When Schools shut: Child Marriage Start: Impact of COVID-19 on
Education of Girl Child in Bangladesh

Introduction

COVID-19 has dramatically altered life for communities around the world. For some facing economic hardship,
it has led to the adoption of negative coping mechanisms. In Bangladesh, for example, the practice of early
childhood marriage (ECM) has been on the rise over the past year. The pandemic has also exacerbated other push
factors into child marriage, such as the girl’s education being put on hold without access to virtual learning and a
lack of access to financial resources. As a result, addressing ECM is a timely intervention for civic actors in
Bangladesh. The Bangladesh Government is experienced in disaster management and is accustomed to working
with non-governmental organizations (NGOs) at all levels of the system to provide a swift and comprehensive
response. Their disaster management has been particularly effective in response to cyclones. One of the main
challenges of both the pre-COVID-19 period and during the pandemic is how to reach and support the most
marginalized and hard-to-reach children to participate in learning. About 15.5 percent of Bangladeshi girls had
been forced into wedlock below the age of 15 whereas the marriage age in Bangladesh during a pandemic. With
the recent reopening of Bangladeshi schools, authorities have been alarmed by the number of girls not attending
classes. In Khulna district, North of Bangladesh recorded more than 3,000 child marriages in this district.

Objective:
e To assess and estimate the impact of Covid-19 on child marriage in Bangladesh.
e To find out the specific causes of disinterest of the girls in attending school and go for early marriage

e The strategies and challenges of best suit to prevent child marriage in Bangladesh
e Find out the alternative approaches

Methodology:

The article is based on a literature review. Newspaper clippings from several national dailies have been taken into
account in analyzing the grave impact of child marriage in education Both qualitative and quantitative
methodology has been used in the article. Data were collected using qualitative and quantitative data.
Questionnaires (a combination of open-ended and coded) were distributed to over 50 teachers and Madrasah super
of Khulna District who is engaged in the secondary education institution. It is an offense to marry under 18 years,
nobody was ready to be interviewed face to face.

Table-1

Child Marriage Rate Increased in Khulna During Covid Period

Respondents Strongly Agree Undecided Strongly Disagree
Agree Disagree

Teacher and 35% 24% 15% 5% 21%

Madrasah super

The question was asked to justify the newspaper clippings and electronic media news regarding the increased rate
of child marriages in Bangladesh. It is the most fundamental question to be asked for further understanding and
analysis. The teachers of mainstreaming were much more concerned about this sensitive issue than the Supers of
the Madrasah. But the thing is clear that child marriage during pandemics increased a lot.

Table-2

Causes of the Child Marriage During Pandemic in Bangladesh




Respondents Causes

23% Poverty

12% Social

7% Religion

21% Health Insecurity
25%% Access to Technology
13% others

Though the scenario of child marriage is common in Bangladesh, but the picture has changed during pandemic
and in any other disaster or natural calamities. Access to technology got priority as a cause root of child marriage,
because during pandemic, the technology becomes the only answer to education and sustainability. But the
technology, especially the smart phone and internet are out of reach to the disadvantaged and marginalized group
of students, that is why it became the vital barrier in education in pandemic. Other factors mentioned above are
also very important hindrance for education and prove child marriage to a certain extent.

Table-3

Strategy to Prevent Child Marriage During Covid

Awareness 13%
Collaboration 15%
Incentives 11%
Access to Technology 44%
Initiatives by Local Elite 17%

The respondents were asked to give their opinion based on the perspective of their local experience -the strategies
they feel will work to minimize child marriage in any disaster, especially during the covid and post covid period.
Maximum respondents believe that due to the hardship of access to technology, most of the students especially
the girls lose their motivation and agree to go for early marriage. Collaboration between GO and NGO is another
important way to come forward, awareness, initiatives by the local elite and some incentives to buy smart phone
are the other options. Other factors are not also negligible.

Table-4

Estimated causes of Non-Effective Leaching Procedure During Covid

Causes Percentage (%)
Teachers Low Esteem 5%

Access to Internet 26%
Availability of smart phone 13%

Lack of proper training of the teachers and 21%

administration to face emergency education
Lack of knowledge of blended learning technology 24%
Family members of children are not always educated | 11%
to help their child in new technology

The question arose about the effectiveness of the teaching and learning procedure during the covid period. During
this period, many students both boys and girls were dropped out from teaching. The boys engaged in farming or
other works to help their father and the girls were engaged in household works also become a victim of early
marriage and early pregnancy. Girls’ increased time spent at home often carried a greater burden of domestic
responsibilities, as they are getting disappointed because of several reasons-not access, of technology and
smartphone, teacher’s teaching online is not attracting them, sometimes they feel difficult to understand, no one
of family members is there to guide them. Most importantly, they are in doubt about the post-covid situation and
its normal form.



