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Lessons from remote learning during COVID-19 in Eastern and Southern Africa
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D

espite major gains in access to education
in recent decades, learning levels in SubSaharan Africa (SSA) remain tragically far
behind other regions of the world. Even
before the pandemic, 87 per cent of children in lowand middle-income countries in SSA were learning
poor – meaning that they were unable to read and
understand a simple text by the age of 101 (Azevedo,
2020). SSA also has the highest rate of out-of-school
children in the world: 19 per cent or 32 million children
of primary school age were not in school prior to
COVID-19 school closures. When secondary schoolage children are included, 31 per cent or 97.5 million
children are out of school (UNESCO UIS, 2019).
The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated the
learning crisis for children living in Eastern and
Southern Africa2 (ESA). Countries in the region fully
closed their school systems for an average of 155
school days between February 2020 and December
2021. Uganda had the highest number of fully closed
school days (451), followed by Eswatini (237), South
Sudan (231) and Zimbabwe (237). When including
days when part of the school system was closed,

Uganda’s total increases to 613 days out of a total of
685 school days during this period. Several of these
countries with the longest school closures, such
as Angola and South Sudan, are also among those
that already had the lowest learning outcomes preCOVID (see Figure 1).
School reopenings have varied widely across the ESA
region. After the initial round of school closures in
March 2020, additional restrictions were implemented
to further reduce the spread of COVID-19 (for
example, national curfews and limitations on social
gatherings). By the end of 2020, all ESA countries
had at least partially reopened schools. When a new
variant of COVID-19 hit the region in June and July
2021,3 countries again reacted differently: Namibia,
Uganda and Zambia closed all schools, Zimbabwe
and South Africa extended academic vacations,
Rwanda and Mozambique closed schools in only a
few regions.
The long and extended school closures are of grave
concern in ESA where the pre-COVID-19 learning
crisis was severe. A joint study by the World Bank,

UNESCO and UNICEF (2021) outlines the effect
of school closures on students. School closures
can increase existing learning inequities along
numerous lines such as gender, geography and
age. School closures have also led to an increase
in dropout rates. In Kenya, for example, one study
finds that around 32 per cent of children between
15 and 19 years of age did not return to school
after schools reopened (World Bank, UNESCO and
UNICEF, 2021). Shutting schools did not only lead
to reductions in learning, but also affected children’s
overall well-being as schools provide a host of crosssectoral services for children such as nutrition and
psychosocial support.
It is critical that schools reopen and remain open.
At the same time, COVID-19 school closures have
shown the great need to develop resilient education
systems that can provide learning when schools
are not able to be open. The following sections
provide a summary of lessons learned in the ESA
region from remote learning during COVID-19 and
provide concrete recommendations on how to build
resilience of education systems.

1 This indicator is adjusted by the proportion of children who are out of school (and are assumed to be unable to read proficiently).
2 Angola, Botswana, Burundi, Comoros, Eritrea, Eswatini, Ethiopia, Kenya, Lesotho, Madagascar, Malawi, Mozambique, Namibia, Rwanda, Somalia, South Africa, South Sudan, United Republic of
Tanzania, Uganda, Zambia, Zimbabwe.
3 In the ESA region, the first wave is marked as having taken place from March 2020 to November 2020, the second wave from December 2020 to April 2021 and the third wave from May 2021 to present.
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FIGURE 1. Harmonized Learning Outcomes by the number of days that schools were closed (either fully or partially) (from February 2020 to December 2021)
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Remote learning policies
and implementation
FIGURE 2. Share of respondent countries in ESA that reported offering remote learning, by method and
education level
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n the ESA region, remote learning during
school closures was implemented mainly via
radio and television modalities (UNESCO et
al., 2021).4 According to a survey administered
to ministries of education (MoE) (UNESCO et
al., 2021), more than 75 per cent of responding
countries used radio for remote learning across
school levels, from pre-primary to secondary
school (see Figure 2). Over 70 per cent of countries
reported using television at all education levels
except for pre-primary (56 per cent). Take-home
packages were the third most used method across
the levels; they were employed by 55 per cent of
countries at the primary school level and by more
than 60 per cent at the secondary school level. A
smaller percentage of countries offered remote
learning through online platforms, mainly targeting
secondary school students. There is a similar
pattern for mobile phones: 55 per cent of countries
offered this method for upper secondary school
students but only 18 per cent for primary school
students. Remote learning was least prevalent
for pre-primary education, although more than
78 per cent of countries reported using radio for
this age range compared with 56 per cent using
television and less than 45 per cent using take-
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Source: Data on remote learning modalities come from the joint UNESCO, UNICEF, World Bank and OECD surveys of ministries of education (UNESCO
et al., 2021). The reporting countries are 13 out of the 21 in the ESA region.

home packages. This is concerning as evidence has
shown that investments in education during the
early years are the most effective and important
for long-lasting impacts on children (Nugroho et al.,
2021; Silberstein, 2021).

