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Preface 
This report delineates lessons learned during the COVID-19 response of the NFE segment of the SENSA 
programme implemented by HANDS and funded by UK Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office. 
The purpose of the report is to document and share experiences, lessons and challenges that the programme 
experienced in designing and implementing a distance learning intervention in the context of COVID-19 in the 
period March 2019 to February 2021.

The report gives an overview of how the programme responded to the COVID-19 situation and steps taken to 
design a rapid response through a distance learning intervention. Furthermore, the report details two main aspects 
of the distance learning experience: Role and Experience of Teachers and Perspective of Parents. In doing so, 
the report also touches upon key issues around challenges of implementation and measuring effectiveness of 
distance learning programming.

The findings and recommendations of the report are intended to inform educators, implementers, policy makers, 
researchers and donors while also contributing to knowledge generation around distance learning programming in 
emergencies in developing countries.
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Executive summary 
The brief presents a review of the overall impact of COVID-19 on SENSA, shares how the NFE component of 
the SENSA programme responded during the pandemic, and outlines the key lessons learned for education 
programming in developing countries.

The largest component of the SENSA programme is a NFE model run by HANDS that focuses on community-
based, non-formal schools for out-of-school children in Sindh. At the time of the COVID-19 outbreak in early 
2020, HANDS was operating 300 schools in three regions of Sindh, with over 7,000 students. As the Technical 
Assistance and Management Organization, Oxford Policy Management (OPM) provides technical assistance, 
operations research, and third-party monitoring of SENSA. OPM played a focal role in supporting FCDO and NGO 
partners in designing a response to the COVID-19 situation in Sindh.

The SENSA NFE programme focused on three approaches to building an education response to COVID-19: 
adaptive programming, peer review and consultation, and building knowledge of teacher-student communities. 
Access to technology and communication determined the ability of teachers to train, and it also determined 
teacher-student interactions and how far students could engage in home-based learning. 

The Maktab Online distance learning initiative was an umbrella of activities designed to continue the core 
SENSA programme activities, including teacher training, student learning, and engagement with student 
households. The activities focused on keeping students and teachers engaged in learning activities and 
supporting student retention.

Distance Learning during COVID-19: Developing reading materials  
Mapping the development and outcomes of SENSA Kitab Kahani supplementary readers
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Kitab Kahani strengths
•	 Empowered child characters making proactive choices.
•	 Story format with a beginning, middle and end.
•	� Themed, life-like content (e.g. focusing on life skills or 

STEM topics).
•	  �Simple and conversational language, with a few child-

friendly poetic verses.
•	  �Information from textbooks woven into story plots, to 

achieve student learning outcomes.
•	� Interdisciplinary stories and end-of-chapter/while-

reading tasks. 
•	� Application and analysis tasks requiring students to 

connect learning to their lives.

Challenges faced
Original art could not be created due to time and 
resource constraints so images from the internet had 
to be used. Also, there was minimal parental support 
for students due to high illiteracy rates.

Key elements of effective content to  
meet objectives
Content combined storybook and textbook elements; it was 
informative as well as fun to read; the storylines were engaging 
with a relatable setting, but also had fantasy elements like heroic 
characters who solved real-life problems. Content was relevant to 
students’ lives (e.g. coping with COVID). The text was easier than 
textbooks, to suit students of various competency levels.

Programme strengths
•	  �Academic leads at HANDS and Oxford Policy Management 

(OPM) had experience in writing for children. 
•	  �As schools were closed, OPM school monitors adapted to 

new tasks like content translation and development. 
•	  �The HANDS project team had strong capability and 

delivered the booklets quickly.

Challenges faced in developing content 
To reduce academic loss, the team had to work 
fast; the first reader had to be written, designed and 
printed within three months of school closure. The 
booklets also had to be compact so they could be 
delivered to the 7,000 student households.  

Why Kitab Kahani?
To allow students to study during COVID-19 school 
closures – to minimise loss of subject matter 
knowledge, encourage new learning gains, and 
prepare students for school re-opening. 

