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En el caso en que usemos esta unidad una vez que haya terminado el periodo de confinamiento y se hayan retomado las actividades 
presenciales, preguntaremos por la situación creada con el covid-19 en pasado, recordando con los y las participantes cómo fue ese periodo. 

Education in the time
of Covid-19
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At the end of December 2019, the Wuhan Municipal Health Commission in China began to report a cluster 
of pneumonia-like cases in Hubei Province.  On the 11th March 2020, the World Health Organisation (WHO) 
announced that the COVID-19 situation can be “characterised as a pandemic”. More than twelve weeks later 
and the world finds itself in a situation unlike any faced in the last 100 years, with more than 6.6 million people 
infected and more than 391.000 fatalities. 1

In response to COVID-19, governments around the world have applied wide-ranging measures in attempts 
to slow the spread of the virus including quarantines, social distancing and the closure of general daily life.  
In many countries this has included the closure of schools at all levels of education (pre-primary, primary, 
secondary and tertiary) and the switch to online learning.  

According to UNHCR, the COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted schooling for almost 1.6 billion children and 
youth as governments enforce total or partial closures of schools in efforts to contain the spread of the virus. 
UNESCO estimates that 91% of those enrolled in formal education programmes have been affected.

But as we know, situations of emergency have their own characteristics and measures applied in stable and 
developed countries are often not valid or even possible in underdeveloped countries in crisis.  Children, 
young people and adults in situations of emergency are already at a huge disadvantage and the arrival of 
the pandemic is likely to have greater negative effects on them and their education. In the following sections 
we will look at the impact of COVID-19 and the measures adopted by different actors in education in the 
humanitarian world to try and counter the negative effects.

Covid-19 and education

 1 Source Center for Systems Science and Engineering (CSSE) at John Hopkins University.

Alistair Davies
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En el caso en que usemos esta unidad una vez que haya terminado el periodo de confinamiento y se hayan retomado las actividades 
presenciales, preguntaremos por la situación creada con el covid-19 en pasado, recordando con los y las participantes cómo fue ese periodo. 

2 https://jrs.net/en/programme/education

3 Currently 3.7 million refugee children are not in school – UNHCR Stepping Up: Refugee Education in Crisis.

In countries like Syria, Iraq, Yemen, Afghanistan, South Sudan, and the Democratic Republic of Congo, children, 
young people and adults are experiencing serious levels of disruption to their schooling and missing out on 
one of their fundamental rights: Access to quality education.

The right to education does not cease to exist when a person is on the move, and it should not vanish even 
in a place with few resources, such as refugee camps, informal settlements, or temporary living spaces. 
When children and young people have fled across borders and find themselves in a new country, their right 
to education is protected by a legal framework, the 1951 Refugee Convention, and affirmed by multilateral 
commitments, such as the 2016 Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework (CRRF). 2

However, the number of primary-age children out-of-school due to humanitarian crises accounts for half of 
the world’s out-of-school girls and boys 3, and this is on the rise.

Covid-19 and its impact on education in 
emergencies.
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4 y 5 Ibid

6 https://www.theguardian.com/global/commentisfree/2020/may/17/reopen-the-schools-or-a- generation-will-bear-the-mental-health-
scars?CMP=share_btn_link

7 Widely recognised as the world’s largest refugee camp with an estimated population of 800.000

8 Formal education using the Bangladeshi curriculum for the refugees is not permitted so the children are taught using non-formal means

For teenagers it is even worse, less than one-quarter of refugee adolescents make it to secondary education. 
When this is contrasted with the global average of 84 per cent, it is immediately clear that refugee adolescents 
are at a huge disadvantage as they strive to take the next step on their educational journey. 4 

Again, access to quality education becomes increasingly difficult as people get older, with only 3 percent of 
adult refugees gaining access to post-secondary education (compared with a global figure of 37%). 5

Emergencies and protracted crises further weaken education systems that are already under-resourced, 
undermining the learning outcomes and potential of children and young people. In addition, frequent school 
disruptions and the psychosocial damage caused by traumatic events impede learning.