Although the majority of responding countries
in the ESA region relied on television for remote
learning, access to electricity is still low for most
households. In 14 out of 21 countries, fewer
than 50 per cent of households have access to

4 The third round of the Survey on National Education Responses to COVID-19 School Closures (UNESCO et al., 2021) asked MoEs about the methods implemented for remote learning during school closures.
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electricity. Access is largely related to poverty
and within-country inequities, with electrification
rates larger in urban areas than in rural ones (see
Figure 3). In some countries, access to electricity
in rural areas is extremely low. For example,
electrification rates are 3 per cent in Burundi, 4
per cent in Malawi, 5 per cent in Mozambique and
South Sudan, and 7 per cent in Angola where, for
comparison, 72 per cent of the urban population
has electricity (see Figure 3).
Given that many households don’t have access to
electricity, it is not surprising that the ownership
of devices needed to access digital content and
broadcast media is also limited. Ownership rates of
devices show large disparities between urban and
rural areas. Radios and, to a larger extent, mobile
phones are the most accessible tools, even in
rural areas (see Figure 4). These ownership rates
also vary widely between countries. For instance,
access to radio in rural areas ranges from 29.5 per
cent of households in Ethiopia to 66.5 per cent
in Namibia. Mobile phone access rates in rural
areas vary from 29.6 per cent of households in
Mozambique to 96.8 per cent in Eswatini. Despite
these variations, the average proportion of rural
households in the ESA region with a mobile phone
(63 per cent) exceeds the share of households
owning radios, TVs and computers. However, only
2 of 13 responding countries used mobile phones
as a remote learning strategy for primary school
students, 5 for lower secondary school students
and 7 for upper secondary school students (see
Figure 2). The high mobile phone ownership rate
in the region presents an opportunity to expand
remote learning, as discussed below.
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FIGURE 3. Percentage of population with access to electricity in ESA countries, rural vs. urban
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Multiple modalities of
remote learning
During the school closures, countries deployed
numerous remote learning tools, using a
combination of paper-based take-home packages,
broadcast media (TV and radio) and online digital
platforms. Zambia, for instance, launched an
e-learning portal, provided radio and television
classes, and distributed printed take-home packages
for secondary school students. Zambian households
reported that 30 per cent of primary school children
and 40 per cent of secondary school children spent
more than two hours per day on education at home
since the closure of schools (IPA, 2020b). In South
Africa, remote learning resources, including online
platforms, broadcast media (radio and TV) and social
media, also reached nearly 50 per cent or 6.5 million
children out of 13.3 million children (UNICEF South
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FIGURE 4. Percentage of households with electricity and technologies enabling remote learning, by rural and
urban areas, and for selected countries with available data in ESA
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Source: Elaborated based on available DHS and MICS data, 2010–2020, and World Development Indicators, World Bank (2022) (electricity, for which the
data capture the percentage of the population). Weighted cross-country averages based on student population.

BOX 1. THE IMPLEMENTATION OF REMOTE LEARNING METHODS IN MOZAMBIQUE
Since 2018, the Longitudinal Assessment of
School Dropout (ALDE, in Portuguese) has tracked
a sample of 5,400 primary school children in
Mozambique. In 2019 and 2021, a subsample of
about half of the child respondents of the ALDE
also participated in the Early Grade Reading
Assessment (EGRA), which also included a
demographic survey of learning methods during
the COVID-19 pandemic. Results from the EGRA
confirmed that children's access to technology
for remote learning was very low in Mozambique.
While 33.7 per cent had access to a TV, only 3.7
per cent had access to internet at home. Most
children (64.4 per cent) did not have any of these
technologies at home, while 22 per cent had
access to one of the technologies, 12.5 per cent
had access to two and only 1.1 per cent had access
to all three. There were large regional disparities
in access to technology and EGRA scores.
Comparing 2021 and 2019 EGRA results, children
who had no access to technology at home had
the lowest gains in reading (correctly identifying
letters and words in 2021) (UNICEF, forthcoming).
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FIGURE 5. Increase from 2019 to 2021 in the number
of letters and words correctly identified in the EGRA
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These inequities in access to electricity,
connectivity and devices lead to disparities in
access to remote learning. For instance, according
to the results of a high-frequency telephone
survey of households in Ethiopia, only 24 per cent
of primary school students and 32 per cent of
secondary school students participated in remote
learning in July 2020. In the study, twice as many
children in urban areas took part in remote learning
activities compared with children in rural areas
(Wieser et al., 2020). In Malawi, in the richest
quintile of households, 25 per cent of households
reported participating in some form of remote
learning compared with just 7 per cent in the
poorest quintile (Moylan & Fuje, 2020).
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Africa, 2020a). In Mozambique, the use of multiple
modalities for remote learning, including paperbased take-home packages, was essential, given the
country’s low rates of access to radio, television and
the internet. Box 1 provides details of a longitudinal
study carried out in the country revealing the
association between learning outcomes and access
to various forms of remote learning technologies.