Table-5

Role of Bangladesh Open University in Preventing Child Marriage

Respondents Strongly Agree | Agree Undecided Strongly Disagree
"Disagree
Teachers/Super | 25% 11% 32% 5% 7%

The respondents were asked whether they believe that Bangladesh Open University plays a significant role in
preventing child marriage. Most of the respondents are not sure, a second significant number of respondents
believe that it is doing so and a negligible number disagree about the potential role of Bangladesh Open University.

Table-6

Blended Learning will Help to Manage Post-Covid Situation

Respondents Strongly Agree Undecided Strongly Disagree
Agree "Disagree
Teachers/Super 32% 16% 16% 5% 11%

Though the term blended learning is a new concept in Bangladesh but UNESCO is strongly supporting this new
strategy, it has also developed a strategic plan of blended learning where BOU will be the main stakeholder. BOU
already implementing this strategy on an experimental basis. Despite the little knowing majority of respondents
agree to go for blended learning as an effective learning system to meet any crisis.

Table-7

Girls will Return to School in Post-Covid Period

Respondents Strongly Agree Undecided Strongly Disagree
Agree "Disagree
Teachers/Super 13% 18% N/A 18% 15%

Small percent respondents are still optimistic to see the girl child back in schools.

Most of the respondents agreed that many girls will not return to educational institutions because of child
marriage and early pregnancy. A very negligible percent of respondent is still optimistic to see the girl child
back.

Analysis Based on Case Study (Source: Newspaper)

The Child Bride Rupa Lost Her Aspiration towards Life

The child bride is a 15-year-old girl at Gilatola High School in Khulna city. She was given away in
marriage three months ago, but she is still living with her parents. Despite her marriage, the child is
desperate to continue her studies.Her mother Fatema Begum, who herself was married off at the age of
13, told Dhaka Tribune that she knew that child marriage was illegal, but the family had no other
option.“My husband is still struggling to make ends meet as the lockdowns and Covid-19 crisis have
had an adverse impact on our livelihoods. We were also worried about our daughter’s safety, as this



place is not safe for young girls like her,” she told Dhaka Tribune.The woman said her daughter would
be sent to her in-laws' home this December. The child does not know, however, if she will be able to
continue going to school once she moves there.A study by Manusher Jonno Foundation, titled “Rapid
Analysis of Child Marriage Situation during Covid-19,” found that at least 13,886 child marriages took
place in 21 districts during the Covid-19 induced lockdown last year.

Analysis

Due to uncertainty for school closure, the poor family did not get any meaning to waste money for the
daughter's feed and make her wait with the hope to reopen the school. From the situation, it is obvious
that girls are going to school as a normal ongoing process not for ambition to build a career.
Sometimes the family considers their daughter’s education as a benchmark for marriage criteria. A
girl’s education in a village and in some families is still an option. Fatema Begum’s life is ruined with
early marriage, early pregnancy which leads her towards halfway living.

Borsha Resist her Marriage: Despair to Hope

DHAKA: When 16-year-old Borsha recently went to her local police station with a desperate plea for help to get
out of a forced marriage, her biggest wish was to get back to school.Her simple request for a return to education
was one that has no doubt mirrored the dreams of thousands of other girl brides in southern Bangladesh whose
classroom seats have remained empty since the lifting of one of the world’s longest coronavirus disease (COVID-
19) shutdowns.Borsha, whose marriage was canceled when police intervened, is one of a large number of school
girls in the region believed to have been silently married off over the past 18 months.Living at her grandparents’
house in Chuadanga district, with her mother who earns $2.50 a day at a local factory, Borsha realizes that the
cost of her education is a big expense for her family, but she told Arab News that early marriage was not the way
to end such cycles of poverty.She said: “It’s very tough for my mother to make ends meet and cover my
educational expenses but marrying off little girls is not the solution.“My teacher at school also taught me the
negative impacts of child marriages as it creates many health complications for a girl. I want to complete my
school first and want to become journalist.”Borsha studies at Jhinuk High School which has agreed to waive her
tuition fees until she has completed her secondary education.( Updated 02 October 2021 ,October 02,
2021 00:00110141)

Analysis

This story is a ray of hope for the teenage girl, who earned her courage with help of their teacher and by herself.
The police force did their duty properly to resist child marriage. Her strength to resist child marriage is a
contribution of her teachers by making her understand the adverse effect of child marriage on her body and mind
and it is a criminal offense by the act. The school management by waiving her tuition fee became a pillar of
strength for her. In this story, child marriage is going to happen because of poverty and her family is a female-
headed household.

