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Like most aspects of economy and society, the emergence of 
COVID-19 in Pakistan has created several challenges for the 
education sector. The pandemic has led to repeated school 
closures, with the most recent announced in November 
due to an alarming rise in cases - this has implications 
for reopening, preparedness, learning continuity and the 
survival of low-cost private schools. 

This policy brief identifies some of these challenges and 
outlines possible remedial measures that should be adopted 
on an urgent basis. Serious planning and earnest execution 
in three priority areas is required on part of the federal 
and provincial governments to prevent schools from 
becoming coronavirus super-spreaders and to ensure 
learning continuity and outcomes: 

Tackling the Health and Well-being Challenge in Public Schools    

KEY ACTIONS RECOMMENDED

Mitigating Learning Losses

Ensuring Financial Sustainability of Low Fee Private Schools 

While acknowledging that there are no easy and quick fixes to address the challenges, this brief proposes approaches 
and steps that can assist the governments in minimizing potential losses. It is important to stress the need for timely 
analysis and execution as the challenges present a risk of developing into long-term structural impediments disrupting 
the education sector for a number of years to come. 

• Governments need to ensure maximum SOP 
compliance at the schools’ level by making essential 
supplies available and monitoring protocols in 
schools; this brief presents a clear quantifiable list 
of required supplies at the district level in Punjab 
and Sindh.

• Using market prices of all supplies, total monthly 
budget to meet essential COVID-19 supplies is Rs. 
648 million in Punjab and Rs. 274 million in Sindh. 

• The government(s) need to plan on how the said 

amounts can be raised; options include partial 
funding through NSB/SSB, redirection of some 
development funds/big physical facilities budgets, 
mobilizing communities to pitch in, charging a 
minimal fee (Rs.50-200) from students to meet 
school based COVID-19 fund to procure supplies.

• Timely funds disbursement to schools for 
procurements to meet school-based needs.

• Effective monitoring of protocols through real time 
monitoring systems in the province. 

• Effective targeting of donor assistance to ensure 
maximum coverage of learning support material to 
aid distant learning initiatives.

• Technical support to teachers in the form of 
guidelines, revised methodologies, and lesson plans 
to effectively deploy distant learning.

• Formalization of learning routines that ensure 
periodic check-ins and interaction between 
students, parents, and teachers. 

• Improvements in access to public or private finance 
for low fee private schools.

• Disbursement of carefully crafted public grants 
and/or access to subsidized credit from banks for 
eligible schools.

• Effective oversight of criteria for eligible schools 
including conditions of registration and financial 
documentation.

SUMMARY

Ensuring the government’s guidelines and SOPs are implemented 
across all public schools.

Enabling learning continuity despite risks of further lockdowns and 
suspension of in-person schooling.

Providing a fiscal buffer to low-fee private schools due to economic 
difficulties because of significant drop in enrollment following lockdowns. 

Health and well-being:

Learning losses:

Financial sustainability of 
low-fee private schools:
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COVID-19 cases started to be detected in Pakistan towards 
the end of February 2020. The onset of the burden of 
disease was successfully delayed in the country thanks to 
stringent checks and documentation at the country’s points 
of entry. This resulted in the delayed start to the eventually 
inevitable cycle of local transmission. New daily cases rose 
steeply culminating into a peak that spanned the latter 
half of May, the entire month of June, and a better part of 
July. The number of new cases gradually began to decline 
during the months of August, September, and early part of 
October. The latter part of October saw emerging pattern 
of increasing daily cases that has now developed into a 
surge towards what medical professionals expect to be a 
second wave of the virus. Since the start of November, the 
country has seen over 1000 additional daily cases every 
day. Furthermore, there have been confirmed daily case rise 
of over 2000 consistently every day since November 12th. 

Preempting community spread culminating into the first 
wave of COVID-19, federal and provincial governments took 
the difficult but warranted decision to suspend in person 
schooling across the country around mid-March. School 
closures were followed by yearly summer vacations (in 
most of the country except for schools in colder regions). 
While the decision was welcomed by parents, and medical 
professionals, it came with significant and multifaceted 
costs. Despite governments’ efforts aimed at addressing 
the challenge through distance blended learning (TeleSchool 
by federal government and Taleem Ghar by government 
of Punjab), Word Bank has projected significant learning 
losses endured by children in Pakistan. 

