) keeping regular 
contact with students and parents; ii) en-
couraging engagement in remote learning 
broadcasts; iii) following up broadcasts 
with distance communication; iv) identify-
ing and sharing educational resources; and 
v) carrying out assessment activities.154 

In many countries, teachers are supported 
with resources and materials for 
remote learning but there is an evident 
need for more specialized professional 
development on remote pedagogy.155 The 
UNESCO’s Teacher Task Force has provided 
a list of requirements for how teachers can 
best be supported during and beyond the 
COVID-19 pandemic:156

•	 Protect labour rights and the wages of 
teachers;

•	 Protect the physical and mental health 
of teachers and students, including 
through providing psychosocial support 
for teachers;

•	 Include teachers at all steps of 
education policymaking and planning of 
the COVID-19 response;

•	 Provide adequate professional support 
and training so that teachers can 
effectively teach remotely;

•	 Support the teachers who work with 
disadvantaged and marginalized 
communities;

•	 Include teacher wages, and resources 
for professional development, in aid 
programmes.

Clear, consistent coordination and 
communication strategies

In delivering the roll-out of remote learn-
ing, evidence suggests that clear coordi-
nation and communication is key to facili-

tating swift and effective implementation. 
Primarily, this applies in the context of de-
livery, when working with partners across 
multiple sectors, where government 
structures bring additional complexity. In 
China, for example, large-scale teleconfer-
ences were organized to communicate the 
roll-out of online-based remote learning 
through standardized messaging. Initial 
policy planning was followed by a series 
of teleconferences to filter down plans for 
implementation to the local level, including 
communications to schools and teach-
ers.157 

The use of clear communications also ap-
plies in the more public context of ensur-
ing awareness and uptake of remote learn-
ing options among schools, parents and 
learners. Research has shown that public 
awareness of remote learning can increase 
support and engagement.158 In Bangla-
desh, the government’s ICT programme 
a2i is leading state-sector planning for 
an education communication strategy to 
ensure parents and caregivers are aware 
of scheduled learning processes and can 
engage children in these processes.159

Enhanced infrastructural capacity and 
access to educational resources

Evidence suggests that the effective 
roll-out of remote learning, particularly 
through digital media, involves systemic 
interventions to enhance infrastructural 
capacity for more access to content. 
One of the key enablers in remote 
online schooling is a reliable ICT-based 
communications infrastructure.160 In Peru, 
for example, the MOE announced that 
800,000 tablets would be provided to 
disadvantaged children. To address the 
lack of electricity in some rural areas, 
the tablets can be charged using solar 
chargers. The MOE is also planning to 
distribute 97,000 tablets to teachers, 
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with a total estimated cost of tablets 
of more than 600 million Peruvian Sols 
(US$177 million) for both students and 
teachers.161 Research on the effectiveness 
of interventions that focus primarily on 
the provision of technological devices 
produced mixed results. Combining the 
distribution of devices with appropriate 
technological support and teacher 
professional development was found to be 
more effective.162

Guidelines and support for parents and 
caregivers

Encouraging parents, caregivers and the 
wider community to support home-based 
education is critical for success, as is rec-
ognizing the differing family circumstances 
in which children live.163 Parents and family 
members can influence the activities of 
their children, determine the use of de-
vices and establish norms and priorities – 
such interventions are particularly useful in 
relation to girls’ education.164 

Communication with parents has, there-
fore, been a key aspect of strategic plan-
ning, firstly, in facilitating engagement with 
home schooling, and secondly, providing 
children with academic support. The 
Japanese government’s initial response 
included measures to ensure that parents 
were able to take time off work in order to 
look after the children affected by school 
closures. Specifically, the government 
ensured that funds were available to com-
pensate these parents for any unpaid leave 
taken, thus supporting parents on lower 
incomes.165 Countries like Jamaica and 
France have run phone helplines to support 
parents of children with special education-
al needs.166 A number of countries have 
set up call centres to support students and 
parents with online learning. In El-Salvador, 
for example, a 24-hour call centre was 
set up with five staff and six subject-area 
specialists to respond to queries. In Peru, 

a WhatsApp account has been created to 
field enquiries about the Learn at Home 
initiative.167

4.2 Multi-partner approaches to 
planning and delivering remote 
learning

Multi-partner approaches involving both 
state and non-state agents appear to be 
key to a successful, rapid roll-out of re-
mote learning, particularly where solutions 
are designed with a focus on the use of 
media and/or digital technologies. 

