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Summary
The problem

In April 2020 UNESCO reported that 9 out of 10 
children globally were unable to attend school due to 
the pandemic. In terms of raw numbers that represented 
1.6 billion students around the world. According to the 
Ethipian Ministry of Education, some 25 million young 
people were denied entry to educational establishments 
during lockdown. The sheer scale confronts us with the 
still unknown long-term consequences of the pandemic 
and its effects on our children’s future employment. It is 
not yet understood in what way students will feel the 
effects of COVID19, but our organization wanted to 
learn how school enrollment, registration, and social 
distancing measures were being implemented in our 
country and how those measures impacted on our 
young.

The objective of the report

To understand:
● The initial decisions primary and grade schools made.

● Why they closed and the subsequent issues they had 
with social distancing and registration. 

● Challenges faced by parents and school administra-
tors.

Methodology

● Interviews with school administrators, parent associa-
tions and students.

● Governmental office employees and interaction with 
local leaders and policymakers.

Conclusion
 
The educational system, like many other countries, 
came under huge strain as a result of the pandemic. It 
has underlined how schools need to take action to 
strengthen their innovation and digitalization capaci-
ties. This realisation has forced them to undertake a 
long-overdue audit and reform an outdated curriculum. 
Although these challenges will produce beneficial 
outcomes, schools did come under an existential threat 
which questioned their financial security and their func-
tional capacities.

The pandemic has put into context the non-academic 
functions schools provide, which were much harder to 
replicate in a home setting. 

Ethiopia will get to see the psychological and academic 
effects of school closures in the coming months and 
years. More studies will be needed to focus on assessing 
the loss in school attainment and educational long-term 
performance. 
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Background
Introduction

A controversial issue throughout the past year was the 
facts surrounding the spread of COVID19 among 
children and the impact on their health. The notion that 
children were least affected raised the misconception 
that children spread the disease at a much lower rate and 
were less likely to fall ill. It has been scientifically 
accepted that children have less severe infections and 
are less likely to succumb to COVID19. 

Much less work has been conducted into the long-term 
effects behind the disease as well as the educational and 
socio-psychological of staying away from school and 
not interacting with friends. At the start of lockdown, 
however it was unclear on whether children were at risk 
and their role in spreading the virus. 

Foundational Skills

There is an increasing concern that the absence of 
normalcy and an abrupt change in routine causes 
psychological and emotional harm on people. This is 
more so in the case for children as their language profi-
ciency, social interaction and cognitive skills are in a 
constant flux of development and restructuring as they 
pass through the ages of two to nine. 

It is a significantly important time in a child's life where 
they learn about the nature of the world, the rules it is 
governed by, and their place in it. With the closure of 
schools and the absence of peer-to-peer learning, the 
effects seem to be longstanding and harmful, as 
children are forced to stay at home in fear of their safety 
and with little to no alternatives for most students. 

During the above ages, the main function of schools is 
to instill into students foundational skills that will be 
used throughout the rest of their education and life. A 
loss in learning in these crucial skills predisposes a 
child to stagnation and falling behind among their 
peers. In a world where the majority of students are 
currently out of schools, concerned bodies, institutions 
and government departments need to prioritize how 
these crucial losses are mitigated in a way that doesn’t 
impact on the future for other cohorts (Conto,2020).

Inclusivity in schooling

The current education system has been criticized for its 
way of sticking to an inflexible curriculum that does not 
cater for all children’s needs. Although the present 
curriculum provides a sense of structure and progres-
sion, a dogmatic approach creates a one-size-fits-all 
policy. This widens the gap between those most suited 
to the current process while discouraging and leaving 
behind others that might have potential but struggle to 
advance under the current rigid structure.
   
Children need to be treated as individuals with their 
own needs rather than perceived as one collective ‘blob’ 
or mass. 

A student’s achievements are currently measured along 
old-fashioned, rigid lines where students who initially 
struggle with the school system are unable to thrive.