Digital learning (online platforms)

(MoPSE) launched the Zimbabwe Learning Passport,
a digital platform that serves as a repository of
educational materials (UNICEF Zimbabwe, 2021). The
Kenya Education Cloud makes all MoE curriculum
content available online so that teachers and students
have access to digital content. UNICEF has also
worked with the government of Kenya to reduce the
cost of gaining access to education websites and
apps. UNICEF Kenya also supported the development
of accessible digital textbooks targeting children with
disabilities (UNICEF Kenya, 2020).

Broadcast media
(television and radio)
The use of radio and television is essential for
broadening the reach of remote learning. In Rwanda,
broadcast media was the most used method among
primary (50 per cent) and secondary (40 per cent)
students. While poorer children were more likely to
use radio programmes, wealthier children were more
likely to use television, WhatsApp and the internet
(IPA, 2020a). Creative solutions have also been

Apart from mobile phone-based remote learning
the least reported used modality in ESA was online
digital learning. While digital learning can provide
engaging and interactive learning opportunities,
significant barriers remain such as the low levels
of electrification, connectivity and devices needed
to use it. In some cases, the availability of digital
infrastructure does not translate to uptake. In South
Africa, where access to electricity and connectivity
is high for the region, providing online learning to
all children is still a significant challenge due to high
data costs (UNICEF South Africa, 2020b).
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Adding to the complexity of expanding digital learning,
the development of educational content adapted for
different devices, languages and populations, such
as migrants and refugees, is also key to improving
access to remote learning. Some countries in the ESA
region have implemented initiatives to expand access
to content and ensure sustainability. In South Africa,
the digital content of early childhood programmes
was translated into 11 local languages (UNICEF
South Africa, 2020b). In Zimbabwe, UNICEF and
the Ministry of Primary and Secondary Education
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developed to include various marginalized groups.
In Zambia, for example, in addition to television and
radio lessons targeted at early childhood to secondary
school students, a new educational television channel
was launched to reach children with special needs
through sign language interpretation (IPA, 2020b).
In Zimbabwe, UNICEF and the MoPSE distributed
solar radio sets to learners in disadvantaged schools
and communities to reach children with electricity
shortages, in addition to developing broadcast radio
and television lessons (UNICEF Zimbabwe, 2021).

Despite the limited access to electricity, television,
radio and the internet at home, especially in
rural areas, ownership rates of mobile phones
are relatively high across the region. As such,
some countries have launched innovative lowcost strategies such as tutoring teachers over the
phone and sending exercises via text messages.
Using text messages as part of remote learning is
promising for its ability to reach wider audiences
of children. Two experimental impact evaluations,
however, have found mixed results for phone-based
remote learning programmes. The first study, in
Botswana, investigated the impact on learning of
educational text messages with and without phone
call-based tutoring. The study found positive effects
in learning for both modalities of interventions and
saw improvements in parents’ involvement in their
children's education, as well as more accurate
perceptions about their learning (Angrist et al.,
2020). In Kenya, an impact evaluation of a similar
programme found no immediate effect on maths

8
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Mobile phones

performance four months after the intervention,
although the programme increased students’
perceptions that the teachers cared more about
their learning. The authors attribute part of the lack
of initial results to sample selection bias because
students who were the furthest behind and most
likely to benefit did not return to school for the final
assessment (Schueler and Rodriguez-Segura, 2021).