Firstly, many state-led responses have 
engaged directly with the private sec-
tor – non-state broadcasters and satellite 
TV channels, internet and digital service 
providers, and mobile telephone networks 
– and the aims of these partnerships 
include: developing and broadcasting ed-
ucational content and communications; 
improving communications infrastructure; 
providing or subsidizing internet access or 
mobile data; developing new educational 
platforms (such as mobile apps); making 
existing content freely available; and pro-
viding schools and learners with access 
to necessary technologies such as tablets 
and smartphones. In Rwanda, the central 
government has partnered with telecom-
munications platforms and development 
partners like UNICEF to ensure that learn-
ers at all levels have free access to online 
educational materials.168 The Canadian 
province of Quebec has announced that 
students who do not have access to tech-
nological tools will be provided with tab-
lets and internet access. This initiative was 
undertaken in partnership with TELUS and 
Apple. The tablets will also have full access 
to the state’s online education platform.169

Secondly, in LMICs, development partners 
have played an influential role in the 
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planning and delivery of remote learning.170 
Donor coordination groups have actively 
supported the design of government 
strategies for educational continuity.  

4.3 Local-level strategies to 
support the success of remote 
learning 

Implementing government policies

To ensure educational continuity, central 
governments must provide a clear policy 
direction and the resources for the imple-
mentation of remote learning. However, 
due to their context-specific knowledge 
and networks, local-level actors are often 
best placed to implement these policies 
and guidelines. For successful remote 
learning, it is important to have a balance 
between central direction and action 
combined with locally delivered support 
at the level of the municipality, school 
district or school.171 UNESCO has pointed 
out that “there has been remarkable in-
novation in the responses of educators to 
the COVID-19 crisis,” and that “We must 
encourage conditions that give frontline 
educators autonomy and flexibility to act 
collaboratively.” Teachers, when given the 
opportunity, were found to be able to use 
their professional experience and networks 
to effectively tailor their COVID-19 context 
responses to their students’ needs.172

Some governments have already 
acknowledged the need to give local 
actors professional autonomy. The 
California Department of Education, for 
example, provides local actors with a list 
of resources, materials and guidelines 
on pedagogy and practices in remote 
learning, believing that in order to achieve 
the objective of supporting “high-
quality instruction for all students,” the 
information and resources provided by the 
government ought to be adapted to local 

needs.173 Recognizing the importance of 
local relationships, the central government 
in Uganda instructed all town clerks to 
engage with parents to ensure their 
cooperation in remote learning.174

Ensuring access to remote learning and 
assuring quality 

Local-level actors are crucial in ensuring 
that all children are able to participate 
in remote learning. The Organisation for 
Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD) recommends that schools should 
arrange for a daily check-in with teachers, 
who should, in turn, be in regular contact 
with students.175 Schools have also been 
important in managing the provision of 
hardware and access to software that 
students may need for remote learning. 
Teachers in Germany, for example, have 
helped students to register for financial 
or material support with remote learning, 
giving students from less affluent families 
access to technology.176

Collecting and managing data 

The collection of current, detailed data on 
all participants in the education system 
is a critical component for ensuring that 
children have access to technology and are 
making progress during school closures. 
Education Management Information Sys-
tems (EMIS) are seen as a fundamental 
building block for education systems both 
during and after crises.177 

Prior to COVID-19, many countries around 
the world were already using EMIS to 
monitor and evaluate the performance of 
their education systems. The Vietnamese 
approach to data management, for ex-
ample, requires school leaders to report 
to district officials on a regular basis. This 
information is then used by government 
on the national and regional level to mon-
itor systems performance and to allocate 
resources.178 Research has reaffirmed that 
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the analysis drawing on EMIS and other 
available data sources is useful for the 
identification and support of at-risk and 
out-of-school children.179 

In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
data should be gathered on student partic-
ipation in remote learning, as well as their 
retention, levels of engagement and learn-
ing outcomes. Firstly, such detailed data 
allow for a responsive remote learning 
system that can be improved and refined 
in the light of information gathered. Sec-
ondly, gathering data on student participa-
tion and learning outcomes can facilitate 
education system recovery once schools 
begin to reopen. Student-level data about 
the learning that took place during the 

period of school closures will be vital in 
assessing learning loss and in planning 
recovery programmes.180

©UNICEF Jordan
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Recovery programmes will be needed 
to remedy loss of learning due to school 
closures.181 This section looks at strategies 
to accelerate the recovery of lost learning, 
particularly for the most vulnerable, after 
a crisis. It also includes information about 
preventing students from dropping out of 
school and looks at teacher development 
as a way to achieve educational continuity.