What is Kitab Kahani?
Kitab Kahani is a self-learning resource in Urdu 
and Sindhi. This set of three booklets was used by 
fifth-grade students at 300 community schools 
operated by HANDS for the FCDO-funded SENSA 
programme in Sindh, Pakistan.

Outcomes
66% of teachers said children found the booklets simpler and more 
interesting than their textbooks. 90% said students used them to 
connect to their studies. 70% said students achieved new learning 
outcomes. Parents reported that students enjoyed the booklets and 
read them on their own. 
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Teachers’ professional journey through COVID times

Four remote trainings conducted to enhance teachers’ 
subject-matter knowledge and pedagogical skills for both 
classroom teaching and distance learning. 

Teachers’ proficiency in the use of mobile technology 
improved. They grew in confidence through interaction with 

students’ parents for phone-based teaching.

High performing teachers selected as trainers to 
facilitate training sessions on WhatsApp groups.

Pro-social motivation at play as teachers design 
practical solutions to distance learning challenges; they 

hold small group, in-person classes for children without 
phone access, that was required for distance learning.

Teachers carve a path amidst societal norms restricting digital 
connectivity for women through regular use of phones necessitated by 
distance learning activities; they use connectivity in their teaching 
preparation, to explore job opportunities and to make personal purchases. 

Skills for
teaching

Auxillary
skills

New
roles Problem-

solving 
initiative

Cultural
norms and

empowerment

Role and experience of teachers
SENSA teachers participated in online training as part of the Maktab Online. The findings indicate that teachers 
were able to enhance their content knowledge through PowerPoint presentations and trainers’ videos for 
most topics, but there were some challenges in topics that required physical learning resources. Teachers 
demonstrated initiative in regard to participating in their own learning through documenting training content that 
they found useful. Classroom observations reported that while some teachers were incorporating new practices 
to their teaching, many were adhering to old practices and not engaging students in ways recommended by the 
pedagogical framework, which had been taught in the online trainings. 

The Maktab Online trainings format had some benefits, as reported by project associates and teachers. 
Participants were able to attend sessions from the comfort of their homes, in contrast to training venues, 
which require them to remain seated and to observe a certain decorum. Multiple teachers and trainers reported 
increased participant responsiveness during remote trainings. Trainers were better able to monitor teachers’ 
responses. 

92%
of teachers are 

female

There are in total 

300
teachers with an average

3.3
years experience
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SENSA trainers were either project associates or academic coordinators having a relationship of seniority with 
training participants. The Maktab Online training format allowed senior project staff from HANDS and OPM 
to monitor the training and to mentor the trainers. Mentoring was done through private messages and phone 
calls. Trainers were checked by the observers in regard to being overly critical and were encouraged to provide 
appreciative feedback, in order to create an atmosphere of collegiality. Trainers were quick to adapt as their 
behavior was being observed in relation to this criterion, as well as in relation to their adherence to training 
content. This experience indicates that the success of observers’ presence depends on how proactive and alert 
they are.

The success of Maktab Online depended on teachers’ and field managers’ access to smart phones, internet 
connectivity, and a steady supply of electricity. Ownership of smart phones did not automatically imply that 
participants had the required expertise to use required features.

Challenges of implementation
The COVID-related school closure brought several challenges. The SENSA teams at OPM and HANDS had to 
respond creatively, strategically, and in a timely manner. Some of the challenges faced during the Maktab Online 
design and implementation phase are listed below. 

1.	� The programme design had to be finalised within a short time, yet the implementing teams had to be flexible 
in the face of the evolving on-the-ground realities. 

2.	� There was an initial lack of information on students’ and teachers’ access to technology. An ICT survey was 
conducted by OPM and HANDS to assess the ownership of and access to radio, television, mobile phones, 
and smart phones. The survey did not capture the full dynamics of technology use.

3.	� Reaching students through phone calls often proved difficult as the programme staff did not have parents’ 
updated contact information. This was mainly because parents had multiple phone SIM cards or changed 
them frequently.

4.	� Telephone-based monitoring by OPM, follow-up calls by HANDS field staff, and teaching calls by the teachers 
created a problem for parents who had to deal with this influx of phone calls. 

