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Andaleeb Alam and Priyamvada Tiwari, UNICEF

Synopsis
Fifty-three percent of 10-year-olds in developing countries cannot read and understand a simple story.
School closures during COVID-19 hence risk further exacerbating this learning crisis. To ensure continuity
of learning, countries have deployed remote learning programmes, using a mix of technologies. Expanding
remote learning opportunities is not the same as learning, defined as the development of relevant
knowledge, skills and values. Reviews of the use of edtech, particularly in emergencies, suggest that
the ‘supply’ of hardware or educational content, while necessary, are insufficient on their own to deliver
learning outcomes. Instead, learning occurs when access to technology is combined with relevant and
engaging content, a well-articulated instructional model, effective teaching presence, learner support,
and an enabling learning environment. Based on a rapid review of past and present continuity of learning
practices, we identify six areas where remote learning programmes risk falling short in enabling learning:
1. While efforts are being made to align remote learning content with the curricula, gaps remain
related to coverage and quality — in particular, presentation and structuring of content to guide daily
learning; coherence of different learning resources and activities; coverage and instructional design
of non-academic themes and transferable skills in remote learning programmes, etc.
2. Students learn not by passively consuming content but through active engagement and scaffolded
support. We find that remote learning does not always pay enough attention to instructional pace;
pathways for student practice; checks for understanding and feedback loops to support home learning.
Effective programmes build component skills; integrate them through practice; develop know-how on
when to apply them; and couple practice with timely and meaningful feedback.
3. Non-supply factors are a critical barrier to learner participation. Inequities in access to technology (in
terms of connectivity, affordability, reliability, quality) is a key factor. Other factors are instructional
time, language, competing household or work responsibilities of learners, and their motivation.
4. Educator roles are critical in remote learning but risk being inadequately supported. Two-thirds of
teachers feel they do not have the skills (technological or pedagogical) to design and facilitate distance
learning. Most countries have issued written guidance for teachers; however, less than 30 per cent are
combining teacher guidance and training. More focus is placed on ICT-related training compared to
remote training and support for pedagogy, formative assessment, and learner engagement.

5. Remote learning imposes new and additional demands on parents/caregivers. Eighty per cent
of parents/caregivers are not ready to manage home-based learning. Key barriers are resource
constraints, education, language, household and work obligations, etc. Successful programmes
with a parental engagement component tend to involve structured parental support but this is less
common during COVID, with more emphasis on giving written guidance and resource packs.
6. Children need a home environment that is safe and conducive to learning. However, many children lack
adequate study spaces — in Thailand, Philippines and Indonesia, 30 per cent of 15-year-old students do
not have a quiet place to study at home. Children are also at higher risk of maltreatment at home during
pandemics, with nearly 80 per cent of under 14-year-olds subjected to psychological aggression or
physical punishment at home by caregivers during COVID.

Key takeaways and recommendations
Implementing quality remote learning programmes quickly and at scale is hard, and it is understandable
why countries, especially those with weak systems readiness, have focused more on content delivery
than on user engagement and quality outcomes. However, the supply of content on its own is not enough
to produce learning outcomes. Notwithstanding the efforts made to implement remote learning quickly,
based on the current implementation context, this is unlikely to compensate for lost learning, except for
specific learners or in specific contexts. To ensure remote learning strategies deliver learning for all during
and after school closures, we call on policymakers to pursue the following four priorities:
1. Bridge the access gap for marginalized learners. Access to remote learning can be expanded via for
example multimodal delivery, zero-rating access to e-learning sites, and providing devices. However,
ambitious solutions are needed for the future to enable access to learning opportunities for every
child — anywhere, anytime. The Learning Unlimited initiative by UNICEF, Generation Unlimited and
its partners aims to connect 500 million learners to the internet and high-quality digital learning
solutions by 2021.
2. Ensure remote learning programmes center around learning as a goal. Ensuring equitable access
to technology and remote learning content is very critical, but it is only the starting point. Effective
continuity of learning requires a holistic approach, which positions learning — the development of
useful knowledge, skills and values — as the anchor for coherent programme design. This includes:
•
•

•
•

articulating clear, relevant and realistic continuity of learning objectives, even if they are simplified
and scaled back, to give focus to the design and alignment of different programme elements;
reinforcing structured pedagogy, formative assessments and learner support in remote learning
programmes through structured and cohesive daily learning plans; remote training and coaching
to educators; homework hotlines or community tutors; training and support to parents, etc.;
integrating non-academic learning and transferable skills development in remote learning curricula;
encouraging user engagement — for example via nudges and media campaigns.