A better and more successful system has a more evalua-
tive approach to the concept of standards, defined as the 
following: “In measurable terms, expectations for what 
students need to know and be able to do to succeed in 
school, in the workplace, and life.” (Business Roundtable, 
2021)  
A United Nations policy brief on COVID19 and educa-
tion estimates some 25 million 25 million additional 
pre-primary to tertiary students may drop out of school 
in the next year due to the pandemic. The disparity in 
education between the poor and tbe better off has been 
an issue predating school closures as a result of COVID 
(Global Campaign for Peace Education, 2021). 

People living in poor and rural areas, those living with 
disabilities and refugees, and the internally displaced 
are among the communities which have been long 
affected by a loss in learning due to financial and loca-
tional instability. The lack of education and a mismatch 
between the skills required by developing economies 
entrenches mediocrity. A thriving economy requires a 
strong education system.

Past progress is also on the line in the case of young 
girls. In May 2020, the Ministry of Youth and girls 
claimed to have obstructed 500 cases of underage mar-
riage in rural parts of Ethiopia, according to Reuters. 
This comes after the long flight to outlaw and discour-
age the practice in Ethiopia, which has seen a setback 
due to the closure of schools (Wuilbercq, 2021). 
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Challenges in the Education System

Ethiopia has made incredible strides in net school 
enrollment, tripling the number of students between 
2000 and 2016. For instance,  a youthful population 
remains one of the major assets of the country repre-
senting 48 percent of the young people and children. 
The next step for utilizing this asset needs to be equip-
ping them with the necessary tools to lift themselves 
and their country out of poverty (World Bank, 2021). 

Education in Ethiopia has become a dominant issue 
since Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed came to power. 
Topics such as ethnic inclusivity, language choice in 
education, and standardized testing, have all come 
under the scrutiny of the new educational road-map.  
The Reporter Ethiopia in a February 2019 article quoted 
Dr. Tilaye Gette presenting a new road map in the 
House of Representatives. “The preparation of this Edu-
cation and Training Road-map is scientifically conduct-
ed by considering issues raised by the public, which 
will be included in the revised policy.” The Minister 
added in his report: “Along with that, there is also 
capacity building training for all stakeholders and it 
takes at least five years to finalize the road-map.”  

COVID19 and Education 

A year into the implementation of this reform, 
COVID19 was first detected in  Ethiopia on March 12, 
2020. This threatened the stability and safety of schools, 
prompting comprehensive inter-sectoral emergency 
measures to be undertaken. All higher and lower educa-
tion centers were deemed ‘hot zones’ for the spread of 
the pandemic. After tentatively closing for two weeks 
on March 16 this was then extended to what would 
eventually be nine months. This is a significant portion 
of the school year that impacted on college placements, 
matriculation exams, and the entire curriculum as a 
whole. 

In collaboration with the World Bank and the Global 
Partnership of Education (GPE), a shared commitment 
of 70 countries to end the world’s learning crisis, Ethio-
pia received a $14.85 million grant to respond to the 
disruption in education caused by the pandemic (Global 
partnership for education, 2021). 

This grant was intended to support the continued educa-
tion of students during the closure and to help usher in 
the safe reopening of schools. This included the supply 
of sanitation materials, communication campaigns, and 
funding reopening procedures. Another aspect of this 
fund was to implement a surveillance system within 
educational facilities that will allow the detection and 
containment of COVID cases. 

The Ministry of Education in its COVID19 prepared-
ness plan has outlined its strategy to mitigate this prob-
lem. With millions of students from over 47,000 
schools affected by closures, it attempted to tackle a 
number of issues: awareness with regards to the preven-
tion of the virus’ promoting good hygiene, e-learning 
for secondary education; broadcasting school lessons 
on TV and radio and to continue and develop school 
feeding programs while supporting programs set up to 
aid needy children. 

Digital learning was one of the activities proposed in 
the plan although a major limitation cited was the lack 
of internet access for the majority of students the 
program was intended for. This was to be implemented 
by distributing digital and hardcopy learning aids by 
maintaining contact with parents either through phone 
calls or house visits. This came with an estimated cost 
of around 6.6 billion birr (132 million dollars)  to be 
rolled out in three phases (Planipolis, 2021).

