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Preface

The outbreak of COVID-19 has had a deep impact on people and communities
globally. While we are still living with uncertainties, differential lessons are learnt in
different parts of the world, creating major human security challenges. The human
security concept has evolved over the last 20 years and covers the broader aspects of
development, environment, and disaster risk reduction perspectives. On the one
hand, due to COVID-19, people and communities are facing severe developmental
challenges like water, education, health, gender, etc. On the other hand, emerging
technologies and innovations have been used to reduce the impacts of COVID-19.
This has also created a digital divide in rich and poor countries, in urban and rural
areas, and in aged and young population. However, the positive part of technology
development was accelerated by social innovation amidst the global pandemic.
Grassroots problems form the core of social innovation and relate to different
dimensions of SDGs, like water, health, education, poverty, urban, etc.

Based on the above context, the book has three key parts: Part I: Overview (with
introduction, development, technology, and fiscal dimensions); Part II: Development
(consists of 14 chapters), and Part III: Technology (consists of four chapters).
Covering significant aspects of development and technology issues for COVID-19
pandemic response, this book is intended for students, researchers, academia, policy
makers, and development practitioners in the fields of development, human security,
public health, emerging technology, and policy, which has a strong relevance to Asia
Pacific and beyond. The book will help to better understand the challenges and
opportunities related to human security in the global pandemic phase. We will be
happy if readers find this book useful and relevant.

Fujisawa, Kanagawa, Japan Rajib Shaw
Bangalore, Karnataka, India Anjula Gurtoo
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About the Book

COVID-19 has exemplified that the pandemic is global, but its responses are local.
The responses depend on national governance and policy framework, use of tech-
nology and innovation, and people’s perceptions and behavior, among many others.
There are many differences in how the pandemic has affected the rich or the poor,
urban or rural sectors, development and fiscal sectors, and developed and developing
nations and communities.

The basic human security principles and development agenda are highly affected
by the global pandemic worldwide, irrespective of its development and economic
status. The book highlights the nexus between human security and development
issues. The book has two major pillars, one on development and the other on
technology issues. These two interdependent issues are discussed in the perspective
of the global pandemic.

Based on specific case studies, field data, and evidence, the book describes how
the human security aspect has been affected by the global pandemic. While the world
is still in the middle of the pandemic, and possibly, in future, other natural and
biological hazards may affect people’s lives and livelihoods, the book draws some
key learning, which can be used to cope with future uncertainties, including climate
risks.
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Chapter 12
Education in the Time of a Pandemic

Kurukundi Vaijayanti

Abstract Since 2000, there has been enormous progress in achieving the target of
universal primary education. The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP)
reports that while the total enrolment rate in developing countries has reached 91%,
the quality of education is lagging. The report says that six out of ten children are not
achieving a minimum level of proficiency in reading and math. Goal 4 of UNDP’s
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) aims to ensure that all children complete
primary and secondary schooling by 2030. However, COVID-19 has added a sense
of crisis to the existing inadequacies and inequities in our education system. Learn-
ing opportunities often remain closed for children from disadvantaged communities
when schools are shut. A misalignment exists between resources and needs. Further,
many innovations have emerged in tackling the issues around primary education in
almost all countries, rich or poor, around the world. The chapter presents data
collected during a pilot implemented by Akshara Foundation, an educational
NGO, in the southern state of Karnataka in India. The data gathered presents the
direct and indirect impact of COVID-19 on the education of children. Children
studying in government schools are the worst hit during the pandemic. The uncer-
tainties of school reopening, lack of clarity in guidelines on what needs to be done
for engaging children in the educational process, and of course the great digital
inequality have created a deeper crisis in education in general and more so for the
most vulnerable sections of society. On the one hand, livelihoods are slowly rolling
back, while on the other hand, children have been left in a nowhere situation, as most

Akshara Foundation is a Bangalore-based Public Charitable Trust with the mission to ensure that
‘every child is in school and learning well’. In the interest of reaching out to the vast numbers of
students in government schools, Akshara has consciously adopted the approach of
comprehensive, scalable, replicable, and cost-effective education solutions. The Foundation
demonstrates the efficacy of the interventions through pilots that are based on ground level
insights. Thanks to Akshara Foundation for sharing the data.