3. Forward plan for recovery of lost learning after school re-opening. The reopening phase will
be critical for learning recovery, and the Framework for Reopening of Schools provides key
recommendations to this effect. As before, the design of learning recovery programmes should be
driven by clear and realistic learning goals, and reflect the different components of effective learning.
The recovery phase is an opportunity to improve learning trajectories, and programming for recovery
should be leveraged to ‘opening up better schools’. Given the expected squeeze on national budgets,
forward planning must consider costing of alternative programming scenarios and financing analysis
to inform decision-making.
4. Monitor learning behaviours and outcomes. The ultimate impact of today’s school closures on
children’s learning could be significant. Monitoring learning behaviours and outcomes is key to inform
education policy and to course correct over time. Progress can be monitored by using mobile phone
surveys, tracking usage and performance statistics from learning platforms and apps, implementing
rapid learning assessments to identify learning gaps, etc.

1. Why effective continuity
of learning matters?
More than 1.57 billion students in over 190 countries
have been affected by school closures due to COVID19.1 School closures have many adverse consequences, including learning disruptions. Given 53 per cent
of 10-year-olds in developing countries cannot read
and understand a simple story, these disruptions may
worsen the learning crisis. In Pakistan, four years after an earthquake closed schools for fourteen weeks,
children in earthquake-affected areas had enrollment
and grade attainment rates similar to children in unaffected areas, but had accumulated learning losses (test score gap) equivalent to 1.5 fewer years of
schooling. If these deficits persist, the affected children could lose 15 per cent of their lifetime earnings.
To ensure continuity of learning, most countries have
deployed remote learning programmes using a mix
of education technologies (figure 1).
Expanding remote learning opportunities is not the
same as learning, i.e. the development of useful
knowledge, skills, and values.2 There is scant evidence of impacts on learning outcomes of remote
learning programmes in past pandemics.3 An evidence review of education technology (edtech) focusing on developed countries finds that online-only
courses lower student academic achievement compared to in-person courses. In the United States,
virtual schools have been shown to underperform
compared to regular face-to-face schools.4 Meanwhile, the evidence on use of edtech — particularly in
the context of emergencies —suggests that the mere

‘supply’ of hardware or educational content does not
guarantee learning, and success depends on contextual, design and implementation factors.5 Even
the evidence from traditional classroom contexts
supports the view that expanded access to learning opportunities or inputs do not necessarily lead
on their own to learning outcomes. For instance, in
Kenya, neither providing textbooks nor instructional
flip charts increased test scores.6 Instead, the provision of instructional materials is most effective
when combined with teacher training and the use of
a well-articulated instructional model.7
Take the example of Sierra Leone’s Emergency Radio
Education Programme (EREP). While EREP allowed
students to maintain a link to their education during
Ebola, it was deemed a poor substitute for schools:
learner engagement was inconsistent and perceived
impacts on learning were limited, such that losses in
learning still had to be compensated once school reopened.8 In China, many teachers holding web classes during the COVID-19 lockdown planned to go over
the same material once schools reopened.9 Even in
the United States, the gaps in learner engagement
are leading to widespread concern, with talk of a potential need for summer sessions, an early start in
the fall, or perhaps having students repeat a grade.10
This issue brief unpacks what is effective continuity
of learning and its key components. It also draws
on existing evidence and information to examine
the effectiveness of remote learning practices for
ensuring continuity of learning, and concludes with
some recommendations.
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Source: UNICEF survey, Center for Global Development (CGD) database on school closures. Note: Estimates are based on data on 129 low- and middle-income
countries from a UNICEF survey of education experts in UNICEF country offices and supplemented with data on 75 high-income countries from the the CGD database.

2. Unpacking effective continuity
of learning
What is effective continuity of learning?
For the purpose of this brief, different definitions of
learning11 have been adapted to holistically define
effective continuity of learning during extended
school closures as:
•

continuation of the learning process (i.e. the process of developing knowledge, skills and attitudes,
which involves, for example, attention; memorizing; writing; language and numerical processing;
understanding, connecting, analyzing and evaluating information; solving problems, etc.)

•

which leads to change in learning outcomes (i.e.
achieving specific learning goals)

•

and occurs as a result of learning experiences (i.e.
the social, emotional, intellectual, and physical
aspects of the learning environment that shape
learner engagement).