6	� Maktab Online activities, including remote trainings, student content development, and parent outreach 
demanded a new set of skills. The programme implementing team had to build their skills in a limited 
timeframe. 
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Perspective of parents
The role of parents in distance learning is paramount. Parents’ availability, cooperation, and decision-making 
determined the teachers’ access to the child and the programme’s ability to engage the child in distance 
learning. A total of 12 parents, including both mothers and fathers, were interviewed for the purpose of 
understanding how distance learning played out and was perceived at the household level.

Nearly all parents interviewed explained that the school closure resulted in a loss of routine and discipline in 
their child’s daily life. The near ubiquitous concern about the loss of routine and discipline resulting from the 
school closure is indicative of parents’ inability to establish a routine and discipline in their children’s lives 
themselves. Moreover, perhaps the focus on schooling to discipline and manage time also indicates parents’ 
perceptions of one of the key benefits of primary schooling in their young children’s lives. Several parents 
expressed a deep concern about learning loss resulting from extended school closure. A few key lessons we 
can draw from the conversations with the parents as are as follows:

•	� When schools are closed, distance learning initiatives should consider including schedules that help parents 
and students re-establish a routine in their lives.

•	� Programmes in low-income communities should extend support to parents to equip them with the tools 
and confidence required to establish a routine and discipline in their children’s lives. This would not only be 
relevant during school closure, it would also help provide a more conducive learning environment at home.

•	� Schools should consider remaining open for a small number of students whose parents do not have access 
to any form of childcare due to both parents working.

Nearly all parents learnt about the distance learning through teachers. Most parents’ initial reaction to hearing 
about the distance learning was positive. Our findings from the parental interviews suggest that teachers play 
a significant role in communicating and engaging with parents in these communities, because of both the 
social connection and their official positions. Key lessons that can be drawn from our findings on parental 
perspectives about the SENSA distance learning initiative are as follows:

•	� Our findings highlight the importance of having people in the household that champion and support the 
distance learning initiative, to help children overcome the barriers to distance learning. This role can be 
performed by both literate and illiterate parents.

•	� Parents with low literacy levels do not feel empowered to support their children in distance learning, beyond 
the basics. Therefore, parental literacy can impede the effectiveness of a distance learning programme. 

•	 Students from low-income families have access to fewer technological solutions..

Conclusion
The SENSA Maktab Online distance learning offers important lessons for others working in education in 
emergencies, as well as regular, face-to-face teaching programmes in marginal, hard-to-reach communities. 
The low penetration of digital accessibility in almost all SENSA student households made this effort particularly 
challenging. Running the distance learning programme within these perimeters makes this model and its 
experiences particularly relevant for educators building programmes for out-of-school children in marginal 
communities.
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Based on the findings from SENSA Maktab Online, following are recommendations drawing on our experience of 
implementing a COVID-19 education response in community-based schools in Sindh: 

1.	� Distance learning need not be dependent on hi-tech digital access. Interventions should be designed in 
alignment with the local on-the-ground realities. 

2.	 Programme development and implementation should be flexible and responsive. 

3.	� Cultural norms regarding access to and use of technology must be considered at the programme design 
stage to enable a smooth roll-out of the intervention. 

4.	� Interactive and non-text-based solutions need to be devised in order to communicate with parents in low 
literacy communities. 

5.	� The Kitab Kahani experience generated important lessons in regard to teaching-learning content 
development. 

6.	� Basic information technology skills should be made a foundational topic in all pre-service and in-service 
teacher education.

7.	 Community-based schools benefit from employing teachers from within the same locality as the school. 

8.	 Teacher capacity development measures should be designed according to the principles of andragogy. 

Timeline of Kitab Kahani readers dissemination in Maktab Online

Kitab Kahani no. 1
Theme 

Interdisciplinary 
stories 

June 2020

Kitab Kahani no. 2
Theme 

Life skills 
September 2020

Kitab Kahani no. 3
Theme 
STEM 

December 2020

Start of phase 1 
Distance learning 

with students
July 2020

Start of phase 2 
Distance learning 

with students
December 2020
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