Another major dent caused by COVID-19 disruptions has 
been the ability of low fee private schools to function. These 
schools suffered great losses during the lockdown and 
subsequent suspension of in-person schooling. Low fee 
private schools do not possess the equipment and expertise 
to ensure smooth transition to distance learning for students 
unable to attend school in person. Similarly, it is fair to 
assume that an overwhelming majority of parents whose 
children study at low fee schools cannot afford requisite 
means – including iPads, smartphones, uninterrupted 
internet connections, learning materials to ensure distance 
learning. This resulted in low fee schools enduring financial 
difficulties owing to drop in enrollments.     

Keeping in view such considerations and gradual decrease 
in COVID-19 spread and prevalence across the country, 
federal and provincial governments decided to reopen 
schools gradually during September. Like other sectors 
opened by the government following stringent lockdowns, 
educational institutions across the country were provided 
with guidance and SOPs ought to be met to ensure health 
and well-being of students and staff. The guidelines included 
strict adherence to behaviors known to mitigate against fast 
spread of the disease. These include face masks that are 
mandatory for all students (above the age of 2 years) and 
staff, handwashing with soap for twenty seconds at regular 
intervals, and frequent use of hand sanitizer containing at 
least 70 percent alcohol. Education departments and in 
turn schools are directed to stock hygiene supplies that 
can ensure adherence to guidelines and protocols outlined 
by the government. Unfortunately, the school reopening 
coincided with gradual increase leading to a surge in new 
COVID-19 infections. The number of daily infections is on 
consistent rise shaping into a second wave of the virus. 

Responding to the changing situation, although the 
government has decided to close down schools again 
from November 26th 2020 till January 10th 2021, if these 
SOPs are not followed properly, re-opening of schools can 
have two serious implications for education sectors across 
the country: 

Unmitigated second wave could eventually result in 
another stint of school closures causing further learning 
losses than those already accumulated.

In-person schooling could potentially endanger lives 
of students and staff and create COVID-19 clusters 
causing mass scale community spread.

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT 

According to the study, Pakistani children on average spend 
9 years in school but only acquire 5.1 years’ worth of 
learning due to persistent issues of education quality. The 
model presented in the study goes on to show that learning 
losses resulting from school closures, and dropouts linked 
to economic downturn caused by COVID-19 are likely to 
be 0.6 years of learning adjusted schooling. This means 
that children in Pakistan are expected to acquire only 4.5 
years of learning adjusted schooling on average – 0.6 
years lower than an already low expectation of 5.1 years of 
learning adjusted schooling. The study also predicts that the 
combination of school closures and economic hardships 
endured by parents will increase the learning poverty in 
Pakistan from 75 percent to 79 percent. 
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The governments have been proactive in outlining 
necessary conditions that are required to ensure that 
schools are safe for students as well as staff. However, 
there have been less conversations about formulating 
the path to get there. In other words, commendable 
work has gone into outlining what needs to happen but 
little on how to get there. To ensure utmost compliance, 
the governments need to ensure inventory of supplies 
that are critical to the objective. Expecting students and 
teachers to abide by the SOPs by procuring necessary 
supplies themselves is not an option. 

The governments hence need to develop a roadmap on 
war footing that ensures:  

• necessary safety conditions are attained in schools 

• these conditions are sustained through robust 
oversight 

The first step in developing coherent plan is to visualize hard 
components that go into it. In this case, it refers to a list of 
items that are needed at the schools to ensure conditions 
of safety and well-being vis-à-vis COVID-19. The following 
catalogue of items is presented as a bare minimum list 
required to mitigate the looming risk of unmanageable 
infections. 

ENSURING CONDITIONS FOR HEALTH AND WELL-BEING AT PUBLIC SCHOOLS

Snapshot of monthly inventory requirements by district in Punjab 1

Unit Number Per head 
unit Monthly 

Soap

20  
(1 soap per class per 

week – 4 soaps per class 
per month – 20 soaps 

per school per month (on 
aver-age))

School Yes

Hand 
sanitizer

2  
500 ml bottles per school 

per month 
School Yes

Surgical 
mask 5 Child Yes

Surgical 
mask 5 Teacher Yes

1Annual school census 2018 - Working and assumptions detailed in annexed workbook 