What are the dimensions of effective continuity
of learning?
Based on research on the drivers of learning, particularly on the use of edtech in emergency and fragile settings, section two unpacks key components
of effective learning applicable to school closures

(figure 2).12 These components of effective learning
are universal, i.e. they apply to face-to-face and remote learning contexts, whether remote learning is
delivered online or offline, or whether learners are
based in high- or low-income countries. The differences arise in how these components are designed
and implemented, based on contextual factors.
Continuity of learning objective: At the core of effective learning should be the continuity of learning
objective. In the context of school closures, the purposes of remote learning interventions could be to:
•

engage learners in fun and enriching learning activities to maintain a link to their education and
minimize attenuation of core skills (e.g. literacy, numeracy, creativity, resilience, problem-solving), or

•

reinforce and deepen mastery of content and skills
that learners have been exposed to, or

•

enable children to progress with (i.e. continue
to follow) the school curriculum and attain the
required level of learning achievement as they
would if they were in school daily.

These learning objectives fall on a continuum in
terms of ambition and complexity, and progressively
build on each other (figure 3). They can also vary by
subject, age/grade, and length of school closure.13
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Anchored to the continuity of learning objective are
six core elements of effective learning:
•

dinate, help, monitor) of parental/caregiver support for learning, and their motivation and ability
to do so.

Curriculum and content — refers to age/grade-appropriateness of content, its contextual relevance,
coverage of academic and non-academic topics
and skills (foundational, transferable, job-specific, etc.), as well as the pace, scope, sequence, and
types of learning content.

•

Pedagogy and learner support — refers to instructional delivery methods (e.g. teacher- and/
or self-directed), learner support strategies (e.g.
modeling, check for understanding, give feedback, other scaffolding techniques, etc.), and educators’ motivation and ability to perform this role.

•

Assessment — refers to the scope of assessments for home learning, including types of assessments, their frequency, and decisions about
grading and recognition of home learning.

•

Learner motivation and engagement — refers to
learner motivation, and the intensity, persistence,
quality of learner participation in learning tasks
and interactions with peers, teachers, and parents.

•

Parental facilitation — refers to the scope (academic and emotional) and level (e.g. teach, coor-

•

Learning spaces, resources and routines — refers
to learners’ access to learning materials, having
structured schedules and organized, calm and
safe spaces for home learning.

The design and implementation of effective learning components during school closures differ based
on continuity of learning objective(s) pursued (table
1). For instance, the content for the purposes of engagement is typically informal and a mix of structured and unstructured learning tasks but where
progression needs to be maintained, it is highly
structured and aligned to the specific national curriculum. Achieving progression as a learning goal is
the most complex — it requires more intensive and
coordinated effort and investments across different components, and high levels of system capacity and readiness to be implemented rapidly and at
scale.14 Conversely, countries with limited capacity
and nascent systems of alternative education delivery will find it much more difficult to implement
progression as a learning goal instead of engagement or reinforcement which entails less complex
implementation arrangements.
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TA BL E 1: LINK B E T W EEN CONT INUI T Y OF L E A RNING OB JEC T I V ES A ND L E A RNING D IMENSIONS
ENG AG EMENT

R EINF O RC EMENT

PROGR ESSION

CURRICULUM
A ND CONT ENT

Age/level appropriate;
typically informal, mix of
structured and unstructured
lessons; aim is to retain
and support core skills, not
curriculum coverage

Grade-appropriate;
structured and curriculumaligned lessons (scope);
reinforces prior learning
and adds few new, easily
connected topics

Grade-appropriate; highly
structured and curriculumaligned lessons (scope
and sequence); mainly new
content

ASS ESSMENT

At most, some follow-up
activities; usually no review
by teacher; no formal
recognition of learning

Some type of formative
assessments and reviews by
teacher; may or may not be
formally recognized

Regular assessment and
grading procedures with
modifications; learning is
formally recognized

P EDAGOGY

Low teacher interaction and
support; typically self-paced
and/or self-directed

Medium teacher interaction
and support; mix of teacherand self-directed learning

High level of teacher
interaction and support;
mostly teacher-directed
learning

L E A RN ER
ENG AG EMENT

Fewer study hours but high
intrinsic motivation needed

Medium study hours; high
self-regulation and intrinsic
motivation

Long study hours; high
extrinsic motivation and selfregulation

PA R ENTA L
FAC ILI TAT ION

High level of teaching
support and coordination of
learning tasks

Medium to low teaching
support if there is regular
teacher mediation

Less teaching support if high
level of teacher mediation

Source: Authors

3. How successful are current remote
learning programmes in delivering on
continuity of learning dimensions — a
review of emerging practices and gaps