With only 43.6% of school children estimated to be 
enrolled in schools in rural areas compared with 85.5% 
in urban areas, the closure resulting from the pandemic 
will cause this disparity to widen (RISE Programme, 
2021). While the lack of training and experience in 
teaching by parents impacted somewhat on the teaching 
process for children, good internet connections in cities 
meant school closures did not stop children from learn-
ing completely. But for those living in the outskirts of 
the cities or in rural areas where connections were either 
patchy or non-existent , there would be a drastic loss of 
continuity and stagnation in the development of 
children. 
All educational sectors experienced a surge in digitiza-
tion as a result of the social distancing measures, with 
lessons having to be conducted in virtual settings. This 
effort came unnaturally to most private and governmen-
tal organizations, that are more accustomed to in-person 
interactions and paper-based ecosystems. 
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The video conferencing application, Zoom, became a 
household name as it saw an astronomic surge in 2020, 
being one of the major mediums of communication for 
schools, and workplaces. It has helped teachers and 
students from around the world to interact in unprece-
dented ways in unexpected places. An example in this 
regard can be an Indian teacher who creatively decided 
to utilize zoom meetings to stimulate the learning envi-
ronment.  

But as she says it hasn’t come without its challenges in 
one of the company’s cases studies. 

“During those first two months of lockdown in India, 
everyone was confined to their homes,” said Anissha 
Aggarwal. “The average child I teach lives in a 
one-room apartment with six or seven other people, and 
if you can imagine, that creates a situation where it’s 
difficult to deliver education effectively. More well-off 
children have laptops and dedicated areas to study in 
their homes, but these children don’t have that. Phone 
and data availability too are scarce.” (Educate Students at 
Home - Zoom Blog, 2021).

Safety guidelines and reopening 

The CDC has set forward guidelines and a toolkit aimed 
at helping schools to safely conduct their functions. 
These recommendations are supposed to be locally 
adapted to better suit the setting but the central tenets 
are: promoting behaviors that reduce the spread of 
COVID19 and maintaining healthy environments, oper-
ations and preparation should someone get sick. 
The important guiding principle, according to the CDC, 
is not only reopening schools as soon as possible but 
having a comprehensive plan to keep them open so long 
as they remain safe. This implies that schools will 
consistently continue to perform their functions on a 
daily basis, rather than a hastily opening and closing 
(CDC,2021). This only serves to  misplace trust in the 
system, create gaps in the school year, and waste 
resources. 

The Ministry of Education has released a guideline 
supported by the conduct of an investigatory survey of 
200 schools across multiple regions of the country. It 
indicates the lack of impact remote digital education 
had, the psychological impacts of home isolation to 
students, and the increase in the risk of gender-based 
violence towards students as its main need for schools 
to reopen. The guideline also annotates prerequisites 
schools have to meet before reopening, with their linked 
activities.