K. Vaijayanti (*)
Akshara Foundation, Bangalore, Karnataka, India
e-mail: vaijayanti@akshara.org.in
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of the parents went get back to their respective occupations. Many children were left
behind without sufficient adult supervision while their parents were out doing their
jobs. Schools, in general, were also perceived as a safe place for children to be during
a substantial period of the day with children provided with midday meals and
engaged in learning activities. While the pandemic has thrown many challenges,
current times also demand gathering of evidence from the grass roots to understand
the damage caused by the pandemic. The chapter ends by presenting the innovative
pilot Akshara Foundation implemented in Southern India as a possible solution
when schools are closed and also after the reopening of schools.

Keywords Pandemic · Digital learning · Primary education · Blended learning ·
Learning outcomes

12.1 Context

COVID-19 has created multiple challenges for every country in the world. The
pandemic can only be slowed by physical or social distancing and for a substantial
length of time. In other words, we will have a prolonged period of practicing
preventive measures like social distancing, high levels of hygiene, masking, and
other safety precautions. The prolonged period of absence will impact multiple
facets of school education and thus makes prudent sense to think on addressing
these issues.

Basic schooling is central to human security because illiteracy and innumeracy
are forms of insecurity in themselves. Direct reduction of one form of deep-rooted
insecurity forms the immediate contribution of a successful primary education. Basic
education leads to economic and social mobility and helps get gainful employment.
Education is often considered an equaliser. As argued by Sen, whenever educational
opportunities have been good in India (like in high-level technical education and
specialised skill formation), Indians—with the appropriate educational back-
ground—have been able utilise global facilities. Further, education has positive
implications. People with education understand their legal rights and have a political
voice. Education enables effective participation in the political process and helps
push forward women’s empowerment, improve health and nutrition, and reduce
infant mortality rates. Thus, any disruption in the education process will have serious
negative consequences, direct and indirect, on human security issues.
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12.2 School Closures in the Time of COVID

United Nations (UNDP Report 2020) reports the world having experienced the
largest disruption of education in history owing to the pandemic, and affecting 94%
of the world’s student population. COVID-19 restrictions closed schools in more
than 190 countries to prevent the spread of the virus. World Bank reports even before
the COVID-19 pandemic that a learning crisis had been experienced the world over.
India was no exception.

In the Indian context, the Annual Status of Education Report surveys year-on-
year have been pointing out that learning levels in language and numeracy are not at
the grade-appropriate level in primary schools. In Learning Poverty: Global Alliance
to Monitor Learning, the World Bank (2019) reports that over half of all 10-year-old
children cannot read and understand an age-appropriate story in low- and middle-
income countries. The World Bank (Education 2019) states that being in school is
not the same thing as learning. Further, literature highlights disadvantaged children
have the worst access to schooling, the highest dropout rates, and the largest learning
deficits. Another World Bank report (2019) says COVID-19 pandemic may make
education outcomes even worse. The pandemic has shocked all education systems
and the prediction is that the damage will become even more severe as the health
emergency translates into a deep global recession. UNICEF (March 2021) assessed
the potential impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the educational attainment of
school-aged children in South Asian countries and reports that around 420 million
children in South Asia are out of school (March 2021). The report indicated grim
results for all the countries, with a significant COVID-19 impact on maternal and
child mortality, education, and the economy.

Many studies have indicated that school closures will have a significant negative
impact on the learning levels of children, and children with socioeconomic disad-
vantages will be affected more severely. A study (Kuhfeld et al. 2020) projecting the
potential impacts of COVID-19, forecasts that students will likely return to schools
with greater variability in academic skills. Loss in educational attainment can occur
in multiple ways, such as loss of learning time or loss of already acquired learning
due to school closures, loss of schooling-induced socialisation, and the academic
learning that children would have acquired had schools remained open.

12.3 COVID-19 Impact on Primary Education

India has one of the largest public schooling systems in the world and shutting
schools for maintaining social distancing amidst the COVID-19 was the most logical
solution to limit community transmission. However, the prolonged closure has had a
disproportionately negative impact on the most vulnerable students in public
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schooling. Before the pandemic, 32 million children, most of whom belong to the
socially disadvantaged strata in the country, were already out of school as
highlighted by NSSO-2014 (Social and Rural Research Institute 2014). Many
studies indicate further deepening of the crisis due to COVID-19. The pandemic
has increased the already existing digital inequalities in the country.