Further, the design and implementation of the effective learning components also depend on contextual factors, for example, access to technology;
systems readiness; learners’ family background and
special learning needs. For instance, radio and TV
programmes do not offer many opportunities for
student practice and feedback. Hence, in countries
where radio and TV are the main remote learning
modalities, they would need to be supplemented
with other modalities (e.g. printed workbooks; homework hotlines; regular interaction with educators via
SMS, phone, WhatsApp). To give another example,
in contexts where adult literacy rates are low and
parents are not equipped to support home learning, written guidance to parents may not suffice. Instead, the curriculum can be simplified and learning
goals kept modest; parental outreach and support
can occur through aural or visual communications
channels; and/or community-based volunteer tutors
can be mobilized to provide more hands-on support.
Over the long run, sustained investments to improve
these underlying factors — e.g. reinforcing technology infrastructure, developing enabling policies,
strengthening systems for alternative education
delivery — can help expand the scope and quality
of feasible design and implementation choices to
achieve effective continuity of learning.

In this section, we draw observations on current
continuity of learning practices (implemented in the
first 6-8 weeks of ongoing school closures) and the
historical experience of remote learning set against
the learning dimensions identified in section two.
In doing so, we highlight examples of how different countries have operationalized these learning
dimensions during school closures, and identify
related gaps.
Curriculum and content
The alignment of remote learning content with
the curriculum is getting increased attention, but
there appears to be significant variations in the
coverage and quality of content. Successful edtech programmes are more likely to be implemented in line with the local curriculum;15 meanwhile,
merely sharing learning resources with teachers
and parents that are not curriculum-aligned can be
overwhelming for intended users and constrain uptake.16 A number of countries have national learning platforms and/or pre-existing content that is
6

curriculum-aligned (e.g. India, Indonesia), while
some other countries (e.g. Peru) are curating additional content that aligns with all of the curricula.
However, cross-country variations in content are
observed, especially in terms of coverage across
grades17 and subjects,18 length,19 degree of curation20 and adaptation,21 and type of content (e.g.
textbooks vs lesson recordings vs activities and assignments vs assessments),22 among others.

ing at home, are some possible constraints. Except
for psychosocial support, 32 non-academic learning
and transferable skills development is also at risk of
being ignored during school reopening due to tight
timeframes to catch up on lost learning.
Systematic efforts to develop well-structured
plans/routines for day-to-day learning appear to
get lesser attention. Providing educational resources is not sufficient if they are not structured to guide
children’s day-to-day learning.33 Based on the literature, well-structured learning plans mention explicit
learning objectives, and related resources and tasks.
They also pay attention to appropriate engagement strategies, pace and progression of learning
within and across lessons, modeling and worked
examples, the different pathways for student practice, and checks for understanding.34 Available data
yields fewer examples of at-scale efforts to develop
cohesive learning plans or schedules that connect
and/or combine on-platform and off-platform learning tasks to give direction and structure to children’s
day-to-day learning (e.g. Ludington area schools,
Fresno unified school district). In several cases, individual lessons delivered through a single medium
or platform (e.g. radio/TV lessons) have sound internal structures, but lack coherence with lessons,
resources and activities on another medium (sometimes even for the same day and grade).35 Notable
exceptions are Argentina, Bhutan, among others.

Non-academic learning and development of transferable skills may be neglected in remote learning
programmes. Education systems have other goals
beyond academic learning — they seek to endow
students with civic values and citizenship skills, encourage entrepreneurial spirit, and promote social
cohesion.23 Non-academic themes such as citizenship and peace education, arts and music, sports
for development, financial literacy, health and environmental education can also build knowledge and
skills that will help children overcome the effects
of the lockdown. In the 21st century, students also
need transferable skills (e.g. critical thinking, creativity, communication, a growth mindset) which
can be developed through their purposeful integration in academic and (aforementioned) non-academic courses, and via co- and extra-curricular
activities. While several countries have incorporated non-academic content in their remote learning
curriculum (e.g. Kenya, Morocco, Liberia, Argentina, Macedonia, Jordan, Brazil Amazonas), there is
cross-country variation in the topical focus, 24 presentation and structure,25 time allocation,26 target
age/grade,27 and pedagogies.28 With some exceptions,29 remote instruction for non-academic subjects in developing countries tends to be unidirectional or passive with a focus on imparting content
knowledge rather than active learning, (guided)
practice and reflection to purposefully build associated skills and know-how on how to apply them.
Further, our search did not yield many examples of
explicit and systematic integration of transferable
skills development in academic (subject-specific)
lessons, 30 but this appears more visible in integrated lessons.31 Socio-emotional skills in particular can
also be developed outside the confines of ‘learning hours’; while many countries have provided
guidance for parents on psychosocial support for
children, these can benefit from more purposeful
integration of socio-emotional learning (SEL) strategies (e.g. SEL lessons from the Lansing school
district for parents with children in grades K-3, 4-6,
and 7-12). The reduction in learning hours, competition with academic subjects for limited student
attention or airtime, gaps in availability of learning
resources, pedagogical requirements, and lack of
teacher and parental ability to facilitate this learn-