These include the fostering a communicative environ-
ment between parent committees and management 
bodies, including owners and board members, robust 
sanitary guidelines and removal of objects that are 
deemed to increase the spread of COVID19 and the 
repair of existing infrastructure, increase in campus 
security and physician mandated sick leaves for tighter 
control and inspection. 
It indicated that should any student or teacher be infect-
ed with COVID19, the student and the faculty with 
contact to them should also be isolated from the school. 
Although what constitutes contact has not been clearly 
defined. 
Although the young population is less likely to exhibit 
severe effects, the real risk in opening schools is in their 
role in increasing COVID19’s transmission rate. The 
CDC stratifies the risk of spread in a continuum from 
lowest risk, which includes virtual-only classes and 
activities and events, to some risk which means mostly 
virtual with small in-person activities, medium risk; 
which is a hybrid learning model which means that 
most student are required to be in person while some 
take part virtually. 
Higher risk involves the mixing of students throughout 
the school day. The highest risk in the continuum is 
when students engage entirely in-person, mixing freely 
and sharing objects. This also includes irregular clean-
ing of frequently touched areas. 
An interesting point of arranging students and teachers 
in specific cohorts allows for segmentation or bubbling 
of a single group. This means less spread, and easier 
isolation should a person from a cohort become sick. 
While this might take organizational diligence, it might 
be one of the easiest methods to maintain safety and 
distance with few external resources required. 
Actively following the wellbeing of students and their 
parents is also another method proposed, flagging sick 
students as necessary and isolating them while support-
ing the families and children to follow their education 
remotely. Raising awareness and not allowing miscon-
ceptions to spread among the faculty and student body 
may also increase the likelihood of a student coming 
forward and decrease the risk of stigma. (Community, 
Work, and School, 2021)
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Research Objectives
It is not yet understood how many students will feel the 
effects of COVID19 in the future but the question Addis 
Zeybe wanted to ask was how school enrollment, regis-
tration, and social distancing measures were being 
implemented in our country.
The fundamental objective of this study was to under-
stand;
● The initial planning and consideration among schools 
with regards to the pandemic.
● Initial reactions of educators and administrators 
towards closures and actions are taken.
● Activities of schools during school closures and chal-
lenges faced.
● Reopening of schools, resource management, and 
safety measures. 

Findings

Planning Before COVID19 

Almost all of the information about the pandemic for 
schools came from reporting media organizations. 
There were no preparations or discussions in most of 
the schools approached. One of the respondents made 
actions with regards to closing one of their off-campus 
nutrition centers, where they work to feed needy street 
children out of fear of their vulnerable setup with 
regards to the pandemic. 

The major fear had been if there would be an undetected 
transmission in the country, their site would be a major 
hot zone, due to a large number of the homeless who 
gather from varied areas of the city. They have used this 
opportunity to divert funds away from the feeding 
center and back to the main school which they say has 
helped in the difficult period to come. 

Some schools were more prepared than others. A 
vice-principal of a local school says that their interna-
tional ties helped them recognize the issue early on and 
take preparatory measures with regards to bolstering 
their already existing remote digital learning facilities.
“We were hearing about it over the media but we didn’t 
expect it to affect us,” says a branch executive of a local 
school. She says conducting informal calls to teachers 
and telling them to follow the story as COVID19 was 
reported in Africa. 

Although it is easy to accuse schools for their lack of 
foresight and planning, there was little guidance or 
leadership to predict that a local Chinese outbreak 
would disrupt schooling all over the world. As the virus 
and the news surrounding it was spreading, respondents 
told of the concern and anxiousness they felt especially 
in the announcement of the virus in Africa. 

Initial reaction to school closure

The announcement for the school closures in March 
came in the middle of most schools’ curriculums. A 
vice-principal recalled the following about the day of 
the announcement.

“I remember it was a Monday and class was in session, 
when a crowd of parents was at the gates demanding to 
take their kids home. We were surprised because we 
weren’t following the news when the announcement 
was made at noon.” 

Most other schools also report the chaotic period during 
and after the announcement was made. None of the 
schools said they received any prior notice of school 
closure or a warning of any kind. For the following 
weeks, the lack of information continued. Another 
school representative did not expect the school shut-
down to last for more than a week or two, while some 
others thought it was a precautionary measure. “We 
never expected to not be reunited with our students for 
most of a year,” said a director of a local private institu-
tion.

After a realization that the lockdown wouldn’t be for 
only a couple of weeks, most private establishments 
started contemplating their functional and financial 
means of existence. Multiple emergency meetings 
between school stakeholders took place.  

Activities and plans were carried out to spread aware-
ness about schooling and COVID using banners and 
brochures while ways to continue classes during 
COVID were being planned and tested by different 
governmental bodies. Discussions with the representa-
tives were held and strategies were being developed on 
how to battle misinformation and create a conducive 
learning environment away from school. 