Like many other governments, the Government of India took several measures
for preventing COVID transmission. As a first step, the Union Government declared
the closure of all educational institutions in March 2020. Starting with a day long
nationwide curfew in March 2020, the country observed several lockdowns (lock-
down 6.0 so far) intermittently to fight the pandemic but educational institutions
remained closed continuously. In Karnataka, primary schools were hit the hardest as
many online teaching–learning measures were implemented for grades 6 and above,
and since the beginning of 2021, the government has reopened schools for grades
6 and above. The students studying in grades 1–5 were distributed textbooks and
workbooks to replicate the academic activities of school at home and not get
hampered during the lockdown period. The outbreak of COVID-19 created many
negative impacts on education like hampering educational activities, suspension of
classroom transactions, and delay in evaluation and admission processes. The most
critical negative impact has been not just loss of learn during the academic year but
loss of refreshing the learning of the previous year. As many researchers predict
students would face many difficulties in resuming schooling after a huge gap. School
closures forced teachers and students to suddenly transition from face-to-face learn-
ing to online learning.

In the government school context, many students have limited or no internet
access and cannot afford the support of computers, laptops, or mobile phones in their
homes. As cited by many studies, online teaching–learning has created a digital
divide among students. The lockdown has hit poor students hardest as most of them
are unable to join online learning. Thus, online teaching–learning during the pan-
demic enhances the gap between rich and poor and urban and rural demographies
(Jena 2020).

Research on digital inequality shows only 22% of the Indian population with
access to a digital device. Moreover, Vaijayanti (2019) highlights only 20% of
students with access to smartphones were found using the digital space for educa-
tional purposes.

Globally, in the last decade and a half, education technology (EdTech) has
demonstrated significant potential for increasing the learning outcomes for students,
and India is no exception. The expanding role of mobile phones in social connect-
edness and economic development has been tremendous and has been narrowing
various gaps. There are examples like the ‘Grameenphone’model, one of the earliest
innovative interventions. The programme was created to help rural Bangladeshis in
improving their livelihood by lending money to rural women with a credit history of
buying a phone. These women leased phone time to villagers and with the money
earned the women repaid the loans borrowed for animal husbandry. The programme
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was later expanded within the country and replicated in many other countries like
Rwanda, Nigeria, and Uganda (Goggin and Clark 2009). In the early 2000s, Roshan,
the largest telecommunications provider in Afghanistan, eased people’s lives by
starting a mobile phone banking service when over 97% of the population in
Afghanistan had poor access to a traditional bank account or financial services.
The services began through an Interactive Voice Response (IVR) mechanism as the
majority of the population were illiterate and texting was not a viable option (Satchu
2009). Later in 2008, Roshan partnered with Vodafone to implement M-Pesa1 in
Afghanistan to make money transactions cost-effective.

In Nigeria in 2001, where people had limited access to landline connections
(about two landline connections per 1000 people), a mobile phone network was a
boon for the rural economy. The farming season was crucial as the entire business
was dependent on knowing the market price. They travelled long distances at a time
when road infrastructure was poor; the arrival of mobile phones has not only reduced
the cost of travel but also the time lost on travelling. The larger impact of mobile
coverage was on the grain price dispersion for markets by improving market
information which was otherwise inaccessible due to the poor quality of roads and
long-distance road connectivity (Jenny 2009). Found similar impacts in a study on
fish markets in India. Along with a reduction in price dispersion across markets,
there was a significant decline in wastage and resulted in an increase in fishermen’s
profits by 8% and a decline in consumer prices by 4%.

A report on the impact of mobile telephony (Deloitte et al. 2012) finds that
doubling of Internet data services through smartphones and tablets leads has
increased the GDP per capita growth rate by 0.5 percentage points. The new
economy brought about through mobile apps has made transactions smoother for
the customer as well as for the service provider and has reduced higher manufactur-
ing investments like labour and time. A report on innovations (Kudva et al. 2017)
predicts that over 500 million first-time internet users to come online via their mobile
phones in the next five years in India.

In the social sphere, examples of improving education and health care service
delivery through the use of mobile phones are widely seen. Learning through mobile
devices is more popular because of easy access while a person is on the move. For
children and youth, gaming apps or subject-specific apps are exciting and help a
student with content creation. In the clinical field, the devices provide long-distance
counselling services, manage client records, picture archiving and communication
systems, laboratory information systems, and significantly provides online time for
searching for medical information and making clinical decisions (Mosa et al. 2012).