5.1 Catch up programmes, 
accelerated learning 
programmes and project-based 
learning

An unprecedented number of students are 
currently out of school. Evidence suggests 
that the extent to which they can engage 
with remote learning, and the level of 
learning that takes place remotely, is highly 
dependent on a broad range of contextual 
factors. Education systems will need to 
make up for the learning that students have 
missed in the spring and summer of 2020. 
UNESCO recommends the following four 
strategies, which, depending on the context, 
can be deployed to mitigate learning loss: 

•	 Adjusting the curriculum and delivery 
modalities to enable the meeting of key 
learning objectives for the school year; 

•	 Promoting the use of more practical 
approaches to learning, such as project-
based learning; 

•	 Implementing accelerated learning 
programmes, remedial and catch-up 
programmes, delivering a compressed 
or lighter curriculum; and

•	 Introducing supplementary teaching, 
tutoring, and extra-curricular non-formal 
learning activities.182

As part of COVID-19 response planning, 
some countries have already announced 
that they will change their academic calen-

dar to enable remedial education to take 
place. China, for example, has postponed 
its secondary school examination, Gaukao, 
by a month to allow students to catch up 
on missed schooling.183 Some countries 
have made public financing available to 
ensure that catch up programmes reach 
the most disadvantaged children.

Prior to the current pandemic, catch-up 
programmes have been widely used in 
conflict-affected settings to allow students 
who have spent a limited amount of time 
out of school to make up for lost learning 
and to return to formal schooling. UNES-
CO, for example, has offered the Second 
Chance Programme to Syrian refugees: 
80 per cent of students, who completed 
the eight-week summer course were able 
to proceed to the next grade level.184 The 
World Bank has also financed catch-up 
programmes in conflict-affected countries 
like South Sudan.185

Evidence suggests that accelerated edu-
cation programmes “promote access to 
certified education for children and adoles-
cents who have missed out on substantial 
amounts of schooling”.186 The DfID-funded 
Complementary Basic Education for Gha-
na programme has been successful in 
bringing out-of-school children back into 
formal education. This programme uses 
community volunteers to deliver nine 
months of intensive classes, after which 
90 per cent of participants have been re-
ported to return to regular education.187 

Accelerated learning programmes often 
rely on the support of volunteers and the 
wider community, as they are conducted 
alongside formal education.188 The Acceler-
ated Education Working Group, a cooper-
ation of various international organizations 
(IOs) and non-government organizations 
(NGOs), has published ten principles for 
effective practice.189 They highlight the 
need for programmes to be responsive 
and flexible as well as for teachers to be 

Evidence suggests 
that accelerated 
education 
programmes 
“promote access to 
certified education 
for children and 
adolescents who 
have missed out on 
substantial amounts 
of schooling”.
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trained and supervised.

Project-based learning is an approach par-
ticularly suitable to the COVID-19 context, 
as it usually requires learners to work in-
dependently over a period of time. A prac-
tice- and outcome-oriented, inquiry-based 
process, project-based learning focuses on 
real-world applications.190 Research on the 
effectiveness of project-based learning has 
produced mixed results but teachers and 
learners consider it a worthwhile activity.191 
Four criteria for the successful imple-
mentation of project-based learning have 
been identified as follows: i) defining the 
assignment’s content; ii) identifying the 
learners’ context; iii) considering and plan-
ning for possible problems that learners 
may encounter; and iv) identifying the best 
possible outcomes of the project.192 In 
remote learning contexts, where indepen-
dent study is commonplace, project-based 
learning can be a fruitful way to develop 
students’ problem-solving skills.193 

5.2 Preventing dropout 

A recent meta-analysis of research on 
school dropouts has found that reasons 
for discontinuing school attendance can 
be located at the levels of the individual 
student, family or school.194 Children who 
lack parental supervision and support 
or who are required to contribute to the 
household income through work are more 
likely to drop out of school. Research on 
the aftermath of past education and eco-
nomic crises has also shown that it can 
be difficult to re-enrol students in school 
after periods of school closure. Increases 
in school dropouts were linked to rises 
in child labour and early marriage.195 With 
more than 70 per cent of Syrian refugees 
in Lebanon living under the poverty line 
prior to COVID-19, it is, for example, likely 
that school dropouts will increase as fam-
ilies lose their incomes, and are unable 
to afford to pay for books, transport and 

uniforms. Many of these families may rely 
on their children to supplement the family 
income.196 It was also found that children 
in South Africa who lost their parents to 
the HIV crisis, were less likely to return to 
school, due to increased financial and fam-
ily pressures and emotional trauma.197 As 
COVID-19 continues to claim many lives, 
the impact on children who lose close rela-
tives should not be underestimated. 