Pedagogy and learner support
Remote learning strategies do not always pay sufficient attention to how students learn. Students do
not learn by passively consuming content. Instead,
edtech programmes that have been successful in
fragile contexts are careful to develop component
skills, practice integrating them, and build the knowhow on when to apply what children have learned.36
However, these elements are sometimes overlooked
during remote learning.37 Further, research on drivers of (remote) learning shows that practice must be
coupled with feedback that explicitly communicates
about aspect(s) of students’ performance relative to
specific learning goals, provides information to help
students progress in meeting those criteria based on
their needs, and is valid, timely, and constructive.38
Some countries have employed remote mechanisms for learner support — for example, Maldives
airs a 1-hour live interaction session called 'Subject
Forum' and in Jordan, teachers pay home visits to
learners in camps. South Africa has resuscitated its
Dial-A-Tutor programme, and El Salvador has employed a 24-hour hotline which is staffed by five
people and six subject-area specialists (compared
to a student population of 1.2 million).39 There are
also instances of teachers communicating directly
7

with parents and learners. A UNICEF survey indicates student-teacher interactions using SMS, social
media and mobile phones in 55 per cent of 133 countries. However, these efforts are not always systematic and only some schools and some teachers engage in this practice;40 even then, the feedback loop
on student engagement and submissions is often
negelected in the interactions.41

it complements and enables educators, but does
not replace them (box 1). Research shows that
educators are effective when they are prepared,
supported and motivated.45 Setting clear (and realistic) expectations for student and teacher performance is also important to guide teachers’ daily work.46 Teaching remotely is not the same as
teaching in a classroom and requires substantive
adjustments for teachers to direct, engage and
support children with home learning. According
to a UNESCO survey, two-thirds of educators do
not have the skills to design and facilitate distance
learning. Key barriers educators face include access to technology, household responsibilities including support for their own children’s learning,
and insufficient skills (pedagogical and/or digital),
etc.47 Not surprisingly, providing professional support and advice to educators was perceived as the
second most critical educational priority in a survey of 98 countries.48 Although there are several
models of distance learning available to help improve teaching practices, 49 earlier pandemics provide little evidence of professional development
for educators beyond disease-related training.50
During COVID-19, several countries have issued
written guidance for teachers, although few have
provided relevant training (figure 4).51 Where training is available it often appears to concern only
ICT matters (Mexico, Malaysia) but not pedagogy.
Notable exceptions include Aremnia, Bulgaria and
France, among others. In Jamaica, head teachers
have been provided with online training related to
COVID-19 and leadership, and in Argentina, teachers co-conduct lessons on radio/TV with a journalist, artist, or scientist.

Learners of different ages and education levels
learn differently with remote learning. Younger
learners need increased adult/teacher support for
learning and do not have the same degree of capacity and self-regulation for independent learning
as older learners.42 For example, in Sierra Leone,
the daily number of listeners to the radio education programme was lowest among pre-primary
and primary age learners; they were also less likely
to do follow-up exercises and to recall the lesson.
Experts recommend fewer hours for daily remote
learning for younger learners, but this is not always
observed.43 Further, different modalities could be
better suited for learners of different ages — for
example, research supports the benefits of educational television on learning outcomes for younger children but the evidence is less clear for older
learners.44 With regard to online learning on the
other hand many younger learners do not have the
necessary level of digital literacy and skills that older learners have, and need parental help.
The training of educators is an under-served area,
with more emphasis on disease- and ICT-related
training compared to pedagogical training and
support. Technology is effective for learning when

B OX 1: T H E I M P O R TA N C E O F T E AC H I N G P R ES EN C E F O R R EM OT E L E A R N I N G S U C C ES S

There is a perception that edtech can bypass educators and still produce learning gains yet, the
evidence demonstrates that this is not the case. Instead, the role of educators becomes more
central.52 Mindspark, a very successful recent edtech programme, was combined with homework
and tutor supervision.53 Studies of successful education programmes using radio, TV or online
platforms also highlight the importance of effective teaching presence for learning achievement.
Take the case of interactive radio instruction (IRI), which has a good record of producing learning
gains. IRI programmes are rarely implemented without a teacher/facilitator present to guide
interaction,54 and evaluations of successful IRI programmes emphasize the importance of trained
teachers/facilitators.55 In Mexico, a successful TV education programme (Telesecundria) also
ascribed a key role to the teacher/facilitator as mediator of content.56 In online learning too, in
the United States teaching presence has been found to be predictive of learner engagement and
outcomes,57 and a study on European virtual schools identified appropriate professional teacher
development as a critical success factor.58 It is hard to believe that mimicking successful models
(like the ones mentioned above) without the core features and functionalities that contribute to
their success would impact learning outcomes.
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F I G U R E 4 : S H A R E O F C O U N T R I ES P R OV I D I N G O F F I C I A L G U I DA N C E A N D T R A I N I N G T O
T E AC H ER S F O R R EM OT E L E A R N I N G