1In 2007, Vodafone launched M-Pesa, the largest mobile money transfer network in Kenya and
Tanzania providing microfinancing services that allow users to deposit money and do other trans-
actions by paying a small fee (Wikipedia).
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Many applications like IVRS, SMS, video counselling, email chat, social network-
ing websites, text messaging, and apps are used for such service delivery. In rural
India, telemedicine is gaining popularity and many startups are entering rural areas
to provide support and knowledge in the medical sector (Chitra and Ayyar 2016).
Telemedicine service reduces barriers for rural women in discussing reproductive
and other health issues, with the service being available round the clock. The
app-based healthcare service has linked urban doctors with rural patients as well
and supports women patients to pay for care through mobile top-ups. Gramvaani (n.
d.), a social tech company, provides healthcare knowledge for rural residents
through the use of mobile phones. They mobilise communities using voice technol-
ogies to demand health delivery infrastructure. Education and discussion
programmes are part of the awareness strategy to create demand for quality care.2

While all these research studies have created positive vibes around the online/
digital platforms, the gaps of learning loss due to school closures in countries like
India where 70% of the children are studying in public schools in rural areas, the
challenges are manifold. With the evolution of screen technology, an opportunity for
learning, navigation, and recreation has taken advantage of the real world. Research
has proved screen-time technology leading to learner motivation, better educational
outcomes, and self-efficacy (Liu et al. 2006) and its appropriate use enhances
cognitive and social skills (Kirkorian et al. 2008; Adams 2011). Digital learning
supports a child’s critical thinking skills, listening skills, and creative skills. Besides,
some studies show significant or less impact of technology on literacy outcomes
(Piper et al. 2016). Finds the limited impact of technology on educational outcomes
has been because of the low level of technology implementation in classroom
instruction. Roschelle et al. (2000) opine that the benefits of technology can be
harnessed if rooted in a broader education reform movement that includes improve-
ments in teacher training, curriculum, student assessment, and a school’s capacity for
change.

The educational advantages are well researched; however, another school of
thought argues high digital screens exposure may result in adverse effects on the
child and expresses concern over developmental appropriateness. Excessive screen
time affects cognitive skills, reduces physical activities, builds behavioural disor-
ders, and creates health disorders like obesity (Thomas et al. 2014; Plowman et al.
2011; Tandon et al. 2011). A study carried out in India (Muralidharan et al. 2019)
found that students who used an EdTech product in an afterschool centre increased
their mathematics scores by twice the amount as compared to a randomly assigned
control group. In Punjab, Pakistan, a low-cost EdTech product implemented in
government schools doubled the learning gains in mathematics and science (Beg
et al. 2019).

Therefore, governments around the world looked at digital solutions as an
immediate response to COVID-19-induced school closures. While this may be a
reality of the future, the challenge is one of device availability. The survey conducted

2http://www.gramvaani.org/
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by Akshara Foundation across 15 villages in 2020 shows smartphones access at
home being an issue. Further, even if the family owns a smartphone, will a student
get access to sufficient screen time remains a question.

The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed large inequalities in technological access,
such as between rich and poor, rural and urban, girls and boys, across and within
countries. Online platforms were first to be rolled out for enabling children to
continue learning from home. Indeed, they are generally the most effective learning
modality in getting some form of learning up and running. However, they have the
lowest reach. In some countries, online platforms reach less than 10% of the
population. Reasons for low reach include lack of electricity, reliable Internet
connectivity, as well as sufficient devices for children in the household: particularly,
devices with good functionality and capabilities, and large enough screen sizes.

12.4 The Challenges When Schools Are Closed

What has the child missed because of closure of schools? They range from missing
out on midday meals to the socio-psychological and physical routines that school
offered. In most of the households where both the parents are at work as daily wagers
or in the unorganised sector, the child will be left behind without adult support.
UNICEF reports that even before the pandemic, children’s exposure to violence was
widespread. The pandemic has worsened child security. Limited contact with infor-
mal support networks such as friends, teachers, childcare workers, extended family,
and community members has left children and families more vulnerable. Informal
discussions with parents during Akshara Foundation’s pilot reveals school form a
secure space and school closure is one of the major negative impacts on children in
these COVID times.