Evidence clearly shows that the support 
of the wider community is crucial in ensur-
ing the return of all students to schools. 
Targeted back-to-school campaigns, in 
countries like Côte d’Ivoire, Somalia and 
Afghanistan, have combined radio and 
TV messaging with community outreach 
campaigns.198 In Somalia, back-to-school 
campaigns have focused successfully on 
hard-to-reach groups like teenage mothers 
and nomadic populations.199 

Social protection programmes or econom-
ic incentives, combined with community 
outreach, can support children to re-enrol 
or stay in school. This can include cash 
transfers, waiving school fees, or providing 
free school meals.200 To prevent drop-out 
after the Ebola outbreak, the government 
of Sierra Leone waived school fees for 
two years, and development partners, civil 
society organizations and NGOs provided 
school supplies and materials to offset the 
other costs borne by families. A back-to-
school campaign in Lebanon for Syrian ref-
ugee children, combined financial support 
for education-related expenses to families 
with infrastructure and teacher develop-
ment projects in schools.201   

As is known from the context of out-of-
school children, current and fine-grained 
data on school enrolment and attendance 
is very scarce. In order to prevent school 
dropouts, the collection and management 
of data on all children needs to be 
improved, including those children who 
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were not enrolled in schools prior to 
COVID-19.202 The collection and curation 
of information are crucial to ensure that: i) 
children who are in school stay in school, 
even as the economic situation becomes 
more dire; ii) struggling children receive 
the appropriate support; and iii) children 
who are not currently participating in 
education can be re-enrolled.  

5.3 The role of teachers after 
COVID-19

Changed realities after COVID-19

Teachers are facing a uniquely challenging 
situation in which they are required to fa-
cilitate remote learning while also meeting 
the challenges of working from home, 
potentially with their own personal child-
care responsibilities to fulfil. International 
organizations have highlighted the need 
to support teachers during the period of 
remote learning and beyond.203 

After schools reopen, the professional 
reality of teachers will have drastically 
changed. Most countries are reopening 
schools with new social distancing and 
hygiene measures and are only allowing 
some students to return. Teachers will 
be required to carry out assessments of 
learning loss, to support children through 
recovery programmes and to provide 
mental health and psychosocial support.204 
Governments might decide to condense 
the curriculum or to alter examination and 
progression procedures,205 subsequently 
impacting on how teachers cover the re-
quired curriculum. Significant changes to 
timetables may be necessary in order to 
catch up on lost learning. In order to recov-
er lost class time for students, schools in 
South Africa – in consultation with District 
offices – can increase the daily teaching 
time by between 30 minutes and two 
hours, depending on the age of the stu-
dents.206 In Italy, schools will offer summer 

courses to support students, who were 
unable to fully engage in remote learn-
ing.207 

As schools begin to gradually reopen with 
reduced class sizes, remote learning might 
transition into blended learning, where 
technology-based education is combined 
with face-to-face education.208 This might 
happen where, in order to maintain 
small class sizes and social distancing, 
students receive part of their education in 
person and learn remotely on other days.209 
Blended learning has only rarely been 
empirically evaluated; the scarce evidence 
that exists highlights the same challenges 
that are commonly associated with purely 
technology-based education: issues of 
access and equity, technological literacy 
and teachers’ ability to use technology 
effectively.210 

Teachers’ professional development 

The Inter-Agency Network for Education in 
Emergencies (INEE) lists support and train-
ing for teachers as a key element of how 
national education sectors should respond 
to crisis. INEE argues that teachers have 
a profound impact not only on student 
learning but also on their wellbeing.211 
Particularly in the context of teacher devel-
opment in crisis, INEE highlights the need 
for high-quality teacher trainers, institution-
alized and ongoing support, and a profes-
sional community for teachers.212 

The World Bank identified the following ar-
eas in which teachers would need profes-
sional development to ensure educational 
continuity: 

•	 Remote learning pedagogy and 
technological skills;

•	 Assessment of learning lags that are 
likely to have developed during remote 
learning; 
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•	 “To teach to the right (post-COVID) 
level,” based on the potentially vastly 
different learning that took place during 
remote learning;

•	 Guidance on curriculum prioritization, 
which will depend on new priorities that 
the government might set if they opt for 
a reduced curriculum;

•	 Identify and support at-risk students, 
both in terms of their learning and in 
terms of physical and mental health.213

 
Research found that teacher development 
is most effective in supporting student 
learning when: i) teachers support each 
other; ii) professional development is 
aligned with teachers’ needs; and iii) teach-
ers receive support from head teachers.214 
Teacher development programmes that 
are context-specific and targeted215 as well 
as of a sustained duration and embedded 
in the classroom216 are more effective in 
improving student outcomes. The Unit-
ed Arab Emirates has already begun a 
COVID–19 specific teacher development 
programme focusing on online learning. 