A crisis ‘time strategy’ was disseminated by the com-
mand post, a task force in charge of activities and legis-
lation during the time of a nationwide state of emergen-
cy. 
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The strategy contained safety measure guidelines, 
face-cover discipline, implementation of a task force to 
lead COVID19 prevention and its duties, surveillance 
tool requirements like temperature monitoring, employ-
ment of health personnel in schools, and an isolation 
area for when a student became symptomatic.
 
It also reportedly included activities and measures 
students should take when they go back home. “Gener-
ally, it’s about how to proceed with the teaching-learn-
ing process while COVID is still around. How to form 
different committees and responsible people who do an 
internal inspection is also included in it,” mentions Ato 
Zewdu Cherinet, vice-principal of Dandii Boru school. 

Remote learning 

Keeping students busy and engaged during this time 
was a major concern to handle for some schools. 
Parents were also included in these discussions, as they 
were going to be called upon to be alternate educators 
for the time being. 

Modules and worksheets were created per the curricu-
lum. For some parents in some schools messaging 
platforms – mainly Telegram – was used as a medium to 
deliver lessons to parents, with instructions on how 
children are assessed and graded. According to the 
schools, the level of attendance and work rate was 
unsatisfactory for the most part, while some parents 
didn’t have any means of wireless communications. 
Hard copy lesson pickups and drop-off points were 
organized for parents that opted for the method, 
although the success was underwhelming. Some 
schools reported they made available six-lesson deliver-
ies in two weeks. Despite the logistic challenges, what 
made this system unsustainable for most was the lack of 
ability among parents at large to give the lessons 
required even with guidelines and teaching aids. 

This meant that there had to be an available helpline for 
parents by some of the schools. It did  give schools an 
insight into what level of parental support some of the 
students had at home – while some parents didn't 
engage adequately others were completely unavailable. 
“Most children in our school live away from their 
parents, grandparents and even great-grandparents and 
it is very difficult for them to receive the adequate atten-
tion and care they need in gearing them towards a 
productive day,” says a local school director. 

Even after constituting new systems of online lessons, 
one of the difficulties faced by all schools was poor 
internet connection. This meant that the lessons weren’t 
able to be followed at a similar pace by most schools. 
Parents also mentioned the difficulties of downloading 
the large files sent by schools. The lack of stable 
connections also undermined efforts to commence 
lessons via video meeting applications such as Zoom or 
Google Classrooms, while schools with better invest-
ment and infrastructure did manage to get some of their 
classes underway in this manner.
 
Tuition payment was also a major point of contention 
concerning discussions between parents and schools. It 
was the understanding that should the schools remain 
financially afloat, they would need to accept payment, 
as this was the only means of survival for some. The 
official ruling was that regular tuition fees should be 
reduced by as much as 50% after discussion with the 
parent body. “It destroyed our scheduled payment and 
registration rules,” says a school director, as parents 
were allowed to pay fees at their leisure and sometimes 
not at all. This meant that payment to staff was delayed. 
There were generally no salary cuts or staff downsizing 
during the pandemic, but new employees in the proba-
tionary period were let go as a method to decrease costs. 

For schools to reopen, they were subjected to different 
visits from different offices of the educational and 
health bureaus. These schools had to meet a 40-item 
checklist and have separate guidelines to be eligible for 
reopening. Even after re-obtaining their license to oper-
ate, there were mandatory surprise checks to see if they 
are adhering to the guidelines. Schools that were not 
would be forcibly closed until they have shown capabil-
ities to conduct their activities while adhering to the 
strict guidelines. This meant that schools had to make 
available different amenities such as sanitizers, infrared 
thermometers and hire an on-campus medical profes-
sional, without any extra funding while going through 
financially trying times. 
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Back to school

During the eight-month gap between March and 
November, educational authorities had to find ways to 
shorten an already stretched and bulky school-year 
schedule. Despite all the harm, the pandemic did actual-
ly make schooling bodies take a closer look at their 
curriculum and how streamlined it was. As shown by 
the different schools, a lot of effort was made to fit the 
new system into far fewer days as students will be sepa-
rated into two cohorts, alternating every other day. This 
means that they have been covering the lessons in half 
the time.