In the initial days, school lockdown was widely accepted as a necessary measure.
However, many researchers, teachers, parents, and policymakers acknowledge the
learning losses for students and the resulting educational inequality (Azevedo et al.
2020; UNDP Report 2020). In India, the lockdown began with a complete closure of
activities for a month and then escalated. Almost an entire academic year has been
lost. The opening-up only addressed the economy and livelihood issues. Schools
remained closed. While the country moved towards the somewhat old normal,
education still grapples with alternative solutions. Initially, digital learning seemed
a distinct possibility, but access to digital learning remains a challenge.
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12.5 Blended Solutions

The loss of learning—refreshing learnings of the previous grade as well as the lost
opportunity for learn in the present grade—will create a cumulative loss over the
years, impacting not only the academic performance of students in their school years
but also their adult lives. Many studies (Azim Premji University 2021; The Center
for Research on Education Outcomes 2020) have speculated that the cumulative loss
over the years will impact both the academic performance of students in their school
years as well as their adult lives. A rapid survey conducted by Oxfam India (2020)
highlights that the impact of prolonged school closure will deprive children of
learning as a reliance on digital modes alone may not be an effective solution.

Akshara Foundation’s household survey on access to smartphones, their use, and
perceptions about them in households in rural Karnataka addresses some of the gaps
in data. The preparatory research was conducted before launching Akshara’s digital
mathematics learning app called Building Blocks that takes learning to the home.

Until teaching children in classrooms in government primary schools resumes,
the strategy of engaging students at home should continue. ‘Home as a learning
space’ with distancing norms and an adult playing the role of a teacher with an
individual student or a small group of students is the only option. Thus, Akshara
Foundation designed a pilot programme which included blended learning strategies.
The programme design looked at solutions by leveraging the available material in
the public education system such as textbooks and workbooks provided by the state
government and the digital content approved by the government and uploaded on its
DIKSHA3 platform by the Ministry of Education.4 Akshara Foundation has devel-
oped digital content which has been approved and uploaded on DIKSHA for
practising grade-appropriate math in the form of games. Blending these two content
streams—digital and non-digital—Akshara Foundation designed a programme
called Paryaya Ganitha Kalika Yojane, or Alternative Math Learning Programme,
currently being piloted during the COVID months.

3Launched by the Ministry of Human Resource Development, Government of India, DIKSHA
serves as the National Digital Infrastructure for Teachers. It helps enable, accelerate, and amplify
solutions in the realm of teacher education. It aids teachers to learn and train themselves, for which
assessment resources are made available. It also helps teachers create training content, in-class
resources, assessment aids, and connect with the teacher community.

Paraphrased from: https://www.india.gov.in/spotlight/diksha-national-digital-infrastructure-
teachers
4Ministry of Human Resource Development/Ministry of Education, Government of India.
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12.6 The Pilot

The pilot covered 15 villages in Nanjangud Block in Mysore district in Karnataka.
The programme targeted 240 students enrolled in government schools spread across
these selected villages. The Paryaya Ganitha Kalika Yojane had the objective of
supporting the students with math learning during the pandemic at home. Importance
was assigned to the process of how the home could turn into a learning space and
how could be exploited as an opportunity until schools reopen. The programme
provided the device—a smartphone—preloaded with math content to children and
tracked their learning through workbooks. The digital content was provided as math
practice games from Akshara Foundation’s math app that enabled children to
reinforce math learning. As a part of the pilot the 240 students from grades 4 to
5—16 students from each of the selected villages—were enrolled in the programme.
However, by the end of the programme, only 234 students were found participating
in it. Around five students had migrated from their respective villages.

During the pilot, a household survey was conducted and data was collected from
200 households. Nearly, 41% of the students came from the Scheduled Caste
community, 23% from Scheduled Tribes, and 30% from Other Backward Castes.
Sixty-four percent of the fathers and 30% of the mothers were illiterate. Interestingly,
66% of the mothers had passed at least their matriculation. The data on household
employment shows that a majority (65% of fathers) of the household members were
employed as daily wagers with 72% of the mothers being homemakers, indicating
the impact of the pandemic and lockdown being severe on the families and gener-
ating extreme levels of livelihood insecurities. All the respondents did mention that
the pandemic has created severe financial distress. Most of the parents (49%)
reported that their children have been spending an enormous amount of time either
watching television or playing with their friends in the village. Almost all the parents
felt that but for the pilot on blended learning implemented by Akshara Foundation,
the pandemic would have created loss of an entire academic year for the children. A
small percentage of students was enrolled for paid tuition adding additional financial
burden on families.