Education in emergency responses can take many different forms and offer many different activities, but all 
should be striving to give nursery and primary school-age going children and young people access to lifelong 
quality education, protective spaces where they can learn, play and connect with their friends and fellow 
students.  

Life as a refugee or internally displaced person (IDP) is incredibly difficult.  Forced from their homes, often 
able to take only what they can carry, they find themselves in many cases unable to work, unable to farm and 
totally dependent on aid agencies for all their basic needs.  Their sense of control is completely removed and 
can lead to a sense of futility.  Often education is the only thing in a camp that can provide a safe space, a place 
where there is a modicum of structure and order, and a vision and opportunity of a better future.  

Unfortunately, in response to the COVID-19 pandemic almost all governments and aid agencies have 
suspended classes in refugee and IDP camps.  This has meant that hundreds of thousands of children, young 
people and adults are currently being denied access to safe and protective environments as well as not being 
able to access learning which is vital for their personal and social development. 

Without access to these safe spaces and education, there is a huge risk that an undereducated, lost 
generation will be left behind which, in the long run, will adversely affect the stability and development of 
many impoverished countries. 

According to Lee Hudson, 6 consultant paediatrician and chief of mental health at Great Ormond Street 
Children’s Hospital, schools play an important role in the wellbeing of all children and young people and a 
continued forced absence from face-to-face classes will be a disaster for many children. “The negative 
effects of adverse social determinants of health in children, in particular education, is well established. 
Children carry the effects on their physical and mental health throughout their lives, and as such childhood 
and adolescence are key windows for many life outcomes.  Right now, that gap is almost certainly widening 
with effects for many years to come”.  Factor in the adverse conditions suffered at home by many children in 
refugee and IDP camps and this effect will surely be multiplied. 

In some cases the situation is extreme.  For example in Kutupalong refugee camp 7 in Cox’s Bazaar, Bangladesh, 
the educational situation was complicated to begin with 8, but currently all temporary learning spaces are 
closed and the fact that the Bangladesh govt. has cut internet access in the camp means that online learning 
is simply not possible.  

In refugee camps in Greece the situation is also complicated as the Greek govt. has closed all schools in the 
camps.  Some agencies are trying to put online learning into place but many refugees simply do not have the 
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digital tools (mobile phones, tablets, computers) needed to access remote learning. Added to this is the issue 
of a lack of WiFi access, which is limited in many areas of the camps.

But education in emergencies does not only take place in refugee and IDP camps.  The situation in Venezuela 
pre-COVID-19 was very complicated with the sanctions levelled on the country by the United States causing 
shortages of many products and leading to incredibly high levels of inflation. 9 This subsequently caused 
chronic economic problems, an increase in poverty levels and a large spike in levels of emigration with over 
5 million Venezuelans leaving the country.  This economic crisis has affected the education system, often 
the only place where the students were guaranteed a nutritious meal.  Against this backdrop Fe y Alegría 
Venezuela 10 had managed to access ECHO 11 funds and was implementing a food security project in many of 
its schools.  With the current COVID-19 situation this project has been forced to change in order to respond 
to the new challenges faced by the country.  To do this FyA has incorporated some new aspects and now 
includes a basic basket of food products along with necessary cleaning and sanitary products.

Examples like these are common place and there is an urgent need to prepare strategies and responses 
to bridge the educational gaps that will surely result from this unexpected interruption in many children’s 
education.

9 The International Monetary Fund currently estimates inflation in Venezuela to be running at 15.000% - www.imf.org

10 https://www.feyalegria.org  Fe y Alegría is a federation of local organizations which offer educational opportunities to the poorest sectors of 
society in 21 countries across Latina America, Asia and Africa.

11 European Civil Protection And Humanitarian Aid Operations.
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12 The Xavier Network is an international mission and development partnership between 13 Jesuit organisations. Members are present in over 
87 countries, carrying out development and aid projects in close cooperation with local partners.

13 www.jrs.net

14 The Nepal Jesuit Social Institute (NJSI) was a response to the needs the survivors of the devastating earthquake in Nepal in 2015.