Causes of Child Marriage

Generally, child marriage is higher in Bangladesh, especially in North Bengal, this is due to poverty, false
interpretation of religion, social pressure and stigma, and girls’ insecurity and a chance to become a subject to
sexual violence. Bangladesh is among the top 10 countries in the world for child marriage. It is eighth from the
bottom in South Asia, according to a UN report that said Bangladesh has a 51% child marriage rate, March 22,
2021. There are quite a few reasons, why child marriage is still prevalent. There are social and economic
circumstances, not to mention the importance of cultural context. Besides these, there is also gender inequality
and poverty that drive the further existence of child marriage. In addition, even natural disasters and climate
change are some of the conditions

Culture and Gender Roles

In most societies where Child Marriage is present, women and girls traditionally have a lower status than men and
boys. The responsibility of women and girls is to take care of the household, to care for her husband and children.
A good wife is expected to be respectful of the groom's family because she is now going to live with them. A
woman is called beautiful by her looks, and how nicely she takes care of her house and her husband. It is because
of the patriarchal structure of families and the influence of traditional norms and customs. Because of these gender
roles, marriage is seen as the only way to ensure a girl's future. (WHO, 2016: 8)One of the reasons that child



marriage continues to prevail is the husband's family thinks that when they bring a girl into the family when she
is so young, they can mold her into someone they want her to be. One of the strong cultural beliefs is that if a
child does not get married at an early age, something is wrong with her.

Poverty

One of the main reasons for child marriage is poverty. Children, especially girls are seen as a financial burden,
therefore early marriage seems to be the best solution (WHO, 2016: 8). Parents view marrying their daughters off
as a way to ease economic hardship by getting rid of this burden and transferring it to her husband's family. They

have one less person to feed, clothe and educate..

Dowry

There are also customary requirements, such as dowries, that play a big role in the decision of child marriage. The
family of the bride has to give the groom a dowry. The younger the bride is, the smaller the dowry. (WHO, 2016:
8) Even though dowry was outlawed in the 80s people still continue this tradition.

Climate Change or Disaster like Pandemic

There may be a higher demand for dowries, as poverty is becoming bigger due to climate change. Bangladesh is
one of the most vulnerable countries to sea level rises in the world. This leads to many climate change challenges
which especially affect the rural areas. (Alston, 2014: 139) People are losing their homes, property, and
belongings, so girls become an even bigger burden. They cannot feed themselves. They believe they have no other
choice but to marry their daughters off.Unfortunately, even in this case, we see the effects of gender roles in
Bangladesh. In a pandemic situation due to uncertain periods of closure of school encouraged parents in child
marriage.

Education

he Bangladesh Supreme Court believes that lack of education is a major reason for child marriage. It creates a
vicious cycle of poverty. The girls who are deprived of education become targets of early marriage, and as illiterate
mothers have illiterate children, which again ensure the continuing of the poverty cycle” If a woman has education
and has been employed, she will have a higher chance of having a more equal relationship with her husband.
(Kamal, 2012: 327)

Causes that Women are Lagging behind in Education and become a Victim of Child
Marriage During Pandemic.

e Loss of income of parents and school closures .

e Bangladesh witnessed a 13% increase in child marriages during the Covid-19 pandemic last
year as the deadly virus massively affected societies and economies, pushing many into
extreme poverty.

e Gendered impact of school closures: Girls are more likely to have fallen behind in their schooling than
boys, especially in disadvantaged families, for various reasons.

e They are more likely than boys to be involved in household activities  including taking care of siblings
and sick relatives, and they are much less likely to have access to technology such as mobile phones.

Distance learning as an alternative approach to Mainstreaming education can minimize
child marriage

Bangladesh Open University has huge capabilities of manpower and technological support. It has huge
infrastructural support all over the country. BOU is committed to reaching the unreached and implementing
inclusive education. As a public university, it is committed to serving Bangladesh Government’s mission and
vision to combat child marriage in Bangladesh. One of the most adverse consequences of early marriage is the
rise in the drop-out rate of girls from formal school. Some parents withdraw their daughters from formal schooling
to protect their daughters from not losing their respect and also keep them safe, parents keep their daughters at
home, ultimately in most cases, it turns to child marriage. As a result girls are becoming the victims of violence
to be married at childhood. It destroys their social life, childhood life and educational life. Bangladesh Open
University with its inherent nature of flexibility of place, time and modality has overcome the situation of



insecurity. During pandemic Open University also failed to resist child marriage not because of technological
access only, because of other social issues too

Institutional loopholes in Encouraging Child Marriage Facing Hurdle in
Education during Pandemic Period

It has been proven during the pandemic that technology is not the only answer to all problems, it needs
suitable infrastructure, access to the internet, and mobile and economic solvency to provide necessary
things.

Since the majority of schools have moved instruction online during the pandemic periods, it is important
to provide the girls, tools to participate in distance learning techniques. Because thousands of girl brides
in southern Bangladesh whose classroom seats have remained empty after reopening of school. The
alternative approach of Distance education could manage the disaster situation which has an adverse
impact on education but this technology is not unquestioned.