A survey of Chinese teachers about their 
experiences of remote learning during 
COVID-19 highlight that there are multiple 
challenges associated with technology-en-
abled education. Firstly, teachers require 
support in setting up the structure and 
content of new learning provisions. Sec-
ondly, teachers need support to be able to 
harness the potential of technology and to 
teach effectively through new media.217 

UNESCO has highlighted the need for 
psychosocial-support training to better ad-
dress the emotional and mental challenges 
that students are likely to face as a con-
sequence of the isolation that they expe-
rienced during extended school closures. 
UNICEF has made mental health and well-
being a central priority of their response 
to COVID-19 and has helped to provide 

positive parenting resources to support 
over 38 million families in more than 90 
languages.218 In response to COVID-19, 
the International Federation of Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Societies is offering free 
online training for psychosocial first aid in 
various languages. This training package is 
designed to support those working with in-
dividuals in situations of heightened stress 
and anxiety and has specific modules for 
working with young people.219
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Remote learning in 
the MENA region 
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This section provides insights into how the 
education sector in the MENA region have 
responded to COVID-19. Some interna-
tional initiatives have been running in the 
region, such as an online archive of educa-
tional resources in Arabic, which is curated 
by the Arab League Educational, Cultural 
and Scientific Organization (ALECSO).220 
This section presents lessons learned on 
the use of technology for remote learning 
within the context of MENA as a region, 
where challenges include significant socio-
economic inequalities across and within 
countries, a significant population of dis-
placed people, and ongoing conflicts that 
have impacted on the educational infra-
structures and systemic technical capacity. 
One in five children in the region is not in 
school, wars and conflict have destroyed 
more than 8,850 education facilities and, 
according to the Arab Youth Survey 2017, 
two-thirds of students in the Levant do not 
think that their education prepares them 
for their future.221 Additionally, the region 
houses 15.9 million refugees, asylum 
seekers and internally displaced people, 
46 per cent of whom are children.222 These 
factors make the task of responding to 
COVID-19 considerably more difficult for 
education systems in the region. At the 
same time, however, the heightened 
awareness and momentum generated 
by COVID-19 present an opportunity to 
integrate children that did not previously 
attend school back into the education 
system and to make the education sector 
more resilient to the ongoing crisis and 
future crises. 

Remote learning through TV broadcasts 

With COVID-19 lockdown measures imple-
mented in the MENA region, a variety of 
remote learning solutions are being intro-
duced to support student learning during 
school closure. In delivering remote learn-
ing, 28 per cent223 of the region’s countries 
relied only on TV broadcast. In Palestine, 
for example, the UNRWA TV224 broadcast 

Arabic, English, mathematics and science 
lessons for 4th to 9th grade students. In 
Kuwait, the MOE launched a TV channel225 
featuring video lessons and teacher confer-
ences. 

Remote learning through online platforms 
and mixed technologies 

Almost 40 per cent of the region’s coun-
tries offered only online education using 
specialized platforms, and 22 per cent 
used a combination of online platforms 
and broadcast options.226

•	 In Syria, the MOE launched a num-
ber of online platforms like the Da-
mascus Educational Platform227 and 
the Syrian Educational Platform.228  

•	 In Iraq, a combination of online plat-
forms and broadcast options through 
an Educational channel229 was offered 
in addition to the specialized online 
education platforms Newton230 and 
e-parwarda.231 These platforms allow 
teachers and students to view les-
sons, interact and download electron-
ic copies of school textbooks. 

•	 Morocco launched the specialized 
portal TelmidTICE232 for all levels, and 
the National TV channel 4 – Athaqafia 
– broadcasting educational lessons 
that are also available online accord-
ing to the regular school curriculum 
on the Athaqafia website.233 

•	 In Egypt, the Ministry of Education 
and Technical Education (MOATE) of-
fered Edu Stream234 to facilitate com-
munication between teachers and 
students and for the organization of 
lectures and meetings. The Ministry 
also broadcast videos on the MOATE 
Channel,235 and extended access to 
the Egyptian Knowledge Bank236 mak-
ing it available to a total of 22 million 
students. The Egyptian Knowledge 
Bank provides content from kinder-

Almost 40 per cent of 
the region’s countries 
offered only online 
education using 
specialized platforms, 
and 22 per cent used 
a combination of 
online platforms and 
broadcast options.
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garten through to secondary edu-
cation by grade level and subject, in 
both Arabic and English. The Ministry 
also contracted Edmodo237 to deliver 
remote instruction to K–12 students 
and made SIM cards freely available 
to students with a device. Across 
the region, evidence suggests that 
private, informal and non-formal insti-
tutions used other solutions such as 
Microsoft Teams, ZOOM, Webinars, 
and Webex. 