The strategy followed working with the selected students individually and track
their learning process during a 4- to 5-month period. The students were selected
based on their availability during the programme period and their readiness to
participate. The next section presents the key ingredients required for creating an
enabling ecosystem for effective implementation of the programme.

The pedagogy designed for the programme followed the curriculum suggested by
government and the syllabus prescribed in the textbooks for grades 4 and 5. Existing
assets like textbooks and workbooks along with digital content were incorporated
within the pedagogy.
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The programme followed the Dual Lesson Plan pedagogy. As the name
suggested, there were two sets of math lesson plans. One allowed the student to
follow the workbook and another enabled the student to practise math on the
smartphone. The Dual Lesson Plan was aligned to the curriculum suggested by the
state government and therefore allowed the student to follow the syllabus appropri-
ate to her/his grade.

One of the Dual Lesson Plans was mapped to the workbooks called Suvega
designed and provided by the Government of Karnataka. The main features of the
math textbooks and workbooks in Karnataka are that they provide students with
graded learning activities, facilitate the drawing of inferences by understanding the
concepts, provide enough opportunities to understand the new concepts, and help
apply students’ mathematical knowledge in their day-to-day affairs and during
different circumstances. During the COVID months, the government had ensured
that each student had a textbook and workbook in her/his hands.

However, in July 2020, the Central Government condensed the syllabus by 30%
as a response measure to the COVID situation, and guidelines were given as per the
state governments. Akshara’s lesson plans were developed based on these guide-
lines. Further, the mapping of the syllabus was carried out. The lesson plans for the
Suvega transaction were developed for the pilot.

The digital content developed by Akshara Foundation encompassed in its math
app, Building Blocks, had already been approved by Department of State Educa-
tional Research and Training Karnataka and has been uploaded on the DIKSHA
platform. The QR codes of the same have been embedded in the textbooks that have
emerged as Energized Textbooks. The content is grade-compatible, aligns with
policy guidelines, follows the mathematics syllabus, completely meshes with the
textbook, has a problem-solving focus, and takes the concepts forward in a linear,
systematic manner. Akshara Foundation’s second set of lesson plans was developed
by mapping the games with the condensed syllabus mentioned above. Lesson plans
for the digital content transactions were developed for the pilot. The smartphones
lent to students have the Building Blocks’ games preloaded in them.

On any given day the Field Facilitators, recruited and trained by Akshara Foun-
dation, would deliver a Dual Lesson Plan that included the content and instructional
guidelines of both the digital and non-digital lessons. The student was engaged in the
learning process suggested in the Dual Lesson Plans.

The teaching–learning resources were developed for both the Field Facilitators/
instructors and the students. The learning resources for students included a work-
book, a square line notebook to practise the math problems, and a smartphone with
preloaded digital content.

Akshara developed a Teacher’s Guide that mapped the condensed syllabus, Dual
Lesson Plans for each of the concepts prescribed in the syllabus, and the transac-
tional modalities. Each of the Field Facilitators was provided with a copy of Suvega,
the Teacher’s Guide, and a smartphone. Each Facilitator was provided with nine
smartphones (eight phones for the students use and one for the Facilitator). The
smartphones were preloaded with digital content from Building Blocks which has a
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child lock feature for the Facilitator to access the content without children getting
hold of the data.

The pandemic has not only challenged the opening of schools but created loss of
learning and knowledge acquired by the students in the previous academic year.
Addressing the problem, a strategy was developed that gave additional, regular
inputs for students in the form of weekly worksheets. The worksheet enabled the
students to practise math problems and follow specifics of Suvega and the digital
content. The Facilitators distributed the worksheets to the fourth and fifth graders
every Friday and Saturday, respectively. Students were expected to solve these
worksheets with the help of their parents and siblings or on their own over the
weekend. The Facilitators corrected these worksheets, documented the scores, and
reported their reflections to the Field Programme Manager. The process ensured a
comprehensive, continuous evaluation of students’ learning, along with involvement
of the family.