The effect of COVID-19 on the resource-constrained non-formal education sector with comparatively
weaker institutional capacity, already disadvantaged target population, and limited scope of distant
learning facilities will likely have a negative impact on the desired outcomes of education in the covid
situation.

The teachers are not well prepared to face this new technique of teaching procedure. They are not
mentally prepared to accept the new technology too.

They are not trained to deliver their teaching in a new method.

School management committee is not successful in managing the teachers and systems.

Lack of partnership between the region and local authority

Lack of correspondence, monitoring, and evaluation.

Panic of death in covid makes a people crippled

Strategies to Overcome the Situation during Pandemic and Post-Covid

The strategies used to break the cycle of child, early, and forced marriage to reach the hardest-to-reach girls and
women are built on three pillars: the community, the learning institutions, and the girls. ODL has the capacity to
break the old pillars on a new mindset. Based on need assessment. ODL technology suited to reach the unreached
people should be rethought.

Providing skills development for livelihood can prevent child marriage with the assurance of economic
solvency which is the prime cause of child marriage.

ODL by using its blended approaches can eventually reduce the costs of training and reaches the
unreached sections of society. Video and TV and mobile phone are popular technologies.

Open Education Resources (OER) can also provide quality content to scale up training opportunities
while at the same time reducing costs. Bangladesh Open University has a large media center with huge
skilled manpower and technology.

Through skill development based on the needs and demands of the locality can reduce child marriage.
Apprenticeship is needed to train the girls to develop their skills for any trade. It will give them assurance
for future jobs and will give hope of economic security to the parents as a result child marriage can be
minimized.

To make the system more resilient to any future emergency situations, the importance of forward
planning and preparation throughout the system, looking at issues such as continuity of learning,
household support, preparation of teachers, schools and local education offices and roles and
responsibilities throughout the education system are inevitable.

working in partnership with organizations across the education sector and from outside can provide a
swift and relatively comprehensive learning program to reach a large number of children

Localized initiatives enabled targeting of hard-to-reach communities is needed.

Providing a quick response that kept 36.5 million children learning throughout this crisis. As a centralized
system, the Ministries had to lead a response that would meet the needs of a diverse range of learners
throughout the country.

Minimizing secondary effects which could prevent children from learning. During school closures,
children had other challenges to contend with beyond continuing learning, which the government
response needed to consider and plan for.



e Adequately preparing teachers to adapt to supporting distance learning. With the closure of schools and
a changed approach to learning, over half a million teachers needed to be prepared to use technology and

e provide to support to their students within a short timeframe.

Recommendations

e Introduce blended learning into schools to support the improvement of learning achievement.

e Review global blended-learning experiences and identify successful elements that could be introduced
into the education system and used to support learning. These could be online classrooms and distance
learning apps.

e Teacher training: Prepare teachers to deliver distance learning and use it as a platform for teachers to
change the way they teach.

o Distance learning mechanisms are a future priority for the Government. Support for distance and
blended learning takes in a range of considerations to enable teachers to deliver blended-learning
programs.

e Adequate preparation and the development of both teachers and school leaders are essential for
teachers, along with the development of supportive conditions that will enable the system to build a
level of resilience.

e Readiness and support for recovery and re-opening in the post-emergency period.

e  Building system resilience through learning from the COVID-19 response and sustaining good
practices.

e For an effective coordinated response, different levels of government need to move in a synchronized
and complementary way.

Conclusion

The paper has chosen the most burning issue during the pandemic which is titled “When Schools shut: Child
Marriage Start: Impact of COVID-19 on Education of Girl Child in Bangladesh” Though child marriage is
prevalent for a long time, there is a law, there is an initiative but still it is going its own way, because of the
mindset of a family and poverty During Covid, the trend of child marriage is getting higher, only in Khulna
district, the number of child marriage is about 3000 in 2021, that is why the study conducted in Khulna. The
objectives of the paper are to assess and measure the impact of child marriage in Bangladesh. It is a prerequisite
to finding out the most probable causes before assessing the impact. The paper has identified some of the causes
which are responsible for an increased number of child marriages, its authenticity is depending on the agreement
of GO, NGO and other development sectors, and UN organizations. UNESCO worked on blended learning to
resist this type of occurrence like child marriage, which rises with the natural disaster or pandemics. The paper
focused on the methodology both qualitative and quantitative and analyzed some case studies of newspapers.
Based on the literature review, it gives some recommendations for resilience with practical situations. As a girl
child is deprived of their basic rights on education, happiness, health issue, and going towards a dark future as a
result of child marriage, the issue should come forward to the international platform. As we know any dialogue is
a hope towards agreement. Child marriage is a violation of human rights that should be challenged socially. To
meetup SDGS Goal 4-Gender Equality and Goal 8-Decent Works both are in support of resist child marriage
toward empowerment and sustainability.