•	 In Jordan, the online education plat-
form Darsak238 was launched to facili-
tate education through online lessons 
for pupils in Grades 1 to 12. The 
Noorspace239 platform was estab-
lished as a learning management sys-
tem to provide teachers and schools 
with the tools to remotely track atten-
dance, monitor engagement and set 
assessments. Teacher development 
was provided via Edraak,240 a website 
created for teachers, on which they 
can obtain 90 hours professional de-
velopment training, including courses 
on effective e-learning. Via the site, 
teachers can access training on re-
mote learning tools, blended learning 
and education technology.241

Challenges with remote learning

Most countries in the MENA region have 
been implementing remote learning on a 
national scale for the first time. This has 
put a burden on parents for several rea-
sons: they may have limited awareness of 
different applications, platforms, devices, 
digital literacy and a limited ability to facili-
tate remote learning. Existing inequalities 
are likely to be exacerbated when well-ed-
ucated parents are able to support their 
children during remote learning, while oth-
er parents might not have the knowledge, 
skills or time to provide such support. The 
influence of the home environment on 

student’s ability to participate and benefit 
from remote learning should not be under-
estimated. 

Teachers’ readiness to engage with re-
mote teaching was another challenge, as 
most teachers were not adequately sup-
ported or trained, nor were they included 
in developing the COVID-19 education 
responses.242 

Another major challenge to the successful 
delivery of remote learning in the region 
is the limited access to online or digital 
resources based on internet connectivity. 
In Jordan, 23 per cent of students have 
no internet access at home, and 46 per 
cent of families reported that their children 
were not accessing Darsak. There are 
also concerns about the engagement 
and satisfaction with remote learning 
provisions among learners. According to 
polls conducted by the Centre for Strategic 
Studies at the University of Jordan, only 
about 55 per cent of students surveyed 
have used the Darsak platform. 51 per 
cent continued their education via TV 
channels. The poll also found that 80 per 
cent of the students believed that the 
platforms were not as good as normal 
school education.243

Education for all children 

The provision of remote learning been 
particularly challenging for marginalised 
and vulnerable students, like children who 
require special assistance because of a 
disability, or children living in unstable situ-
ations like refugee camps. 

There is some evidence that a number of 
countries in the MENA region have made 
provisions for children with disabilities, 
although practical examples of such pro-
visions are difficult to find. In Qatar, the 
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THE UNITED ARAB EMIRATES’ EDUCATION RESPONSE TO COVID-19

Within a week of school closures on 3 March 2020, the MOE of the United Arab Emirates 
(UAE) launched a comprehensive remote learning programme with channels, platforms 
and resources for students of all ages. Further to this, the Ministry offered digital re-
sources to support students’ learning. These include the Diwan252 digital reading platform 
which includes Nahla wa Nahil specialized in raising Arabic reading skills, and the Dari-
fah253 platform which allows teachers and students to electronically view and interact with 
the learning curriculum and download electronic copies of textbooks. The MOE has since 
announced a national framework to support distance learning for students with disabili-
ties during the COVID-19 pandemic. The framework consists of four main pillars based on 
the levels and needs of ‘Students of Determination’254 and gives free access to specialist 
services, such as speech and language therapy.255

In building capacity for the implementation of remote learning, 25,000 MOE adminis-
trative and teaching staff attended a five-day remote specialized training workshop on 
‘the MoE’s learning curve,’256 introducing them to best practices in interactive virtual 
classrooms.257 A free specialized online training programme entitled ‘How to Become an 
Online Tutor in 24 Hours’258 was also delivered by MOE in collaboration with Hamdan Bin 
Mohammed Smart University. It was attended by more than 81,000 educators in the UAE 
and around the world.259

Building on the provision of remote learning during school closures, the UAE government 
has also launched a Distance Learning Evaluation Programme. This programme aims to 
evaluate and enhance current provision of school-led remote learning through a standard-
ized monitoring process, based on evaluation team visits alongside guidance and tools 
for school-led self-evaluation. The evaluation framework places a particular focus on the 
accountability of school leadership and governance for ensuring quality of remote learn-
ing, as well as the school’s role in identifying and prioritizing areas for improvement. Im-
portantly, there is an emphasis on encouraging interventions that move schools from the 
provision of remote learning as a temporary measure towards the establishment of sus-
tainable and longer-term distance learning. Key areas for evaluation include: levels of stu-
dent access to learning; levels of student participation in learning; provision of appropriate 
and regular feedback; student wellbeing; and the frequency of communications between 
teachers, student and parents.260