A Field Manager was appointed by Akshara Foundation for leading the imple-
mentation team. The Field Facilitators were identified from the local community.
Priority was given to women with the aim to showcase the project as rural women’s
empowerment and livelihoods project. The Field Facilitators implemented the
programme in each of the villages. Thirteen out of 15 of the Field Facilitators
were women. All the Field Facilitators had an educational qualification of grade
12 and above, some of them had completed their post-graduation and some a
diploma in education. The pilot envisaged that these field staff would track 16 stu-
dents each and coach them one-to-one at the students’ respective homes using the
blended pedagogical tools of digital content and workbooks. The Field Manager
managed these 15 Field Facilitators. He was responsible for addressing field-level
challenges and undertaking administration-related troubleshooting.

All 15 Field Facilitators received a preliminary orientation course about the
project on how to run the project and their key role in ensuring success. The Akshara
Foundation team instilled in them the need for assiduity, commitment, integrity, and
adherence to COVID-related safety precautions. The team took the Facilitators to the
homes of the children they would visit and familiarised them with their wards and
their parents before the programme’s induction training.

12.7 The Process of Engaging Students

The programme designed a strategy wherein the Facilitators would be prepared
before visiting the homes of the students. The preparation process included tasks
like preparing daily plans, preloading the content suggested by the weekly plan, and
reviewing the Suvega component of problem-solving that the students had done on
that particular day. The Facilitators would consult the Akshara Foundation Resource
Team if there were any challenges regarding pedagogy and take suggestions.
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All Facilitators followed the weekly timetable. Every alternate day, they would
visit the houses of grade 4 students and grade 5 students. They would follow safety
guidelines like masking, sanitising the device, and sanitising hands, and spend
quality instruction time with the students.

12.8 Process of Engaging Parents, Teachers,
and the Community

The programme designed a multifaceted strategy of community engagement, and got
inaugurated at the Gram Panchayat level in the presence of community members.
The Field Facilitators and the Field Manager met the Head Teachers and the teachers
of the concerned schools at least once a fortnight to communicate the progress of the
programme. The Field Facilitators met the parents once a week for discussion on the
learning levels of their wards. As mentioned above, the Field Facilitators assigned
the worksheet task to the family, thus allowing for engaging the home as a learning
space more effectively.

12.9 Learning Outcomes

The programme had envisaged learning outcomes as one of the metrics for evalu-
ation. Embedded in the strategy of assessment was a component of assessing
students for determining their learning status and working with them towards
improving their learning outcomes. The tests developed were based on competencies
that the student had acquired in the previous academic year (during the non-COVID
year). The 40-min written tests, tested the learning levels of the students, and were
conducted at the beginning of the programme. The tests developed were based on the
following assumptions:

• Due to COVID, schools were shut and learning levels would not be at the grade-
appropriate level.

• Students would have learnt the concepts suggested by the state syllabus in the
grade before the current level.

The test administration was customised to COVID protocols. The tests were
administered at the student’s home adhering to test conditions, including discouraging
family to interfere during the assessment process. The Field Facilitators were trained in
the significance of assessments, the assumptions, and the nature of the tests. They were
also trained in the test administration process and evaluation of test papers.

The assessment was administered to all the students in December 2020. A total of
240 students from grades 4 to 5 took part in the baseline test. By the time, the endline
test was administered around six students had migrated from the villages. The test
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scores were analysed and the table below presents the learning outcomes of grades
4 and 5 across different bands.

Distribution of students by score bands in math baseline and endline comparisons.

Score
bands

Grade 4
N ¼ 110

Grade 5
N ¼ 124

Baseline % of
students

Endline % of
students

Baseline % of
students

Endline % of
students

Zero 3 (3) 0 (0) 2 (2) 0 (0)
Below 35 61 (67) 3 (3) 44 (54) 1 (1)
35–59 21 (23) 11 (12) 31 (39) 4 (5)
60–85 15 (17) 46 (51) 15 (19) 35 (44)
Above 85 0 (0) 40 (44) 8 (10) 60 (74)
Total 100 (110) 100 (110) 100 (124) 100 (124)

Source: Field survey # Data in parentheses is absolute number of students

The Secondary School Leaving Certificate (SSLC) in Karnataka has
benchmarked a score of 35% as the pass percentage. Scores between 35% and
59% are considered as second class and 60% and 85% as first class. Scores above
85% enter the distinction band. Keeping this as a criterion, the learning outcomes
were analysed to find out the impact of the blended learning effort in the pilot
geography. In grade 4, while 114 students enrolled in the programme initially, we
have considered the students (i.e., 110) who participated both in the baseline and
endline assessments. Similarly, 126 students from grade 5 were enrolled in the
programme, but we found that 124 students participated in both the baseline and
the endline assessments.