This calls for serious planning and earnest execution on 
part of the federal and provincial governments to ensure 
that guidelines and SOPs are followed in schools. Ensuring 
school readiness following the reopening in January remains 
the paramount challenge for education departments across 
the country. School readiness refers to a set of prerequisite 
conditions that ensure that children benefit from learning 
experiences that promote their success in life. It broadly 
refers to multiple categories relevant to learning, language 
and communication development, cognitive, social, and 

emotional development, and finally, health and well-being. 
In terms of the immediacy of the challenge the most 
critical aspect of school readiness is health and well-being 
of students and staff members. Before their closure, the 
positivity percentages from random testing being carried 
out in schools had steadily increased. It is hence incumbent 
on the governments to create necessary preconditions that 
ensure utmost adherence to safety guidelines and SOPs 
in schools. 

Based on this, the subsequent step is to identify the total 
requirement for each item monthly from December 2020 
to June 2021. We used data from official school census 
in provinces of Punjab and Sindh to outline the need for 
total supplies required in each district based on number of 
schools, enrollments, teachers, and staff. This step is critical 
in enabling the policy makers to visualize the quantum of 
requirement to develop an effective strategy in ensuring 
its availability. 
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ENSURING CONDITIONS FOR HEALTH AND WELL-BEING AT PUBLIC SCHOOLS

2School profile 2019 - Working and assumptions detailed in annexed workbook (only functional schools considered for calculations)
3Costing based on market prices 
4Costing based on market prices

Snapshot of monthly inventory requirements by districts in Sindh 2

The total estimated expenses from procurement of 
aforementioned supplies required to ensure adherence 
to SOPs amount to Rs. 648 million per month in Punjab 
and Rs. 274 million in Sindh. Given the adherence to SOPs 

may be required for upcoming 6 months, total estimated 
expense are approximately Rs. 3.9 billion in Punjab and 
Rs.1.6 billion in Sindh.  

Total Budget Required per District in Punjab 3 Total Budget required per District in Sindh 4
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According to a World Bank study, Pakistani children on 
average spend 9 years in school but only acquire 5.1 years’ 
worth of learning due to persistent issues of education 
quality. The model presented in the study goes on to show 
that learning losses resulting from school closures, and 
dropouts linked to economic downturn caused by COVID-19 
are likely to be 0.6 years of learning adjusted schooling. This 

means that children in Pakistan are expected to acquire only 
4.5 years of learning adjusted schooling on average – 0.6 
years lower than an already low expectation of 5.1 years of 
learning adjusted schooling. The study also predicts that the 
combination of school closures and economic hardships 
endured by parents will increase the learning poverty in 
Pakistan from 75 percent to 79 percent. 

LEARNING LOSSES

Financing COVID-19 preparedness in schools presents 
a challenge for the governments. One possible pathway 
expects schools to fund the procurement of supplies using 
already allocated NSB/SSB. This approach entails two major 
shortcomings:

• It under-estimates the existing issues meant to be 
addressed through these funds including maintenance 
of school facilities, procurement of stationary, payment 
of utility bills, etc. Hence, the basic functioning of 
schools can be jeopardized if funds are to be redirected 
to procure supplies for COVID-19 preparedness.

• Disbursement of these funds do not often follow strict 
timelines and endure multiple delays leaving schools to 
deal with cash flow issues. Adding the additional task of 
procurement of COVID-19 supplies within challenging 
cash flows is not expected to prove effective.

 
In Punjab, the NSB is calculated based on a formula that 
uses weights to calculate total amounts to be transferred 
to schools according to enrollment, level, and various 
metrics for equity, and access. The amounts allocated to 
each school are hence only considered adequate (within 
the overarching budget constraint) to address specific 
issues of maintenance and functioning of each school. The 
annual NSB amount for each school is staggered across 
four tranches and transferred periodically. 

In Sindh, the purpose of school-based maintenance and 
overheads is served through SSB. Allocations are based 
on level, enrollment, and size of schools. SSB is meant to 
service expected expenses relating to stationary, extra-
curricular activities, laboratory items, furniture etc. 