Finally, as part of the planning for reopening schools in September, schools are anticipat-
ing an approach for the balanced delivery of distance and in-school learning, primarily to 
minimize the numbers of students on school premises in order to maintain social distanc-
ing. Differentiated school planning approaches include resuming face-to-face classes on a 
rotation basis or retaining flexible timetables with online classes. Other schools are pre-
paring for a partial return supported by distance learning, where students attend school 
three times a week and participate in online lessons for the rest of the week, thereby 
giving schools enough time to deep clean facilities.261

Meanwhile, many other leading school groups in the country are monitoring internation-
al research on planning for the return to schools and will be guided by advice from the 
Knowledge and Human Development Authority (KHDA).
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Ministry of Education and Higher Educa-
tion introduced a new educational channel 
called Qatar’s Distance Learning.244 The 
channel is branched into 19 sub-channels 
for all subjects and grade levels including 
students with disabilities. According to the 
Ministry’s sixth report245 on the distance 
learning system, 23,533 videos were pro-
duced, out of which 19,908 videos were 
used in special education and integration 
schools, 2,456 in public education schools, 
and 1,169 in specialized schools.246 Two ad-
ditional TV channels were launched, along 
with a mobile learning application called 
Mzeed, offering digital and interactive re-
sources including books and textbooks in 
portable document format (PDF), videos, 
audio recordings and many digital learning 
materials. Qatar also planned to broadcast 
lessons in sign language.247 

To ensure continuity of learning for chil-
dren with disabilities during the COVID-19 
lockdown, UNICEF in Jordan has provided 
disability-inclusive workbooks to students 
up to Grade 6, covering Arabic, mathemat-
ics, and sensory and perceptual skills. This 
provision is adapted to each student’s in-
dividual education plan. Supporting videos 
have been circulated to parents in refugee 
camps and host communities to help un-
dertake speech and occupational therapy 
during lockdown. Parents and caregivers 
were also supported by the MOE’s inclu-
sive shadow teachers through WhatsApp 
groups and home visits.

Another group of learners that requires 
special attention are children in unstable 
settlements and refugee camps. In Leba-
non, 75 per cent of young Palestinian and 
Syrian refugees experienced difficulties 
with remote learning because of a lack of 
resources or support, challenging home 
environments, or competing priorities and 
responsibilities.248 In Jordan 80 per cent 
of the students living in Informal Tented 
Settlements lacked access to remote 

learning. Sixty-three per cent of Syrian 
refugee students and 65 per cent of refu-
gees students from other countries (Iraq, 
Yemen, Sudan, Somalia, Pakistan) also 
lacked access to Jordan’s remote learning 
provision.249

Psychosocial support

The unprecedented challenges of the 
pandemic, the associated school closures, 
social isolation and economic pressures, 
are negatively impacting the mental health 
of young people in the MENA region. A re-
cent survey among young Palestinian and 
Syrian refugees in Lebanon found that 40 
per cent experienced the current situation 
as very challenging and believed that it had 
negatively impacted their mental health.250 

UNICEF supported children’s wellbeing, 
resilience and self-efficacy by developing 
e-learning materials for teacher devel-
opment focusing on mental health and 
psychosocial support alongside Child Pro-
tection. Instructional videos on providing 
psychosocial support were also developed 
and localized for children and parents. 
These addressed topics such as dealing 
with anxiety, stress, anger management, 
problem solving, hope, self-esteem, confi-
dence, communication and acceptance.251
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The review of available evidence leads to the 
following conclusions: 

Risks related to school closures:

•	 There are five major risks associated 
with school closures: i) student loss 
of learning; ii) threats to physical and 
mental health; iii) increased rates of 
student drop-out; iv) increased risk 
of teacher attrition; and v) a decrease 
in educational financing. In the 
MENA region, these challenges are 
exacerbated by past and ongoing 
conflicts and the additional needs of 
large refugee populations. 

A multi-media approach is needed:

•	 To maximize the reach of remote 
learning, a multi-platform approach is 
needed, combining internet, TV and/
or radio, and supplemented with print 
materials. Once schools reopen, these 
media can be used in blended learning 
approaches, in which technology-based 
education is combined with face-to-face 
learning.