In the current study being carried out by the Jesuit Xavier Network, 12 there are currently 124 education in 
emergency responses (second in number only to food security) being carried out by the Jesuits in 6 different 
continents.  

The main actor in education in emergencies (EiE) sector in the Society of Jesus is the Jesuit Refugee Service 
(JRS) which serves refugees and other forcibly displaced persons in conflict zones in 56 countries around the 
world. 13

Other Jesuit actors include the Fe y Alegría Network and the Nepal Jesuit Social Institute 14

The response to Covid-19 in education from the 
society of Jesus.
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Organisation Country

Jesuit Refugee 
Service

Jesuit Refugee 
Service

Jesuit Refugee 
Service

Jesuit Refugee 
Service

Jesuit Refugee 
Service

Jesuit Refugee 
Service

Jesuit Refugee 
Service

Jesuit Refugee 
Service

Response to Covid-19

Provision of food support to the students and families of the JRS 
Arrupe Centre, as well as exploring remote learning options, for 
students to continue their schooling. 

Training of parents and provision of education kits to help children 
continue school at home. 

JRS is exploring the possibility of community radio broadcasts 
where teachers will provide live lessons.

Provision of emergency counselling and visits to special needs 
school children who have medication/behavioural issues for which 
their parents need assistance.

Continuation of primary school lessons via camp community radio. 

In collaboration with partners, distribution of laptops and data 
bundles to students of the Digital Inclusion Programme so they can 
connect from home and continue improving their digital skills.

Distribution of handwashing stations and food rations to families.

Some individual and group sessions via Skype have continued for 
students who have a stable internet connection. JRS teachers are 
preparing course videos to be shared online.

Contact with students through WhatsApp groups and other online 
platforms. 

Continuation of education service through online programmes.

Education by radio in Adjumani camps.

Greece

Central African 
Republic

Kakuma refugee 
camp in Kenya

Dzaleka refugee 
camp in Malawi

Jordan

Lebanon

Afghanistan

Uganda

Jesuit Refugee 
Service

Fe y Alegría 
Venezuela

Nepal Jesuit 
Social Institute

JRS is piloting a remote learning model for final year teacher training 
students in 2 camps.  Teacher Trainers currently in Juba (the capital) 
facilitate a Zoom or Skype classroom with up to 10 students in 
Maban in the JRS compound. 

FyA Venezuela had managed to access ECHO funds and was 
implementing a food security project in many of its schools.  With 
the current COVID-19 situation this project has incorporated some 
new aspects and now includes a basic basket of food products along 
with necessary cleaning and sanitary products.

Emergency support (food) to the most vulnerable.

Maban, South 
Sudan

Venezuela

Nepal
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En el caso en que usemos esta unidad una vez que haya terminado el periodo de confinamiento y se hayan retomado las actividades 
presenciales, preguntaremos por la situación creada con el covid-19 en pasado, recordando con los y las participantes cómo fue ese periodo. 

While recently there has been a marked improvement in the funding for EiE responses from many multilateral 
and national agency donors, 15 it still remains down the list of priorities when it comes to emergency responses 
(according to Education Cannot Wait 16 education appeals receive less than 2% of humanitarian funding).  
The response of multilateral and national Aid agencies (for example UNICEF, ECHO, DFID, USAID 17) to the 
COVID-19 emergency has been to prioritise healthcare, water and sanitation, food and shelter to meet the 
basic needs of developing countries worst affected by the virus.  

The response to Covid-19 in education from 
international actors.

15  ECHO has increased their funding of EiE projects from 1% of the EU humanitarian aid budget in 2015 to 10% as of 2019.

16 ECW is the first global fund dedicated to education in emergencies and protracted crises.

17 The national aid agencies of the European Union, Spain, United Kingdom, USA. ©
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18 Supporting continued access to education during COVID-19 - UNHCR

However, there are some funds being released specifically for COVID-19 education responses, for example 
the Education Cannot Wait fund has managed to raise $24.5 million for interventions in 27 countries. At 
the same time The Global Partnership for Education has announced a dedicated $250 million fund to help 
developing countries mitigate both the immediate and long-term disruptions to education being caused by 
the COVID-19 pandemic.   This fund will help sustain learning for up to 355 million children, with a focus 
on ensuring that girls and poor children, who will be hit the hardest by school closures, can continue their 
education.