Communication with training for remote teaching
Communication without training for remote teaching
Source: Vegas (2020)

Assessment
There is insufficient attention to assessing and
monitoring children’s learning during school closures. While many affected countries have made
policy decisions regarding high-stakes or summative examinations,59 available reporting yields
fewer examples of education systems with explicit
guidance and policies on continuous or formative
assessments to measure student learning during
school closures (Lebanon, France, Norway, Mexico,
Croatia). Feedback is central to formative assessments. Many countries provide opportunities for
students to answer questions and take quizzes as
a way to practice and self-assess their learning at
home; however, in many instances the important
feedback function is lacking.60 Even at the system
level, attention to monitoring children’s learning
behaviours and outcomes during disease outbreaks
is not widespread.61 According to a UNICEF survey,
whereas 56 per cent of 102 countries reported monitoring the reach of remote learning programmes,
only 29 per cent monitored their use and 22 per cent
monitored the resulting learning outcomes.62 The
lack of specific learning goals contributes to the issue. With some exceptions (e.g. Uganda), available
reporting suggests that school systems do not always articulate their continuity of learning purpose
when establishing their remote learning strategy.63
If there are no expectations about what students
are expected to know or not know, it is difficult to
monitor the effectiveness of remote learning.64

Learner motivation and engagement
Supply of educational content does not necessarily guarantee user take-up and engagement.
During the Ebola crisis in Sierra Leone, there was
a significant gap between the share of households
that were aware of the radio education programme
(over 80 per cent) compared to the share of households where learners listened to the programme
at least once a week (50 to 60 per cent). Daily listenership was even lower, with fewer than one in
five households with school-aged children listening to the programe every day. Meanwhile, other
metrics of learner engagement — such as taking
notes or ablity to recall something from a previous lesson — fared even worse. It is reported that
in the United States more students than ever, particularly in low-income areas, are missing classes
during school closure — not logging on, checking
in or completing assignments.65 Recent reports on
massive open online courses (MOOCs) also note
the very low completion and retention rates, with
low student-teacher interaction and content quality
being key drivers of low retention.66
Gaps in user uptake and engagement are partly
driven by technological access. The inequities in
access to internet are widely documented,67 and
are leading to serious inequities in access to online
learning.68 For instance, a similar share of lower
and upper middle-income countries offer online
learning despite the internet penetration rates in
lower middle-income countries being almost half
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of that in upper middle-income countries.69 While
many more people have access to radio and TV
than to the internet, this access is not equitably
distributed within and across countries.70 However,
according to a UNICEF analysis, 20 countries with
less than 50 per cent television ownership are using
TV for remote learning.71 The technological divide
is even more serious if we consider the number of
devices per household, and the affordability, quality and reliability of service.72 For example, in several countries, radio/TV programmes for different
grades are broadcast simultaneously across different channels.73 However, in households with multiple learners in different grades, the single radio
or TV available in the household can only be used
by a single learner at a given time. Some countries
have responded to the technological access issues
by providing devices (e.g. Italy, Lithuania) and wi-fi
(e.g. Kenya), zero-rating access to e-learning sites
(e.g. Jamaica, Jordan, Rwanda, South Africa), and
preparing printed packages for students with no
connectivity (e.g. Jamaica, Colombia). However, in
some contexts the magnitude of the technological
divide is too formidable to be overcome by these
temporary measures, and groups that are already
disadvantaged in their technological access are at
high risk of being left behind in their learning.