Paper-based take-home packages
Paper-based materials also play an important role in
remote learning, especially for children who don’t
have access to digital devices and connectivity.
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In Madagascar, the MoE distributed self-directed
learning booklets to all lower-secondary school
students in the country. The materials were
rapidly developed using existing materials from
remedial catch-up classes (Valenza et al., 2021). In
Mozambique, results from a national phone survey
with primary students’ caregivers conducted during
the 2020 school closures showed that, on average,
63 per cent of children were learning at home.
However, 52 per cent of the learning was in the
form of reading alone or with an adult, indicating this
was a predominantly family-focused activity without
much guidance from the school. Only 16 per cent of
children reported using exercise sheets provided by
their teacher (UNICEF, forthcoming).

COVID-19 school closures and
beyond – building resilience
into education systems

M

and severe floods, that can close schools. In the
ESA region, according to the Children's Climate
Risk Index (CCRI), children in Angola, Ethiopia,
Madagascar, Mozambique and South Sudan face
an extremely high risk of climate and environmental

shocks (UNICEF, 2021a; see Figure 6). These
countries that are most at risk also have some of
the lowest levels of learning in the world (see Figure
6) and are the most in need of resilient education
systems that can provide learning during any crisis.

© UNICEF/ UN 0 5 9 823 9/ WA M A L A

aking education systems more
resilient is urgently needed in the
region, especially as climate change
increases the intensity and frequency
of extreme weather events, such as droughts

9
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FIGURE 6. Harmonized Learning Outcomes by the Children’s Climate Risk Index (0–10)
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Conclusions and recommendations

C
1

Invest in electricity infrastructure and
ensure links with sectoral ministries to
coordinate responses. Based on current
trends, electricity for all in SSA won’t be
achieved until 2081, thus there is an urgent
need to accelerate progress through
partnerships and large-scale investment
(Brossard et al., 2021). In the meantime, in
places where electrical grids are not yet
accessible, alternative energy sources such as
solar power should be utilized. Establishment
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ountries in the ESA region face multiple
challenges in implementing remote
learning such as a lack of infrastructure,
resources and capacity. Documenting
lessons learned and recording best practices are key
to building more resilient education systems that
have the ability to respond quickly and efficiently in
future crises. Providing feedback on strengths and
weaknesses based on past experiences can support
the sustainability of remote learning curricula and
learning programmes. Recommendations for
policymakers and education professionals to design
and implement sustainable and resilient remote
education systems based on the experience of the
ESA region include:
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4

Collect data on the access and uptake rates
of remote learning technologies to inform
response strategies. Identifying which regions
and populations do not have access to the
requisite infrastructure is essential for designing
adequate forms of remote learning, whether
through broadcast media, internet, mobile
phones or structuring a proper supply chain for
the distribution of paper materials. Feedback
should be collected from families, teachers and
communities across different geographies and
populations. Doing this regularly can inform
targeted interventions and improvements in
service and it can encourage the involvement of
actors relevant for a child’s well-being.

2

Combine different remote learning
methods to provide all children with
engaging and equitable learning, with a
specific focus on the early years. It is
essential to use technologies that households
have access to, extending low-tech solutions
such as printed materials. Keeping remote
learning content up to date, even after the
pandemic, is important for future preparedness
and can reduce costs in the long run. Pre-primary
education needs to be prioritized in responses
given the relative lack of them targeted to that
age during the COVID-19 school closures and the
great importance of early learning on later life
outcomes (Nugroho et al., 2021).

3

Proactively engage families, communities,
teachers, principals and local education
authorities for continued learning at home.
Structure a communication plan detailing the
content, material and dissemination approaches to
increase awareness and sensitize people on
remote learning. It may be necessary to provide
resources such as mobile phone airtime for
populations with limited access to internet to allow
a higher frequency of teacher–student interactions.
Establishing call centres to receive feedback from
caregivers, students and teachers can be helpful in
identifying issues and to quickly resolve
bottlenecks that might hinder gaining access to
and engaging remote learning channels.
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Strengthen skills development to ensure
continuity of programmes in case of future
disruptions. This includes continuous teacher
training and empowering MoE officials to
provide teachers with training and quality
assurance. Teachers must receive full training in
remote teaching to acquire digital literacy skills
and become familiar with new modes of
education, whether using broadcast media,
digital tools, mobile phones or supporting
children remotely with paper-based materials.
This effective incorporation of technology into
lesson plans could enrich teachers’ practices
both in the classroom and when they need to
deliver learning remotely.
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of partnerships with service providers to
expand network coverage in educational
institutions should be focused on reaching
those in marginalized and remote areas.
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