There are multiple avenues that governments can mobilize 
to ensure that additional funds required for COVID-19 
supplies are generated. However, it needs to be ensured that 
funds are transferred to schools in a timely manner each 

month. Since the much higher amount of staff salaries are 
transferred to respective DEAs in Punjab every month, it is 
not over-ambitious to expect the monthly COVID-19 fund 
to be transferred to DEAs, in turn to be distributed across 
schools in light of the budgeting proposed above. Similarly, 
in Sindh, funds can be transferred to schools on a monthly 
basis, with principals/school heads having the drawing and 
disbursement powers under the oversight of the DDO.  It 
will require a combination of robust planning and analyses 
as well as quick execution. Funds can be mobilized using 
a blend of the following:

• Part of NSB/SSB budgets can be allocated to procuring 
monthly COVID-19 supplies – this would include so far 
unspent tranches already transferred to schools and/
or upcoming ones in the immediate term.

• Head teachers should be requested to solicit and raise 
funds from community members/leaders.

• Governments can divert portion of development funds 
and funds meant for large scale missing facilities 
scheme to the more urgent matter of COVID-19 supplies.

• Finally, depending on presumptive uptake, parents 
can be requested to donate a nominal monthly sum 
to the school to meet the challenge of funding for 
COVID-19 supplies. This amount can depend on parents’ 
willingness and ability to pay and can range from Rs.50 
per child per month to Rs. 200.

Timely transfer of funds to schools is important as supplies 
are required on an urgent basis every month so the delay that 
generally comes with quarterly installments is unaffordable. 
Additionally, this approach shall make it easier for the 
provincial monitoring regimes to curate monthly data on 
school performance vis-à-vis COVID-19 compliance and 
usage of COVID-19 funds. In Punjab for example, real time 
monitoring of schools can include 2 additional indicators 
owing to (i) availability of COVID-19 supplies in schools and 
(ii) observance of SOPs in schools. The monthly data will 
enable the education departments to adapt accordingly in 
cases of non-compliance, thereby, reducing the space for 
fungibility of COVID-19 fund at the school level.

Paying for COVID Supplies – Monthly 
COVID-19 Fund
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Another major dent caused by COVID 19 disruptions has 
been the ability of low fee private schools to function. 
These schools suffered great losses during the lockdown 
and subsequent suspension of in-person schooling. Low 
fee private schools do not possess the equipment and 
expertise to ensure smooth transition to distance learning 
for students unable to attend school in-person. Similarly, 
it is fair to assume that an overwhelming majority of 
parents whose children study at low fee schools cannot 
afford requisite means – including ipads, smartphones, 
uninterrupted internet connections, learning materials to 
ensure distance learning. This resulted in low fee schools 
enduring financial difficulties owing to drop in enrollments. 

Ways of mitigating the onset of further losses

The federal and provincial governments have done 
commendable jobs at attempting to sustain a semblance 
of learning regimes through distance blended learning. Major 
initiatives in this regard include TeleSchool transmission 
through a joint collaboration between Pakistan Television 
and the Federal Ministry of Education and Professional 
Training, as well as Taleem Ghar initiative supported by 
the School Education Department in Punjab. The next step 
now is for governments to ensure that distance learning is 
structured in a manner that it effectively targets students. 
This challenge requires concerted thinking on two fronts:

• Development of guidelines and revised lesson plans 
to facilitate teachers in preserving learning schedules 
for students.

• Effective distribution of distance learning supplies 
(sourced through donor assistance) at the school level.

Another aspect of sustaining learning continuity is to ensure 
periodic interface between teachers, students, and parents. 
The governments need to allocate departmental technical 
resources in developing updated lesson plans, pedagogical 
guidelines, and handbooks to facilitate teachers. The idea 
is to ensure that assignments and homework assigned to 
students in case of further lockdowns is completed with 
maximum support extended to the students. Furthermore, 
including parents in the conversation will be required to 
cultivate greater parental ownership. 

The following steps need to be formalized and monitored 
at the school level:

• Periodic in-person check in with alternating students 
every week going over content shared/covered via 
distance learning.

• SOP compliant teacher parents’ forum to discuss 
children’s homework and progress.

• Systematic and streamlined means of continuous 
feedback for students.