After returning to school at the end of the lockdown, 
some schools set up evaluations to ascertain what level 
their students were at currently. Two of the schools have 
told us these assessments showed stagnation in most 
students' foundational skills, such as arithmetic and 
language while there were a few cases of regression 
from their peers and what they needed to know.  
Children also missed out on the non-academic and 
peer-to-peer learning activities of the schools. A direc-
tor of a private elementary school mentioned the 
following: “We have a lot of co-curricular activities in 
our school. We try to create a platform to help the 
children here express themselves. Horizontal learning is 
an important aspect that compliments regular educa-
tion.” According to the teachers interviewed, it is an 
irreplaceable system of peer networks and group activi-
ties that aims to socialize the students and help them 
develop their communication skills. “When they are 
alone at home, they have no means to test themselves, 
to put what they have learned into action,” said the local 
director. 

Psychosocial stress was a distinct phenomenon in most 
schools. Even after the reopening of school, a lot of 
students have had anxiety about what COVID19 is and 
how it spreads. “My son was delighted to return to 
school, but his younger sister is more nervous and 
sometimes asks to not make her go to school. This is 
something new that wasn’t there before the lockdown,” 
says a parent that was interviewed. “There is always a 
palpable tension when someone ‘catches the flu’ men-
tions a school administrator. “Our students are well 
disciplined in terms of mask-wearing and hand 
hygiene,” says a teacher, “but physical distancing, espe-
cially with each other has been much more difficult to 
implement”. 

For some schools, keeping a hands-off method was 
antithetical to their previous activities and teaching 
methods, especially for those in the lower grades, where 
they are dependent on their teachers to help them with 
feeding themselves and keeping their hygiene.
 
Asking students to avoid coming close to each other 
was also easier said than done in most of the other 
elementary schools. “They are kids, it's in their nature to 
hug, wrestle and play. It was very difficult for us to 
reprimand them for these actions. They were obedient 
children when it came to the other safety measures, but 
physical distancing was very unnatural to them” says a 
principal. But some schools were open to have them set 
up groups of five to help monitor students. This method 
also extended to implementing group studies and class-
mate support for those lagging. Prefects were also set 
up to monitor mask-wearing, sanitizer use and physical 
distancing. 

There were different experiences mentioned with 
regards to self-reporting of symptoms. In some schools, 
absenteeism was strictly followed by designated 
personnel where each sick leave and absent student case 
was investigated. 

This was done by calling the parents and requiring them 
to provide a medical certificate. Parents were also 
encouraged to keep their children at home if they or 
household members get symptoms of COVID19. Some 
schools had more success with regards to testing capa-
bilities due to their affluent demographic. They also 
listed out and asked the help of a parent who were 
health professionals to give training and help with the 
implementation of safety standards. An understanding 
between parents and the schools was a key element in 
helping parents and students openly share their symp-
toms and stay home with the risk of being stigmatized. 
Those schools that had better dialogue and awareness 
strategies had better self-reporting rates, while those 
schools that had a more reserved relationship with their 
student body showed parents sending their children to 
school while knowing they had an illness, out of fear of 
their child being ostracized.
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Conclusion 

The educational system was strained as a result of the 
pandemic. It showed how schools needed to innovate 
and digitize while forcing them to perform a long-over-
due audit and reform of what is an outdated curriculum. 
Although these challenges have brought about welcome 
change, schools came under an existential threat which 
questioned their financial security and their functional 
capacities.
The pandemic also helped highlight the important 
non-academic functions that schools provide, and 
which are much harder to replicate in a home setting. 
We will be seeing the psychological and academic 
effects of school closures in the coming months and 
years to come with more studies needed to assess the 
loss in learning and the long-term impact on our school-
children. 
Just like the overstretched health system, COVID19 
showed that without proper system thinking and failsafe 
procedures in place, the educational system is as likely 
to come under huge pressure without any preparation. 
The pandemic at least offers school educators and 
government officials an opportunity to consider new 
ways of teaching and prepare properly if another global 
health emergency causes schools countrywide to close. 
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