ing. Even before COVID-19, there were significant
variations in parental engagement with learning
at home; for example, twice as many children received parental help with homework in Zimbabwe
(89 per cent) compared to Madagascar (42 per cent),
with household wealth being a key determinant.79
The scope of parental engagement at home before
COVID-19 was also different from what is being expected of them now in the context of school closures. For instance, a study in rural India showed
that for the majority of parents, pre-COVID support
for learning involved checking children’s notebooks
to monitor whether they are doing their homework,
with less than one in parents five actually helping
children do their homework or occasionally reading or telling them a story. Parental ability to provide support is shaped by parents own educational
attainment, literacy and language skills. Low adult
literacy in many developing countries makes this
a challenge in these contexts.80 Work obligations,
household and care responsibilities pose yet another constraint. Parental misperceptions about
their child’s learning can also be a further barrier
to providing appropriate support for home-based
learning. A study in rural India for example showed
significant misalignment between parents’ perception of their child’s learning and their child’s actual learning outcomes. In Kenya and Uganda too,
there was a huge gap between parental perception
of education quality and children’s learning outcomes. Nearly all countries have called on parents
to support home-based learning during ongoing
school closures, and at least 60 countries are providing guides for parents,81 while some have also
provided resource materials (e.g. Serbia, China).
Jamaica has set up psychosocial support helplines
for parents, and the Kyrgyz Republic has launched
a ‘Reading Family’ campaign to encourage parents
to read to their children. Although successful programmes with a parental engagement component
are more likely to feature structured training and
support for parents,82 there are scant examples of
systematic training efforts using remote technologies to prepare parents for home-based learning
(e.g. Jamaica, Italy, Macedonia).

However, access to technology is not the only factor behind inconsistent learner take-up and engagement. In Sierra Leone, the biggest reason for
learners not listening to the remote radio education
programme was the inconvenient timing of the
programme; further, since each recorded lesson
aired only at a fixed time, there was no opportunity for asynchronous use. This put students who
often have to shoulder household responsibilities,
or engage in labour to supplement family income at
a disadvantage. The language of instruction is yet
another factor: fewer than one in three countries for
which data was available had a distance learning
curriculum available in multiple languages.74 Lastly,
student motivation is also a contributing factor.75
Research suggests that students are motivated to
learn when they find positive value in a learning
goal, have an incentive to perform, and perceive
support from their environment.76

Learning spaces and resources
A positive home environment is necessary for students to engage and benefit from home learning,
but many students live in households where their
home envriroment is not conducive for learning. As
mentioned above, inequities in access to learning
resources and technologies at home is a barrier to
home learning. Further, many children do not have
adequate physical spaces at home where they can
engage in learning free from distractions. House-

Parental facilitation
Remote learning places additional demands on parents/caregivers and creates significant challenges
for them. Parental engagement is always critical for
children’s learning77 but remote learning requires
their increased involvement.78 However, according
to a UNESCO survey, 80 per cent of parents/caregivers are not ready to manage home-based learn-
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4. Four priorities for effective continuity
of learning

hold surveys in Bangladesh, Democratic Republic
of Congo, India, Kenya, Philippines, Tanzania and
Uganda show that the average number of rooms
per home is between 1.7 and 2.1 yet the average
household size is between 4.0 and 5.4 individuals.83
Based on the Programme for International Student
Assessment (PISA) survey, in OECD countries,
nearly 10 per cent of 15-year-old students do not
have a quiet place to study at home; in Indonesia,
Philippines and Thailand, this figure is over 30 per
cent.84 For learners from low-income households,
the lack of quiet learning spaces at home is even
more serious. Children also need a safe and emotionally healthy home environment to learn. Social isolation and economic uncertainty are known
to create anxiety and stress in households, with
mothers being more impacted.85 The evidence on
violence against women and children during pandemics also suggests that children are at greater risk of harm and maltreatment at home during
COVID-19.86 According to UNICEF, nearly 80 per
cent of under 14-year-olds were subjected to some
form of psychological aggression and/or physical
punishment by caregivers in the past month.

While remote learning interventions during pandemics have some elements promoting learning as
an objective, they are mainly coherent as approaches around education supply. Implementing quality
remote learning programmes rapidly and at scale
is hard, and it is understandable for countries, especially those with limited experience and nascent
systems and capacities for alternative education
delivery before COVID, to have focused on content
delivery than user engagement and quality. However, the supply of content on its own is not enough
to produce learning outcomes. Notwithstanding
the significant efforts made to quickly implement
remote learning, based on the current implementation context, this is unlikely to compensate for lost
learning, except for specific groups of learners or in
specific contexts. To ensure remote learning strategies deliver learning for all during and after school
closures, we call on policymakers to pursue the following four priorities:
1. Bridge the access gap, especially for marginalized learners. Access to remote learning opportunities can be expanded via for example
multi-modal delivery, zero-rating access to existing education platforms, and the provision of
devices and wi-fi access, among others. However, it is important to think beyond short-term
stop-gap measures. In the 190+ countrues where
schools have closed, intermittent school closures may continue until 2022-2023. Even when
schools reopen, the imperative to uphold social
distancing will likely require blended learning
approaches. This calls for ambitious solutions
over the medium- and long-term which support
every child and young person to access learning
— anywhere, anytime. For instance, by 2021, the
Learning Unlimited initiative by UNICEF, Generation Unlimited and its partners aims to connect
500 million learners in 106 countries to the internet as well as high-quality IT-enabled learning solutions which meet every learner’s unique
learning needs and context.

School re-opening and learning recovery
Remote learning is not likely to compensate fully for learning losses, and the burden for catching
up falls disproportionately on the school reopening phase. Except for specific contexts and specific
groups of learners — e.g. high-performing, motivated and affluent learners; high-performing schools;
learners and schools with prior experience with remote teaching and learning; countries with established alternative delivery systems to school based
instruction,87 remote learning is not an effective
substitute for regular classroom instruction. For
those transitioning to remote learning for the first
time, it may even lead to a decline vis-á-vis baseline
learning outcomes.88 Students in low-income countries and those in sub-Saharan Africa are likely to be
the most affected, as well as learners from low-income families.89 The school reopening phase will
hence be critical for catching up on lost learning.
In Sierra Leone, once schools reopened, six terms
were compressed into four to accelerate learning
without losing a year. Research also shows that
one way to help students catch up is to add extra
instructional time outside school hours or extend
the school year.90 Another significant challenge is
to ensure that all students return to school. In particular, girls and low-income students are at high
risk of dropping out.91

2. Ensure remote learning programmes during
and after school closures are centered around
learning as a goal. While ensuring equitable access to remote learning content and associated
technology platforms is critical, it is only the first
step. Effective continuity of learning requires a
more holistic approach. Such an approach positions learning — i.e. the development of useful
knowledge, skills and values — as the goal of
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the remote learning programme, and forms the
basis for smart planning, coherent programme
design, and alignment of resources and actors.
This includes:
•

Articulating clear, relevant and realistic continuity of learning objectives to give focus to the
design and alignment of different programme
components, including content production
and/or adaptation. For education administrations with weak systems readiness and capacity to implement remote learning programmes
quickly, learning goals can be more tightly focused, simplified and scaled back.

•

Reinforcing structured pedagogy, learner
support and feedback in remote learning
programmes, for example through establishing structured, appropriately paced and sequenced, coherent and cohesive (daily) learning
plans and routines; providing an appropriate
package of teacher incentives, resources and
support (e.g. remote training, coaching and
peer support; free SIMs, phone credit or data)
to implement good pedagogies, provide formative assessments, and give scaffolded instructional support to learners in the context
of remote learning; boosting ‘homework hotlines’ or ‘community-based volunteer tutor’
options for added learner support; and giving
training and support to parents/caregivers for
home learning.

•

Integrating non-academic learning transferable skills development in a purposeful way
in remote learning curricula, in particular,
moving from passive to active approaches
that also give learners opportunities for practice, reflection, peer-to-peer learning and collaboration, and contextualizing its application
to real-world problems.

•

Encouraging user engagement, for example
via ‘nudges’ and media campaigns.

•

Addressing equity issues not only for access
to technology and content but also in the design of other components of effective learning.

3. Forward plan for recovery of lost learning after
school reopening. Given remote learning is not
likely to compensate for lost learning, the reopening phase is critical. The Framework for Reopening of Schools provides key recommendations to
inform planning for learning recovery, including
remedial learning, blended learning, fee waivers, among others. To be effective, the design
of learning recovery programmes should be coherent around learning as a goal and incorporate
the components of effective learning in this brief.
Post-Ebola programming also suggests that the
reopening phase can be an opportunity to ‘opening up better schools’. Hence, forward-looking
plans should be leveraged to improve (not just
smooth) learning trajectories. Given the expected squeeze in education budgets following a
global recession, forward planning for learning
recovery and/or acceleration should include
costing of alternative programming scenarios
and financing analysis to understand the strategic trade-offs, and inform prioritization, resource
allocation and mobilization decisions.
4. Monitor learning behaviours and outcomes. The
ultimate impact of today’s school closures on
children’s learning could be significant despite
the best efforts of policymakers to mitigate disruptive effects. Monitoring learning behaviours
and outcomes is key to inform education policy
during these extraordinary times and to course
correct over time. Progress can be monitored by
for example using high-frequency mobile phone
surveys and robo surveys; tracking usage and
performance statistics from learning platforms
and apps; and implementing rapid learning assessments to identify learning gaps. In addition,
UNICEF recommends an increased focus on implementation and operational research with practical applications for improving teacher training,
content production and parental engagement.
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