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Education and Training

“Continuity of education
and training for
women and girls is
jeopardized.

”

Executive Summary
The COVID-19 pandemic has rolled
back the hard-fought gains made to
gender equality and entrenched existing
gender disparities. It affects women and
men, boys and girls differently in all spheres
of their lives. Education for all learners has
been interrupted, but it is most likely that
many girls and young women will not
return to schools or to training programmes.
Most affected are those who are further
marginalized by poverty, age, disability, or
living in hard to reach locations. Continuity
of education and training for women and
girls is jeopardized by: Increased gender-based
violence, including intimate partner violence;
Lack of access to health services, particularly
for sexual and reproductive health; and
Increases in unpaid care work for women
and girls. All of these factors are leading to
diminished rights for women and girls and
the gains made in girls’ education over past
decades are at particular risk.
The insights into gender equality and
women’s empowerment provided during the
pandemic offer policy-makers an opportunity
4

to ensure that policies and interventions
for COVID-19 response and recovery are
equitable, gender transformative and protect
human rights. Commonwealth Ministers of
Education and Women’s Affairs can make a
difference by advocating for policy and
action to:
•

Maintain advances to girls’ education;

•

Prioritize education and training for
women;

•

Address risks to women’s and girls’
health and wellbeing;

•

Expand services to reduce gender-based
violence;

•

Challenge gender norms to encourage a
better balance of household duties and
care-taking;

•

Strengthen women’s rights and promote
women as leaders; and

•

Ensure availability of gender-based data
and analysis.
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Introduction
The Commonwealth of Learning (COL) is
committed to promoting women’s rights for
a more gender equal world.

equality into education and training policies
and programs in both COVID-19 response
and recovery planning.

This policy brief provides evidence about
the effects of COVID-19 on women and girls
in COL’s priority sectors of Education and
Training. Urgent action is required from
Commonwealth Ministries of Education
and Women’s Affairs to advance their
commitment to gender equality and
women’s empowerment through policies that
mitigate the gendered impacts of COVID-19.

We must also be sure that
women and girls are at the
centre of recovery efforts,
when planning for reopening
of schools, through education
and training programmes
and approaches that address
inequities and build resilience
for revitalised education
policies, systems and
approaches.

Based on lessons from a rapid literature
review and COL’s own experience, this
brief makes recommendations for effective
action to find ways to enhance the learning
outcomes of women and girls during the
pandemic and to ensure that they continue
their education by integrating gender
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Impacts of COVID-19 on the Education
of Women and Girls
The COVID-19 pandemic has been a health,
social and economic crisis that threatens
to undo many of the gender equality gains
made globally since the articulation of the
Beijing Platform for Action twenty-five years
ago. COVID-19 has exacerbated pre-existing
gender inequalities affecting women’s rights,
such as access to justice, discriminatory
laws, restrictions on legal capacity of
women, incidence of child marriage and
a gender-based digital divide. It has also
highlighted the lack of women in leadership
and decision-making positions, including the
absence of women’s and girls’ participation
in COVID-19 response planning. While
continuing education and training for women
is strategically important for social and
economic recovery, it has been marginalised
by governments and other training providers.
School closures and lockdowns have
6

interrupted the education of more than 743
million girls worldwide (Plan International
May 2020) and as many as 10 million more
may never return to school or resume their
education.
The global advances in gender equality and
women’s empowerment are fragile. The
COVID-19 pandemic has exposed significant
gender gaps in women’s and girls’ rights and
revealed systemic inequities in a new light.
It is important to recognize that COVID-19
affects women and girls differently from
men and boys. The evidence presented
in this policy brief identifies the
most critical barriers to women’s
and girls’ equality and
empowerment resulting from
COVID-19 particularly as it
erodes their rights to, and
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take on childcare duties and supervise
schoolwork, these obligations fall more
commonly to women. Girls are expected
to go to work and care for younger
siblings to support their families.

participation in, education and training. Of
particular concern to educators and women’s
rights advocates are the following issues
that have interrupted women’s and girls’
education, in some cases permanently:
•

•

Increased gender-based violence,
including intimate partner violence, is
one of the most critical problems for
women and girls. As a result of economic
and social stress, isolation from social
networks and restriction of movement,
women and girls are more vulnerable
than ever before to abuse and aggression,
often from male family members.
Children in social isolation have been
subjected to rising levels of violence,
abuse, and neglect.
Unpaid care work has increased for
both women and girls, particularly as
health services are stretched and the
health of older family members is more
fragile. While some men are willing to

•

Lack of access to health services,
particularly sexual and reproductive
services (SRH), has affected the health
of women and girls. Women’s lives are
threatened by diversion or, in some
cases, lack of safe childbirth and neonatal
care. Girls have no recourse in reporting
sexual exploitation and violence, which
increases when they are alone at home,
and no access to family planning or safe
abortion services.