While these steps ought to be formalized at the public-
school tier, the technical resources developed by education 
departments to facilitate these initiatives should be shared 
widely through pointed communication campaign. This will 
provide much needed assistance to low fee private schools 
that (unlike higher end private schools) do not possess 
requisite resources to adapt to the trying circumstances. 
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Why Low Fee Private School Sector Merits 
Government’s Focus

Last two decades have seen burgeoning growth in the 
private education market across the country. A blend 
of factors makes low fee private schools an attractive 
proposition for parents and hence a critical piece of the 
school education landscape in Pakistan. As low fee private 
schools operate within communities they serve, the issue 
of proximity is addressed especially in urban areas. In most 
cases, low fee private schools recruit women teachers which 
provide an added sense of comfort to parents who send 
their daughters to school. This along with general proximity 

in turn improves gender equity through better educational 
access for girls. Another aspect that sets low fee private 
schools apart from competition from the public sector is 
the sense of accountability parents feel entitled to. Research 
has found that entrepreneurs running low fee private schools 
face considerable pressure from parents. As opposed to 
public schools, parents can exert influence that in many 
instances informs policies and ways of working of low fee 
private schools. The responsiveness to parental demands is 
a key distinction between the accountability centric model 
of low fee private schools versus public schooling. Evidence 
from research demonstrates the value of robust low fee 
private school systems in enhancing access to education. 

ENSURING THAT LOW FEE PRIVATE SCHOOLS WITHSTAND EMERGENT 
FISCAL CHALLENGES
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An experimental design evaluation study conducted by 
the World Bank found that enrollment grew by 30 percent 
for villages in Sindh with a program supporting low fee 
private schools. In the same villages, results showed that 
impact of programs supporting low fee private schools 
was 5.2 percentage points higher on girls enrollment 
compared to boys enrollment - thereby reinforcing the 
conclusion that thriving low fee private school system is 
instrumental in enhancing educational access for girls. 
The study also showed impressive results for low fee 
private school students who out-performed counterparts 
from public schools in test scores. 

There have been other multiple studies and research that 
have analyzed the performance of low fee private schools 
versus public schools. Low fee private schools are found 

to perform better on standardized tests and other proxies 
for learning quality among students. Findings from studies 
like LEAPS and ASER provide evidence of better students’ 
performance on tests among low fee private schools 
compared to public schools.  

Overwhelming evidence that points to gains pertaining to 
access and quality. It is, therefore, prudent to acknowledge 
the significance of low fee private school sector to the cause 
of educational progress in the country. The financial crises 
resulting from COVID-19 being endured by private school 
sector is hence an issue that extends beyond entrepreneur/
business specific problem faced by a particular industry, 
to an issue that has social implications at a much larger 
scale. Therefore, the government needs to formulate a plan 
that attempts to address the challenge.   

Framing the Challenge Facing Low Fee 
Private Schools

Low fee private schools have witnessed remarkable 
decrease in enrollments following the school closures after 
COVID-19. The drop in enrollment is mirrored in concerns 
shared by school owners. The sharp decline in existing and 
expected enrollments are expected to have resulted from (i) 
adverse economic shocks to household incomes resulting 
from COVID-19 lockdowns; (ii) parents’ unwillingness to pay 
school fees during suspension of in-person schooling. Since 
low fee private schools do not have requisite resources 
to enable strong distance learning ethos, suspension 
of in-person schooling is taken to assume suspension 
of schooling altogether. Even as in-person schooling is 
restored, various low fee private school owners report limited 
uptake from parents. In such cases, parents have made the 
conscious decision to restart children’s schooling after the 

summer vacations. The school closure in March, followed 
by parents’ unwillingness to resume school until August and 
the prospect of another spell of school closure anticipating 
the second wave have brought the low fee private school 
sector to the brink. Many such schools have cut costs 
by furloughing or laying off their teachers. Despite such 
cuts, all schools that wish to remain afloat need to make 
monthly rental payments in addition to salary payments for 
the staff that has been retained. With the threat of school 
closure looming soon, there is a real risk of many schools 
closing permanently. The governments need to develop 
plans to sustain the low fee private school sector beyond 
the challenging phase. It is a difficult undertaking given the 
budget constraints under which education departments 
and governments in general operate across the country. 
Therefore, a workable plan needs to do the bare minimum 
to extend support to the fledgling sector while ensuring 
limited compromise on alternate areas of focus. 

Outline of the Policy Response

Low fee private school sector requires a COVID-19 stimulus 
package from either respective provincial governments or 
private stakeholders. There are two possible routes that 
can be adopted to make the required capital available to 
schools to stay operational. The first route outlines what 
a government funded COVID-19 stimulus program ought 
to look like.  