Equity and digital gaps:

•	 While unequal access to technology is 
an important aspect of the digital divide, 
other barriers also contribute to the risk 
that COVID-19 will exacerbate existing 
inequalities. These barriers can emerge 
as digital gaps in the following forms:262   

	» Digital access gap: The access gap 
is derived not only from affordability 
and connectivity barriers. It is also 
associated with challenges of: i) 
inclusiveness in terms of language, 
capacity or disability; ii) children’s and 
parental literacy in reading and digital 

skills; and iii) discrimination based 
on age, gender, disability or another 
factor.263

	» Digital user gap: Poor socio-
economic backgrounds, lack of 
parental support and parental digital 
literacy may mean that children’s 
engagement with online education 
at home is less sophisticated and 
less learning-oriented.  

	» Schools digital gap: There is disparity 
in the capacity of schools and non-
formal education providers to deliver 
distance learning that maximizes 
learning outcomes.

National and school led approaches are 
needed to deliver remote learning:

•	 National-level interventions for the 
delivery of remote learning should 
focus on: i) supporting teachers and 
parents with centrally curated learning 
materials, resources and guidelines; 
ii) clear, consistent coordination 
and communication strategies; iii) 
enhancement of infrastructural capacity 
and access to educational resources 
for vulnerable girls and boys, including 
those with disabilities; and iv) ensuring 
parental support for remote learning. 

•	 School-led delivery is best placed 
to guarantee the implementation 
and monitoring of remote learning. 
The school-level approach should be 
accompanied by national-level quality 
assurance and the collection of data on 
remote learning provision, uptake and 
outcomes. The collection of student-
level data will be important for the 
recovery of the education system. Local-
level authorities and school leaders 
will need to support teachers, enabling 
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them to adapt to a changed professional 
reality and to increase and diversify the 
support they provide to students. 

Crucial roles of teachers:

•	 Teachers require support in setting 
up the structure and content of new 
learning provisions. Teachers also need 
professional development to harness 
the potential of technology and to 
teach effectively through new media. 
COVID-19 highlighted both the crucial 
role of teachers and the fact that they 
are often poorly prepared to meet the 
current challenges.

•	 In order to contribute to effective 
student learning, technology has to be 
combined with appropriate pedagogical 
approaches, such as scaffolding and 
building on prior knowledge. Technology 
is most effective for remote learning 
when it is used to supplement or 
complement, rather than replace 
teachers.

Targeted learning recovery programmes 
to mitigate learning loss:

•	 Evidence shows that students from 
poorer socio-economic backgrounds 
are less able to benefit from remote 
learning, particularly during school 
closures. This is particularly the case 
for girls, refugees, and children with 
disabilities. Targeted learning recovery 
interventions, such as catch-up or 
accelerated learning programmes, can 

help to mitigate increasing inequalities.  
Such efforts should be designed to 
make education systems more inclusive 
and resilient, with the intention to build 
back better during and after the current 
crisis.

•	 Parental support is crucial for both 
remote learning and learning recovery 
interventions. Where this is lacking, 
community volunteers may be needed 
to ensure that the most vulnerable 
children have the support they need to 
continue learning.

Mental health and psychosocial support 
for children: 

•	 The COVID-19 pandemic has posed 
unprecedented challenges that may 
adversely affect the mental health 
of children and young people; these 
include lockdown, school closures, 
social isolation and economic pressures. 
These stresses may also exacerbate 
existing gender inequalities. 

•	 Tachers and school counsellors have a 
crucial role to play in identifying at-risk 
children and providing psychosocial 
support during and after school 
closures.264 Evidence shows that 
children’s wellbeing, resilience and self-
esteem can be supported through the 
development of e-learning materials, 
videos and online training for teachers 
and caregivers focusing on mental 
health and psychosocial support.
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Online safety resources

Broadband Commission for Sustainable 
Development, ‘Child Online Safety: 
Minimizing the Risk of Violence, Abuse and 
Exploitation Online,’ Geneva, 2019, <https://
broadbandcommission.org/Documents/
working-groups/ChildOnlineSafety_Report.
pdf>

End Violence against Children, Protecting 
Children During the COVID-19 Outbreak, End 
Violence against Children, New York, 2020, 
<www.end-violence.org/protecting-children-
during-covid-19-outbreak>

United Nations Children’s Fund, Online 
Safety, UNICEF, New York, NY, 2020, <www.

unicef.org/online-safety/>

United Nations Children’s Fund, et al., 
‘COVID-19 and its implications for protecting 
children online,’ April 2020, <www.unicef.
org/media/67396/file/COVID-19%20
and%20Its%20Implications%20for%20
Protecting%20Children%20Online.pdf>

©UNICEF/Photographer Name/Year
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