•

Interruption of learning leads to an
increased risk that girls will not complete
their education and contributes
to significant increases in teenage
pregnancy. The Ebola experience in
Sierra Leone indicates that many girls
now out of school will never return. In
Kenya, 150,000 girls, some as
young as 12 years, and 7,000
in Malawi, some as young as 10
and 14, have become pregnant
since schools were closed. (PLAN).

“The COVID-19 pandemic has
exposed significant gender
gaps in women’s and girls’
rights and revealed systemic
inequities in a new light.

”
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Lessons from COVID-19 about Gender Equality
in Women’s and Girls’ Education
Gains to girls’ education
are fragile:
Girls in developing countries often must
overcome barriers such as traditional
social norms, pressure to provide unpaid
household work, or a need to contribute to
the family income in order to stay in school
past the primary level. We now know that
the COVID-19 crisis has induced many girls
to drop out of school, creating a permanent
loss in human capital and narrowing girls’
chances of improving their living standards.
Often, when girls are removed from
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school, they take on additional caregiving
responsibilities, domestic labour, or other
income-generating activities outside the
home instead of continuing their learning,
making it even more difficult to maintain or
resume their studies. Many more girls will
likely drop out before they complete their
education.
Girls living in poverty, in isolated areas,
or with a disability will be most affected.
Families may be unable to pay school fees
due to loss of income during the crisis. In
addition, it is not easy for girls to access
online learning, as boys in developing
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“Many more girls will
likely drop out before
they complete their
education.

”

countries are 1.5 times more
likely to own a phone than
girls in low and middle-income
countries and are 1.8 times more
likely to own a smartphone that
can access the internet (ReliefWeb 2020).
Girls who are not in school lose their access
to social support structures, including the
protection offered by peers and teachers at
school. They are harder to reach than boys
when they are out of school because of
travel restrictions and curfews. They become
more vulnerable to sexual exploitation, child
marriage, and high-risk occupations such as
petty trading that pay little.

Education and training for
women is strategically
important for social and
economic recovery:
While significant research on the effects of
COVID-19 on girls’ education has taken place,
the literature provides little information on
the interruption of women’s education and
training. Disproportionate care burdens
carried by women in the wake of COVID-19
have contributed to the disruption of
community-based learning, adult education
and training for employment. This will
result in lasting impacts on the skills and
knowledge they need to succeed in the
economy. When women’s learning is halted

or interrupted, their access to employment
opportunities is also reversed, resulting in
irreversible impacts on their livelihoods.
The skills and knowledge acquired by
women is critical to community, national
and international capacity to manage
the COVID-19 crisis and to mitigate its
consequences.

A significant digital gender
divide limits women’s and
girls’ rights to equal access
to technology and the
internet:
In low-and middle-income countries, mobile
technology is the primary means of accessing
the internet, but OECD reports that 327
million fewer women than men globally have
a smartphone and can access the mobile
Internet. Women in developing countries are
even less likely to own a mobile phone than
men, cutting them off from lifesaving health
information, online educational opportunities
and preventing them from speaking out on
matters of concern to them. Critically, this
means that women and girls are unable to
access online and distance learning.
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Protecting Education Gains
for Women and Girls
The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed
significant gender gaps in women’s
and girls’ rights. Not only has the
pandemic put their education,
livelihoods, health and well-being at risk,
but it has also revealed systemic inequities
in a new light. The increasing rates of
intimate partner violence recorded during
the pandemic, for example, reveal the
inequalities that still exist between women
and men. The heavy load of paid and unpaid
care work carried out by women and girls
is cast into stark relief as they struggle to
cope with work inside and outside of the
household.