Government Funded COVID-19 Stimulus 
Package for Low Fee Private Schools

It will entail a one-time grant that allows for low fee schools 
to make necessary overhead payments and sustain until 
August when the enrollment is expected to be back at 

pre-COVID levels. In exchange, the government can tie 
the disbursement of the stimulus package to certain pre-
conditions that contribute towards the documentation of 
large swathes of low fee private schools.  

Provincial government should initiate an application process 
for interested schools to apply for the grant. To cast a wide 
enough net to target a sizable breadth of low fee schools, all 
schools with fees up to Rs. 1000 should be made eligible. 

The stimulus package shall be rationalized by linking it to 
an estimation of the losses endured by schools. The size of 
the grant should be determined through a simple metric that 
measures the change in enrollment numbers between March 
and December 2020. The monthly school fee multiplied by 
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the reduction in enrollment should cover the total revenues 
lost per month. A one-time grant commensurate with 
3 months’ worth of lost revenue should provide much 
needed relief to entrepreneurs that shall hopefully revive 
much needed confidence within the sector. Depending on 
the fiscal space afforded by different governments, the 
total stimulus package for each school can be tailored to 
cover either 70 or 100 percent of lost revenues for a period 
of three months. This is acceptable since the recovery 
of monthly fees at most low fee private schools hovers 
around 70 percent.  To ensure transparency of the process 
is preserved and the grant is allocated to the functioning 
of schools, government shall outline a list of pre-requisites 
that shall be met by schools to remain eligible. 

Ensuring Better Access to Credit

The persistently challenging macro-economic outlook of 
the country and COVID-19 induced economic disruptions, 
mean the federal and provincial governments continue to 
operate under stricter budget constraints. The limitation 
trickles down to provincial education departments resulting 
in minimal fiscal space to embed an ambitious government 
funded COVID-19 stimulus package for the low fee private 
sector. Therefore, the more actionable way forward shall 
require the government(s) to leverage their standing in 
creating enabling conditions for the low fee private sector to 
access credit from private sources. According to a detailed 
study commissioned through FCDO, the total market of 
low fee private schools is worth around Rs. 77 billion. In 
addition to the social significance of low fee private schools 
noted above, it underlines the economic significance of the 
sector. In order to ensure that social as well as economic 
potential of the low fee private school market remains viable, 
accessibility to credit is critical. This can be achieved through 
accessible loans from commercial banks at subsidized 
rates. The proposed route borrows heavily from a much 
appreciated stimulus package for the construction sector 
announced recently by the Prime Minister. To boost greater 
construction activity in the country by providing greater 
access to finance, the package enables loans from banks 
at subsidized rates. The interest rate of construction of a 5 
marla house is 5 percent and 10 marla house is 7 percent. 
A similar intervention focusing on low fee private school 

sector promises to ensure viability of the sector in the face 
of severe financial challenges in the aftermath of COVID-19. 
It is, however, important to note that banks may require 
convincing in form of guarantees and assurances while 
lending to low fee private schools currently undergoing 
sever financial crises. A suitable framework agreeable to 
all parties will have to be developed with joint ownership. 
An ideal pre-condition for such an intervention to take 
form would be a close working relationship between the 
federal and provincial governments. The IPEMC should 
include deliberations on this point, forge consensus and 
present collectively owned recommendations to the federal 
government. The federal government should in turn engage 
the State Bank of Pakistan and develop modalities for 
implementation in the immediate term.

Necessary Pre-Conditions for Schools   

Privately and/or government funded buffer extended to 
the low fee private school sector should include a set of 
requirements from eligible schools that will help in the 
documentation of the low fee private school sector. 

Salient pre-requisites should include the following: 

• Official financial records of the school covering at 
least 1 year.

• Official enrollment records indicating the drop in 
enrollment with sufficient verifiable details of current 
and former students.

• Bank details of the school. 

• Proof of tax registration of the entrepreneur and proof 
of school registration.

• Undertaking on part of the entrepreneur that the amount 
shall be invested in the business to ensure it viability 
in the future.

Quick access to finance will not only contribute towards 
the sustainability of schools under threat but also provide 
the governments with enough oversight ability to monitor 
progress. 
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