UNHCR, the refugee agency of the United Nations, has the mandate to ensure that the 7.4 million school age 
refugees have access to education.  In order to do so UNHCR partners with governments and international 
organisations to ensure quality protective  education for refugee children and young people.  They have 
included education as one of their four priorities in their response to the COVID-19: 18

• In Jordania, UNHCR has been providing support to the Ministry of Education during the COVID-19 
response and aiding the roll out of online learning platforms that allow host communities and 
refugees to have access to online learning opportunities. 

They have also been conducting training sessions for teachers on conducting student 
assessment online

• In Uganda, UNHCR in collaboration with partner ECW, has been providing refugee learners 
and select teachers with tablets pre-loaded with content to support upper-secondary learners 
preparing for national examinations.

In collaboration with other partners UNHCR is providing teachers and learners with access 
to open online educational resources, though it can only be accessed free Wi-Fi connectivity 
offered by MyUG hotspots in Kampala and Entebbe.  They don’t mention what services they 
are offering the more than 800.000 refugees from South Sudan and DR Congo located in the 
camps in the north of the country.

They have also been training teachers on the use of online materials.

• In Egipto, UNHCR is giving money to families to enable them to purchase internet data packages 
from their internet service provider to support access to the Ministry of Education learning 
platform so their children can access online learning and examination activities.

• In Niger, South Sudan and Ghana, UNHCR has been distributing learning materials (self-study 
packs, e-readers, radios) to facilitate home learning.

• In Indonesia, UNHCR and its education partners have moved to distance learning modalities 
using instant messaging and video-conferencing applications such as WhatsApp, Zoom and 
YouTube. 

• In many countries, for example in South Sudan, Chad and Kenya, UNHCR is supporting 
education by radio initiatives.

• In a number of UNHCR operations (Burkina Faso, Chad, Guinea, Liberia, Malawi, Mauritania, 
Somalia and Mozambique) teacher incentives are being paid despite the closure of schools in 
order to provide income during times when many other livelihoods opportunities have ceased. 
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Other multilateral agencies involved in the delivery of education to children in emergency situations are also 
trying to provide a semblance of normality to children.  UNICEF is providing home-schooling kits to refugees 
in Turkey while in other countries, including Venezuela, Yemen, Afghanistan, Bangladesh, South Sudan and 
Syria, it is concentrating on providing hygiene advice and materials (handwashing sensitisation campaigns, 
distribution of handwashing stations, soap to schools and vulnerable families).

At Civil Society/ International NGO level, many organisations have adopted different strategies depending 
on the needs and resources in the countries where they are present.  Many NGOs (for example Lutheran 
World Federation, Fe y Alegría, JRS, Save the Children) have included some form of distance learning (online, 
radio, TV and mobile) so that children, young people and adults in situations of emergency can continue with 
their studies, as well as providing them with home-based learning kits.
Organisations (including Save the Children, Oxfam) are also conducting hygiene awareness campaigns as 
well as distributing materials (handwashing stations, soap to schools and vulnerable families) 

Another important inclusion in activities is psycho-social support to families and children.

To best maximise these resources and efforts, it is key that there is fluent coordination and communication 
between organisations, agencies and funders.
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19 Entreculturas – Solidaridad en tiempos de crisis https://www.entreculturas.org/es/publicaciones/solidaridad-en-tiempos-de-crisis

20 Global Partnership for Education – https://www.globalpartnership.org/blog/4-lessons-evaluations-education-response-ebola

21 Monthly household income fell from $336 to $131.

“What can we learn from each other? How can we look at the evidence, the history, expertise and response 
during Ebola and the response we have now to school closures? Where are the challenges, the loopholes, 
the gaps? What is the impact on girls?”