COVID-19 affects women and
girls differently from boys
and men; these differences
are already apparent in the
education sector, threatening
decades of advances for
women’s empowerment and
wellbeing.
For a better future for women and girls, both
policies and interventions that respond to the
COVID-19 outbreak and plans for recovery
must be equitable, gender transformative and
protect human rights. In particular, education
policies should acknowledge and provide
information about the adverse effects school
closures can have on widening the education
gap between girls and boys.
10

Maintain gains to girls’
education:
Equal access to education is essential
for girls’ livelihoods and wellbeing. Past
experience indicates that the 111 million girls
in developing countries (Plan International
2020) who are out of school will not return
to a classroom after the COVID-19 crisis,
putting years of progress in achieving equity
in education at risk. Adolescent girls will
be primarily affected due to gender-based
barriers and traditional gender roles.
Maintaining equitable access to education
should be a top priority. It is essential
that planners and policy-makers prioritise
learning continuity during school closures
and opening up of classrooms. Decisions
about girls’ education must recognize
and acknowledge existing barriers such as
poverty, expectations that they will take
responsibility for childcare and household
work, and often, a lack of self-esteem and
agency.

Make education systems more
resilient:
Ensuring that emergency measures do not
exacerbate existing inequalities, including
gender inequalities will have a lasting impact
on education systems. COL’s Report to
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Commonwealth Education Ministers, From
Response to Resilience cites a number of
important lessons on maintaining learning in
the COVID-19 context, including the need for
adaptation in education for resilience. One
way of achieving this, is to modify curricula
to support home learning and harness
technology for teaching and learning.
Appropriate distance and open learning that
is accessible and inclusive can be a valuable
tool in ensuring that girls stay in school, and
that they transition from primary school to
secondary levels, the point at which many
girls drop out. It also has the potential to
reach the most vulnerable, including girls
with disabilities or those in isolated rural
areas. Adopting best practices from open
and distance learning is an innovative
solution to sustaining education for girls and
helping them to advance.

Reach out to women and girls:
To ensure that girls’ education is prioritized
during and after the epidemic, policy-makers
and educators should engage teachers,
children, young people, their families and

communities to support girls
whose education is threatened.
Where internet is available, COL
(2020) has recommended that
policy-makers can support the
development and implementation of
technology-enabled learning strategies
that are accessible and appropriate for
the needs of learners. Increasing access for
women and girls would involve making
appropriate technology choices such as
print, radio, television and the Internet to suit
different contexts. In contexts where digital
solutions are less accessible, policy-makers
could consider low-tech and genderresponsive approaches such as providing
reading and writing materials at home and
using radio and television broadcasts to reach
the most marginalised. We must ensure
that programme scheduling and learning
structures are flexible and allow self-paced
learning so as not to discourage women and
girls, who often disproportionately shoulder
the burden of care. Working closely with
teachers, school staff and communities, we
can develop gender-sensitive and inclusive
methods of distance learning as continued
investments in women’s and girls’ learning.
Community sensitization on the importance
of girls’ education should continue as part of
any distance learning programme. Teachers
and educators can be trained in online
learning and blended approaches to distance
learning. As schools reopen, flexible learning
approaches can be adopted so that girls are

“Working closely with teachers, school staff and communities, we
can develop gender-sensitive and inclusive methods of distance
learning as continued investments in women’s and girls’ learning.

”
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not deterred from returning. Pregnant girls
and young mothers often face stigma and
discriminatory school re-entry laws that
prevent them from accessing education.
To facilitate their return to school, policymakers can revise regulations to provide
opportunities that respond to the particular
challenges faced by girls. For example, more
flexible admission requirements, make-up
courses and accelerated learning can
encourage girls to continue their education
and to stay in school.

Prioritize education and
training for women:
Education and training for women is
fundamental to women’s increased
empowerment in economic activities,
decision-making and leadership. Narrowing
gender-based education gaps will be of
benefit to economies. However, women
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have a right not only to education for
employment, but also for access to
areas such as health education, financial
management and digital skills. Continuity
of learning is important for women as
well as for girls through public education,
community networks and private sector
organizations. Policy-makers may consider a
shift towards open and distance education
for literacy, numeracy and skills training for
women. Support for women so that they
can continue their learning at home could
include options such as, mobile internet data
bundles, USB sticks, lessons broadcasted
on the radio and printed resources. Giving
women and girls a voice in making decisions
about their education by including them in
the development of strategies and policies
around distance learning and providing them
with an opportunity to innovate, based on
their experiences and needs, will further
ensure that learning can go on throughout
their lives.