Analysing the data of students who participated in both the baseline and endline,
against the benchmark set by the Secondary School Leaving Certificate, we find that
around 64% of grade 4 students (70 out of 110) and 46% (56 out of 124) of grade
5 were unable to score 35% and therefore could NOT pass the test based on grade
3 and grade 4 competencies at the baseline. However, the pilot programme seems to
have made a significant difference in the learning process of the participants.

The above table clearly shows that 3% of grade 4 and 1% of grade 5 could not
score marks required for the pass percentage. The percentage of students attaining
first class in grade 4 had jumped from 17% to 51% by the endline assessment. A
substantial percentage of students (44%) gained distinction in grade 4 by the endline
assessment when previously in the baseline none of them fell in that band.

It was found that a substantial percentage of grade 5 students moved to
higher score bands of first class (from 19% to 44%) and the distinction cate-
gory (from 10% to 74%) by the time of the endline assessment. The pilot programme
made a noticeable difference in the learning process of students in mathematics.

A competency-wise analysis of grade 4 students shows that there has been a
major learning loss due to the pandemic for fourth graders. Around three students
studying in grade 4 could not attempt any of the questions given in the baseline test.
The test administrators reported that students were struggling to read the instructions
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and they felt that lack of language proficiency impacted the test taken by the students
at the time of the baseline. The fifth graders were relatively better in learning as
compared to the fourth graders at the base line. Informal discussions with the Field
Facilitators revealed that many children struggled to read and comprehend the
instructions given in the question paper, indicating students’ lag in language profi-
ciency. The teachers worked with students on language proficiency as well, for
students to comprehend the math problems.

12.10 Concluding Observations

COVID-19 has added a strong sense of crisis to the existing inadequacies and
inequities in our already resource-deprived education system. Learning opportunities
often remain closed for children from disadvantaged communities when schools are
shut. Education forms the worst affected sector during the pandemic. The uncertainty
on schools opening has led to many innovations around engaging students meaning-
fully in learning. Evidently, many innovations have emerged in tackling the issues
around primary education in almost all countries, rich or poor, around the world.

The Paryaya Ganitha Kalika Yojane pilot demonstrates a blended teaching model
during these unprecedented COVID times and beyond. The learning outcomes at the
baseline show that the learning loss in math has been severe amongst students of
grades 4 and 5. While testing for math skills, we found language skills as a huge
challenge for both the fourth and fifth graders as none of them could comprehend the
question statements related to word problems during the baseline assessment. How-
ever, the pilot demonstrates that a blended pedagogy could be the way forward with
close monitoring of the learning process of children. The endline results are encour-
aging and suggest that the pilot could be replicated. The system must address several
challenges, starting from children dropping out from school, to starting old normal
ways with COVID protocols. The learning loss in language and math will hit the
system badly unless some emergency measures are taken to arrest the Learning
Emergencies. While the model focuses on processes and possibilities in math educa-
tion, the same could be adapted to other subjects as well. Catch-up programmes should
be designed for children to recap on what has been lost during the COVID year and
prepare them for the grade that they should be attending in the academic year 2021.
The pilot gave insights into issues of human insecurities during the pandemic amongst
the socially and economically deprived communities. While household members view
education as an equaliser and enabling them to achieve social and economic mobility,
a pandemic of this nature will have a long-lasting negative impact on their lives and
livelihoods. Parents unanimously felt that some alternate arrangements needs to be
made to ensure a continuum in the education process during these unprecedented
times. Programmes and policies should tackle the threats and vulnerabilities caused by
the pandemic and ensure comprehensive, long-lasting, and trans-sectoral coverage.
The policies and programmes should be built on people’s resilience so that today’s
crisis will not hinder tomorrow’s progress.
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