Dr. David Moinina Sengeh, Minister of Education, Sierra Leone

In an attempt to find solutions to the current COVID-19 crisis, perhaps we can look to another contagious 
disease outbreak for inspiration.  The  Western African Ebola virus epidemic  (2013–2016) was the most 
widespread outbreak of  Ebola virus disease  in history causing major loss of life (estimates by WHO think 
many more than the 11.000 deaths officially recorded) in Guinea, Sierra Leone and Liberia. Ebola epidemics 
were also been recorded in the Kivu region of the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC).

Some research has been carried out on the effects of the Ebola pandemic 19 on education in the countries 
affected and some of the findings can be very useful for us when considering our next steps and planning our 
responses once schools and learning centres can reopen.

Among the main findings 20 we can highlight:

a) The poorer and most vulnerable children are disproportionately affected by disease outbreaks

In Sierra Leone, Liberia, Guinea and RD Congo they discovered that, during and for some time after the crisis, 
poorer students were:

• Learning less. With schools closed and little access to alternative education platforms, the 
most vulnerable children had reduced access to education and educational materials, leading 
to slower progress and a reduction in learning outcomes.

• Eating less. Many children and adolescents rely on the meals that schools provide in order to 
have a healthy diet. The closure of schools had a hugely negative impact on their nutrition. 
Also it was found that when schools close, families (mainly mothers) have to arrange childcare 
meaning that absences from work to take care of their children, causing a loss of family 
income. 21 This drop in family income inevitably causes a drop in nutrition values. 

• More likely to become victims of abuse at home and more likely to be exploited (especially 
girls). In Liberia it was the girls who assumed most of the domestic responsibility and so 
therefore were exposed to increased risks of sexual exploitation. At the same time, teenage 
pregnancies doubled.

• Less likely to return to education when the schools reopen. The research from the countries 
affected by Ebola shows that the most vulnerable children are most at risk of dropping out of 
education either from lack of funds for school fees or an incorporation in the world of work in 
order to raise income for the family.  This disproportionately affects adolescent girls, leading 
to increased risks of sexual exploitation, domestic violence, early pregnancy and early and 
forced marriage.

Lessons learnt from other similar crises.
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With these findings in mind, once COVID-19 is over we will need to look at the different ways in which our 
organisations can protect the most vulnerable in our activities to ensure that they can continue to access 
education and do not get left behind.

Activities that target the most vulnerable students, for example school feeding programmes, distribution 
of learning materials, catch-up classes/accelerated learning programmes, and psycho-social support 
programmes, may help mitigate some of the negative effects caused to their education by the COVID-19 
crisis.

b)  Very little/no evidence that online learning had a positive role in supporting at-home learning.

While most organisations during the COVID-19 pandemic have been striving to develop and implement online 
learning platforms and materials, the research from the Ebola virus in West Africa suggests that education 
through radio is a much more effective and promising format. 

This is especially true with community radios as there is already a relationship of trust built between the local 
radio stations and the communities where they broadcast.  

Education by radio also avoids issues like the cost of purchasing and distributing tablets/computers to 
students as well as the problem of having to distribute data parcels so that the children can access online 
platforms.

Perhaps one of the first tasks to carry out would be to conduct a survey with the students on their opinions 
of the effectiveness of the online programme/platforms as well as conducting some basic evaluations on the 
level of the students to ensure that their learning has been adequate during the lockdown period.
However, the studies show that online learning has a more positive effect for adults so maybe teacher-training 
programmes can be delivered online with success.

c)  The importance of psycho-social support. 

Organisations in Sierra Leone and DR Congo recorded many instances of post-traumatic stress amongst 
their students which, if left untreated, can cause many issues.

Psychosocial support needs to be a priority after disease related emergencies so that children can heal.  

Activities including arts therapy, crafts, dance and movement can be incorporated into the daily school 
schedule to ensure that the students are receiving the help they need.