POLICY BRIEF: Addressing Gendered Consequences of COVID-19 in Education and Training

Address risks to women’s and
girls’ health and wellbeing:

Expand services to reduce
gender-based violence:

Diverting essential health and social services
for women and girls to cope with the
pandemic has been a direct threat to their
health and rights. Maintaining core health
services and systems for women and girls
is essential. Funding and access to SRHR,
including family planning, safe abortion
services, maternal health care and safe
childbirth are critical to women’s and girls’
health. Sexual and reproductive health and
rights must be recognised as a life-saving
priority for planners and policy-makers.

Gender-based violence, and particularly
domestic violence, is increasing dramatically
during the COVID-19 crisis, worsened by
quarantines, financial stress and limited
mobility that isolate women – and their
children - with their abusers. This type
of violence is especially pernicious, as it
threatens both the health and rights of
women, negatively impacts their mental
health, and allows no escape from their
abusers. It is critical that governments and
health providers strengthen services for
women who experience violence during
COVID-19 and ensure that older women
and those with disabilities are included. To
do this, they need to allocate additional
resources and include evidence-based
measures to address GBV in COVID-19
national response plans.

To maintain women’s and
girls’ access to quality
health care, investments
in innovative approaches
such as mobile
health and other
distance health
education and
information services
must be a priority for
planners and policymakers, throughout the
crisis and beyond.
Educators can help by safeguarding vital
services that are interrupted when schools
are closed, particularly school meals and
social protection.

Alternative social services can be offered
over the phone, through “Hotlines”, text
messaging or other forms of media. If women
are to recover from abuse, they must not be
penalized for seeking support. Abusers must
be held accountable so that women are not
further victimized.

Challenge gender norms to
encourage a better balance
of household duties and
care-taking:
Women traditionally carry the majority of
care and labour responsibilities, putting
them on the frontlines of COVID-19 response
at home and in the community. Women’s
traditional role as caregivers makes them
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more susceptible to infection from sick family
members, and increased childcare demands
make it difficult to balance work and home
responsibilities. To challenge traditional
gender norms and redistribute unpaid care
and household work, decision-makers should
consider policies such as paternity leave,
information programs to encourage male
engagement, and education to promote
gender equality in schools. Including men
and boys in the conversation and fostering
“champions” among male members of the
family will not only encourage men to help
with household work and caregiving, but will
also have positive effects for girls’ education.

women and girls with access to technology
and digital training. In contexts where digital
solutions to distance learning and internet
are accessible, ensure that girls are trained
with the necessary digital skills, and that their
families are engaged in the process so that
they do not always give preference to men
and boys in access to technological devices or
mobile technology.

Narrow the gender digital
divide:

The importance of gender-based analysis
in COVID-19 recovery plans cannot be
underestimated if women and girls are to
regain their agency and rights. Genderand sex-disaggregated data is essential
to apply the lessons learned from the
epidemic to further women’s and girls’
equality and to provide policy-makers
and the public with information on the
differential impact of COVID-19 on women
and men, boys and girls. Collection and
reporting of data disaggregated by sex and
other socio-economic characteristics that
is clear and compelling will support the
inclusion of women and marginalized or
vulnerable groups in policy development.
We also ask governments to collect data
specifically on non-paid housework and
childcare responsibilities frequently ignored
when investigating the consequences of
child labour. Addressing the health and
socioeconomic issues girls might face
during this pandemic, as well as collecting
data to quantify their effects, are important
in honouring the commitment to the
Sustainable Development Goals.

Phone connectivity and internet access should
be fundamental rights for all, however girls
are further disadvantaged by a lack of access
to these technologies, lack of skills and fear
of discrimination if they try to use digital
tools. School is often the first place where
children are introduced to technology as well
as learning the literacy and numeracy skills to
make the most of these digital tools. Therefore,
in planning for education innovations during
COVID-19 and for recovery, we need to
recognize the importance of technology as an
enabler for girls.
We must ensure that women and girls have
equal access to learning relevant technical
skills and digital literacy in school and
through training programmes. Policy-makers
can contribute significantly to increased
gender equality and increased gender
equity in education by introducing policies
and programmes that focus on providing

14

Ensure gender analysis and
sex-disaggregated data
in policy and program
development:
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