The importance of training for teachers in psychological first aid was also stressed.  Training in this issue 
would help teachers identify students who have psychosocial issues and so refer them to expert practitioners 
for treatment and follow-up supervision.   
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22 Fuente: https://www.unocha.org/fr/themes/humanitarian-development-nexus

23 OXFAM - The Humanitarian-Development-Peace Nexus: What does it mean for multi-mandated organizations?

24 And even in clusters there may not be effective organisation of activities by NGOs

Mainly due to the protracted nature of crises, inter-agency humanitarian appeals now last an average of seven 
years. 22 Humanitarian relief, development programmes and peacebuilding cannot be considered as serial 
processes, rather they are needed on different levels all at the same time.

To reflect this understanding, the concept of a ‘humanitarian-development nexus’ 23 has developed. The 
idea is that it focuses on the work needed to coherently address people’s vulnerability before, during and 
after crises, trying to make a seamless link between the humanitarian and the developmental stages of an 
intervention. 
This nexus, especially in education in emergencies, challenges the traditional thinking of the aid system, which 
operates with little or no coordination between humanitarian and subsequent development interventions, 
meaning that the needs of the most vulnerable people are often not being met.

The issue that actors working in the nexus face (for example JRS) is that education is not considered a priority 
in humanitarian crises (as mentioned earlier, less 2% of humanitarian funds are directed towards education).  
Despite some improvement in agency funding (ECHO annual Education in Emergency tender for example), 
other sectors like WASH, health and emergency distributions (food and NFI) often take the lion’s share of 
funding.
This means that it is often hard to fund what are very expensive and very complicated responses as they often 
have the same on-the-ground costs as other emergency responses.

Other challenges that actors in the nexus face are:

a)  Lack of planning and coordination with other actors.

While large-scale humanitarian interventions are usually organised by clusters 24 (WASH, camp management, 
health, protection, etc.), this is not usually the case in the nexus or the developmental stage.  This can lead 
to both gaps in provision and the repetition of activities (distribution of the same materials by different 
organisations is a recurring theme). 

The fact that many humanitarian workers often stay in a location only for short periods of time means it is 
difficult to build relationships and work together on long-term partnerships.

Often issues arise when organisations are planning to shut down their humanitarian/nexus activities and 
have to search for another organisation to take over.  Here, organisations which work in the humanitarian, 
nexus and developmental spheres (for example Jesuit education networks like JRS and Fe y Alegría) will have 
opportunities to work together to ensure smooth handovers and ensure that years of effort and achievement 
are not lost.

Covid-19, education in emergencies and the 
humanitarian - development nexus



14

b) Lack of capacity of the local authorities.

 When the time comes for the humanitarian/nexus actors to hand over some responsibilities to the local 
authorities (especially the local education authorities), it is often the case that they do not have the human 
resources, material resources or skills to assume this responsibility.  This can prove very frustrating as often 
the fruits of many years of work can be lost, a tragedy when a good education system has the potential to play 
an important part in any reconstruction efforts. 

c) Difficulty in accessing funding when the intervention is neither strictly humanitarian nor strictly 
development.

Most donors and funding agencies prioritise either humanitarian work or development work.  It is often 
challenging to find long-term funding for nexus education projects, which are usually very expensive. 

So when designing our post-COVID-19 strategies we have to bear these issues (and many others) in mind.  We 
must build into our nexus projects solutions to these problems in the design phase.
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Questions regarding strategies in the post-
Covid-19 era and the “new normality” in the 
education in emergency sector.
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25  https://inee.org/standards

In this final section I want to stimulate some debate with some activities and ideas which I feel should be 
included in EiE strategies in the post-COVID-19 era.

• We have seen from the lessons learnt from the Ebola epidemic that online learning was not 
shown to have positively affected learning.  Why might that be the case?  What has been the 
experience with online learning in your projects? What changes can be made to your own online 
platforms and materials to ensure a more positive effect?  If online education is to take a more 
prominent role in education, how will student progress be monitored?

• How do you foresee the return to the classroom in your projects?  What changes will have to be 
made?  How will these be implemented?  How can social distancing be maintained in a refugee 
camp situation when ratios of 100:1 in small classroom are the norm?

• What role will the Inter-Agency Network for Education in Emergencies (INEE) minimum 
standards 25 play in the design of new responses and strategies?  Will they still be relevant?  
What challenges do you foresee?

With the support of:




