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The children of PNG have not 
escaped the devastating impact of 
COVID-19 and school closures on 
their education, health, wellbeing 
and protection.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Like most children around the world, the children of Papua New Guinea (PNG) have not escaped 
the devastating impact of COVID-19 and school closures on their education, health, wellbeing 
and protection. The picture that is emerging from data being released from countries around 
the world is bleak. Learning losses are profound and inequitable, with large disparities being seen 
both within and across countries. At the same time, the fundamental role of schools in supporting 
children’s health, wellbeing and protection has become abundantly clear as children face increased 
health, wellbeing and protection risks due to the profound impacts of COVID-19 and school closures.

The Department of Education (DoE), as part of the Education in Emergencies Response and 
Recovery Plan (EERRP), has commissioned this study on the gendered impacts of COVID-19 and 
school closures in PNG. This is in recognition of the fact that COVID-19 school closures have likely 
impacted girls and boys in different and profound ways. This study is an effort to understand the 
gender impacts of COVID-19 and school closures so that education response and recovery plans are 
gender responsive to the needs of girls and boys in PNG.  

The study re-examined available data and gathered new qualitative data to build an in-depth 
understanding of the impacts of COVID-19 and school closures on girls and boys in PNG. The 
EERRP baseline assessment, the Rapid School Assessment Surveys (RSAS) and the Water, Sanitation 
and Hygiene (WaSH) assessment all provide rich data that was further interrogated and analysed 
from a gender perspective. At the same time, purposeful qualitative data was collected from 
youth, teachers, key DoE personnel and EERRP NGO partners. This has allowed for deep and rich 
discussions to take place and for important insights to emerge.

WHAT DO WE MEAN BY GENDER RESPONSIVE?
It is worth defining what is meant by ‘gender responsive’ as there are many terms used to 
talk about gender and how policies and programs respond to gender inequity. The author 
uses gender response to mean policies, programs and activities that acknowledge and 
respond to the specific needs of girls and boys. 

Gender responsive policies and programs are an essential step on the path towards 
gender transformation whereby the causes of gender-based inequalities are addressed 
and harmful gender roles, norms and power relations are transformed. 
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This report should be read in conjunction with the EERRP COVID-19 baseline report. The EERRP 
COVID-19 baseline report provides detailed findings on data collected against EERRP outcomes 
areas:

Outcome 1: All students can continue remote learning safely

Outcome 2: All students and teachers can return safely to school

Outcome 3: All students are safe and learning

Outcome 4: Education system is more resilient to future disruptions

This report examines the EERRP baseline data from a gender perspective. Where gender dimensions 
are not found to be an influencing factor, the baseline findings are not repeated in this report. For 
instance, a lack of access to home learning materials was a significant finding in the baseline but 
was of equal concern for both girls and boys. Therefore, gender does not appear to have been an 
influencing factor, and hence the findings are not repeated in this report. 

The study sets out to answer three interrelated questions. 

First,  in what ways has the pandemic impacted girls’ and boys’ education in PNG, 

including girls’ and boys’ with different abilities. 

In answer to this question, the study found that while most children (55%) did not participate in home 
learning, of those that did, more girls (56.8%) than boys (53.8%) undertook home learning activities. 
The vast majority of both girls and boys used no tech or low tech remote learning options, such as 
home learning packs (no tech) or radio broadcasts (low tech). E-learning opportunities reached very 
few children, and there may be gender dimensions to the digital divide in PNG.

The rural / urban divide and education level were the biggest factors influencing whether girls and boys 
participated in home learning activities. Provincial variations across all EERRP datasets are stark. Home 
learning participation rates were highest for both girls and boys in urban locations such as National 
Capital District (NCD) and lowest in remote locations such as West Sepik. Home learning participation 
rates also increased the higher the education level of the child, with boys across almost all education 
levels engaging less in home learning than girls. Participation rates were lowest among girls and boys in 
early childhood education (ECE) and highest for both girls and boys in secondary education. 

COVID-19 school closures have in some instances been the final catalyst in driving already vulnerable1 
girls and boys out of school. Since schools reopened, slightly more girls (10.7%) than boys (10.4%) 
have withdrawn from school, and poor attendance is a major issue for both genders. Across all 
EERRP datasets poor attendance has been a major concern, with about 40% of both girls and boys 
not present in class at the time of the most recent RSAS (November 2021). The majority of youth 
interviewed for this study knew of a sibling or friend who had not returned to school when schools 
reopened. In PNG, poor attendance is a pervasive issue and often a precursor to early school drop-
out, which for girls can lead to early marriage and pregnancy.

1 The term vulnerable is used to describe children who are more at risk than children in the wider population because 
of the physical, social, economic or environmental circumstances in which they live. For instance, a child living in a 
rural area is not vulnerable unless a lack of services or resources within the rural area places that child at greater risk of 
exclusion. The distinction may be subtle but is important to note. 
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The early cognitive, physical and emotional development of the next generation, particularly 
girls, is under threat. Withdrawal rates are highest among ECE (girls: 26%; boys: 26%) and 
Elementary (girls: 19%; boys: 16%) level girls and boys. This means that children, particularly girls, are 
not getting the right start to life and will fall ‘off track’ with their early cognitive, physical, social and 
emotional development.  This will threaten their future learning and wellbeing outcomes, even if their 
withdrawal is temporary and they return to school, and may lead to increases in repetition and early 
drop-out rates. 

Learning losses are likely to be significant and inequitable. Global evidence suggests that low 
and middle income countries will suffer the most, with Learning Poverty2 estimated to rise from 50% 
to as much as 70%. According to recent learning assessments, children in many countries have 
missed out on most or all of the academic learning that they would have acquired if schools had 
remained open, with younger and more marginalised children often missing out the most3. With 
learning outcomes among children in PNG already a concern prior to the pandemic4, it can only be 
expected that low home learning participation rates and low attendance at school following schools 
reopening will result in children having fallen further behind.

Second, what are key risks for girls’ and boys’ education, including girls’ and boys’ 

with different abilities, associated with the impacts of COVID-19, including school 

closures, protection, economic shocks and the potential amplification of existing 

inequities?

In answer to this question, the study found that barriers to girls’ education were already profound 
prior to COVID-19 and that some barriers have been amplified. In particular, prevailing negative 
social norms and gender stereotypes, poverty, early marriage and pregnancy, gender based 
violence (GBV), as well as school related factors such as inadequate water, sanitation and hygiene 
(WaSH) facilities, long distances to school, school safety and a lack of gender responsive teaching 
practices and gender bias in curricula and textbooks were all barriers to girls education prior to 
COVID-19. In some instances, these barriers have been amplified. For instance, inadequate WaSH 
facilities already contributed to adolescent girls being absent from school during menstruation. 
During the COVID-19 pandemic, inadequate WaSH facilities have compounded the health risks 
children face in school, contributing to absenteeism and drop-out5. Children with intersecting 
vulnerabilities, such as girls with disabilities, those living in rural areas and the poor face the greatest 
marginalisation.

2 Learning poverty is a measure developed jointly by the World Bank and UNESCO’s Institute of Statistics. It means being 
unable to read and understand a simple text by age 10.  
3 The World Bank UNESCO and UNICEF (2021), The State of the Global Education Crisis: A Path to Recovery. p.5. 
4 For instance, the 2015 PILNA found that PNG grade 5 students were less likely to achieve the minimum standards in 
literacy and numeracy than their regional peers in the Pacific. In 2017, girls and boys mean scores by subject in the 
national year 12 examination were low. 
5 PNG NDoE (2021), Assessment of WASH in Schools Report 2021.
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While data is limited, key informants to this study all reported a perceived increase in child 
marriage, early pregnancy, child labour, violence against children, including GBV, drug and 
alcohol abuse, poverty and hunger among children. These negative impacts of COVID-19 and 
school closures are leading to poor health and wellbeing outcomes for children and likely fuelling  
absenteeism and withdrawal from school, as well as further entrenching negative cultural and 
social gender norms. It is likely that the health and wellbeing of children with disabilities, who face 
significant discrimination in PNG, has become worse as socioeconomic conditions deteriorate and 
already limited disability services are disrupted.   

The mental health and wellbeing of children, particularly girls, and teachers have suffered as 
a result of school closures. The negative impacts of COVID-19 and school closures on the mental 
health and wellbeing of both children and teachers have emerged in global studies as the role of 
schools in providing children with a daily routine, social interaction, emotional support and gender 
specific protection has become evident. Feeling worried, isolated and depressed have been regularly 
reported by students, particularly girls, and teachers in EERRP assessments, including at baseline 
and during surveys conducted for this study.

Third, what are the recommendations for appropriate gender sensitive responses in 

education for DoE and partner agencies to mitigate these impacts?  

A number of recommendations emerged from this study that can support the DoE and partner 
agencies to implement appropriate gender responsive policies and programs to mitigate the 
negative impacts of COVID-19 and school closures on children’s education, health, wellbeing and 
protection outcomes.  These are detailed under research question 3 and summarised below. 
Recommendations are organised by EERRP outcome areas to help support program improvements.
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These negative impacts of  
COVID-19 and school closures 
are leading to poor health and 
wellbeing outcomes for children 
and likely fuelling  absenteeism  
and withdrawal from school.
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All students can continue remote learning safely

1. Engage and train parents to support their children’s participation in home 
learning.

2. Design and develop gender responsive low cost no-tech, low-tech and e-learning 
resources and tools, including for ECE and Elementary level children who are 
missing out the most.

3. Develop and provide guidance for gender responsive on-line safety to students, 
teachers and parents.

All students and teachers can return safely to school

1. Ensure the Back to School campaign has a gender and disability focus on the 
return to school of girls and children with disabilities, including children that were 
out of school prior to the pandemic.

2. Provide financial support to vulnerable children, including previously out of school 
children, adolescent mothers, children with disabilities, children living in poverty 
and children in remote areas, to re-enrol in school.

3. Implement school feeding programs for vulnerable children.

4. Review Flexible Open Distance Education (FODE) and Vocational Education 
and Training (VET) entry requirements from a gender perspective to ensure 
that out of school girls and boys are supported to access alternative education 
opportunities.

5. Consult with teachers to develop a gender responsive support package that can 
be provided during times of emergency.

OUTCOME 2

OUTCOME 1
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OUTCOME 4

OUTCOME 3
All students are safe and learning

1. Improve gender responsive WaSH facilities and provide private, safe and disability 
inclusive toilets for girls and boys, ensuring that menstruating adolescent girls 
can use them with dignity.

2. Develop and train teachers to assess learning losses and develop targeted 
gender responsive catch up programs.

3. Develop and support gender and disability inclusive student clubs and 
extracurricular activities that also promote social and emotional learning and 
tackle adverse gender norms.

4. Train teachers to provide gender responsive psychosocial support (PSS).

5. Expand and strengthen school counselling and child protection awareness and 
referral services, including community based child protection mechanisms.

6. Provide guidance on gender and age appropriate topics that are typically left 
out of the curriculum, such as sexual and reproductive health, Menstrual Hygiene 
Management (MHM) and school related GBV.  

Education system is more resilient to future disruptions

1. Prioritise the systematic implementation of the gender equity and behaviour 
management policies in national and provincial education plans and budgets 
and develop and implement a child protection in education policy.
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The impacts of school closures 
on children’s learning are 
profound and will be felt for 
years to come.
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INTRODUCTION
This Gendered Impacts of COVID-19 School Closures in PNG study has been commissioned by the 
DoE under contract with Save the Children. It is a knowledge product of the EERRP. The EERRP is 
funded by the Global Partnership for Education (GPE) and the Australian Government through the 
PNG – Aus Partnership. UNICEF is the EERRP grant agent and ChildFund, Save the Children and World 
Vision have been engaged on behalf of the DoE and UNICEF as implementing partners. The key goal 
of the EERRP is to sustain learning and inclusion during and after the COVID-19 pandemic.

An estimated 2.4 million7 learners in PNG are among the over 1.6 billion learners around the world 
whose education has been disrupted as a result of COVID-19 school closures8. Like most countries 
around the world, PNG has closed schools in an effort to mitigate the spread of COVID-19. While 
the length of school closures have varied depending on the COVID-19 situation and the responses 
implemented in different school locations, the vast majority of schools across PNG closed during the 
national COVID-19 State of Emergency declared in March 2020 (6 weeks) and then again in April 2021 
(4 weeks). According to the EERRP baseline assessment, some schools remained closed well beyond 
the official State of Emergency.

The impacts of school closures on children’s learning are profound and will be felt for years to 
come. Global estimates of learning losses are staggering, with an additional 100 million children 
estimated to fall below the minimum proficiency level in reading as a result of the pandemic10. This 
will increase the number of children living in Learning Poverty11 in many low and middle income 
countries like PNG, where over half of 10 year old children cannot read and understand a simple 
text. According to new projections, the share of children living in Learning Poverty in low and middle 
income countries will potentially rise to 70% as a result of school closures12.

The World Bank warns of an ‘inequity catastrophe in the making’ as differences between the 
learning experiences of girls and boys, the rich and poor and other marginalised groups, such as 
children with disabilities, ethnic minority, refugee and displaced children, become more apparent 
both across and within countries around the world13.

7 2020 projected enrolment figures for learners in ECE, primary, secondary, VET, FODE and Special Education. PNG NoDE, 
National Education Plan 2020 - 2029, p. 95 - 96. 
8 UNESCO (2021), p. 13. 
9 Johnston, C., Mugga, D., Namit, K., Nasi, P., & Reen, J. (2021). Response, Recovery and Resilience; Findings from the 
Department of Education’s COVID-19 Baseline Survey of Schools, Teachers and Students. National Department of 
Education’s Education in Emergency Response and Recovery Plan. p. 10. 
10 Ibid, p. 19. 
11 Learning poverty is a measure developed jointly by the World Bank and UNESCO’s Institute of Statistics. It means being 
unable to read and understand a simple text by age 10.  
12 The World Bank UNESCO and UNICEF (2021), p.5. 
13 The World Bank (2021), Urgent, Effective Action Required to Quell the Impact of COVID-19 on Education Worldwide.
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The gendered impacts of COVID-19 and school closures have varied by context but some trends 
have emerged. Gender norms and expectations have impacted access to and participation in 
remote learning opportunities. In some contexts, the digital divide is gendered, with girls facing 
difficulties engaging in e-learning opportunities because of a lack of access to the internet, 
technological devices and digital literacy skills. Barriers to returning to school are numerous, with 
poverty, domestic and income-generating tasks, concerns about learning loss and falling behind, 
transition to adulthood, including marriage and pregnancy, and concerns about health and safety, 
all cited14.

The impacts of COVID-19 and school closures have resulted in negative health, wellbeing and 
protection outcomes for many girls and boys. The role of school in providing children with a 
daily schedule, social interaction and emotional support as well as gender-specific protection has 
become very clear. Evidence of adverse mental health outcomes and increased vulnerability to early 
and unintended pregnancy, sexually transmitted infections and GBV have emerged15.

Understanding the gendered impacts of COVID-19 and school closures is critical in continuing 
efforts to achieve gender equality in PNG. Strategies to mitigate the specific barriers to education 
continuity and gender specific risks to health, wellbeing and protection of both girls and boys will be 
needed. It is for this reason that the DoE as part of the EERRP has commissioned this study.  

The study provides important recommendations for appropriate gender responsive policy and 
program responses to the COVID-19 pandemic within the education sector for the DoE and EERRP 
partner agencies to take forward. This will help address gender inequities in education both now 
and into the future, where gender responsive policies and programs will be critical to future disaster 
risk mitigation and response efforts.

14 UNESCO (2021), p.14. 
15 Ibid, p.14.
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Understanding the gendered 
impacts of COVID-19 and school 
closures is critical in continuing 
efforts to achieve gender equality  
in PNG.
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The key goal of the EERRP  
is to sustain learning and 
inclusion during and after the 
COVID-19 pandemic.
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METHODOLOGY

PURPOSE AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS
The purpose of the study is to investigate the gendered impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on the 
education, health, wellbeing and protection of girls and boys in PNG and to provide evidence based 
and gender specific recommendations that can be actioned by the DoE and EERRP partners. The 
study sought to answer the following research questions:

1. In what ways has the pandemic impacted on girls’ and boys’ education in PNG, including girls’ 
and boys’ with different abilities? 

2. What are key risks for girls’ and boys’ education, including girls’ and boys’, with different 
abilities, associated with the impacts of COVID-19, including school closures, protection, 
economic shocks and the potential amplification of existing inequities? 

3. Recommendations for appropriate gender sensitive responses in education for DoE and 
partner agencies to mitigate these impacts?

The research questions and the full list of the lines of inquiry that emerged from the literature review 
can be found in Annex A. 

DATA SOURCES AND ANALYSIS
The research and analysis consisted of four components, as shown in Figure 1 and described below.

Literature
Review

Evidence from
existing data

Primary data
collection

 Validation

FIGURE 1: Components of the research and analysis on the Gendered Impacts of COVID-19  
School Closures in PNG. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW: 
The literature review was conducted between November 2021 and January 2022 on a rolling basis so 
as to take into account newly released data and publications. 

The review included national, regional and global literature on gender inequity in education 
and the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on girls’ and boys’ education, health, wellbeing and 
protection outcomes with a specific gender equity focus on the pre and current COVID-19 pandemic 
experiences of girls and boys. 

EVIDENCE FROM EXISTING DATA: 
Available data from the EERRP includes the EERRP baseline assessment (completed in May 2021) 
that captured data from schools, teachers and students, the RSAS (conducted first in May and 
again in November 2021) and the Water, Sanitation and Hygiene (WaSH) assessment (2021).  These 
assessments provide rich data and are further interrogated and analysed from a gender perspective 
for this study.

PRIMARY DATA COLLECTION:  
Primary data for this study was collected between late November and mid December 2021. Primary 
data included: 1) Key Informant Interviews (KIIs) with teachers and Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) 
with children aged 15 years and older from a randomly selected16 total of 20 schools in the EERRP 
target provinces17 of National Capital District (NCD), Western, Morobe and the Autonomous Region 
of Bougainville; 2) FGD with EERRP partners, and 3) KIIs with DoE representatives. 

The sample for the study is not representative but rather focuses on complementing the existing 
EERRP data by gathering in-depth qualitative data on how school closures have impacted 
on children’s education, health, wellbeing and protection outcomes. Sampling was therefore 
purposefully and aimed to gather a nuanced understanding of the experiences and insights from 
a cross-section of youth and teachers from across different educational institutions, including 
secondary schools, FODE, VET and IERC, as well as from key DoE personnel and EERRP partner staff 
who have been involved in the EERRP. 

The final sample included 234 (female: 108; male: 126) respondents. This included 166 students (girls: 
77; boys: 89), 55 head teachers (female: 24; male: 31), 6 DoE representatives (female: 3; male: 3) and 7 
EERRP partner staff (female: 4; male: 3). A summary of the instruments used and sample achieved for 
the study can be found at Annex B.  

VALIDATION:  
A remote validation meeting was held on 17 December 2021 with 16 participants, including youth 
(female: 2; male: 2), DoE representatives (female: 2; male: 4) and EERRP partners (female: 2; male: 
4). The validation meeting provided an important feedback loop with key stakeholders and the 
opportunity to share emerging findings and discuss recommendations directly with key stakeholders 
to the study. 
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ETHICAL REVIEW
The DoE Research and Evaluation Division provided ethical review and approval for this study in 
line with DoE regulations. Written and verbal informed consent was obtained from all youth aged 15 
years and older who participated in the FGDs, and verbal informed consent was obtained from all 
adult respondents. Individualised anonymised informed consent forms were captured and stored 
using KoBo ToolBox on an encrypted server.

LIMITATIONS
The COVID-19 pandemic is ongoing and at the time of this study PNG was experiencing a surge in 
COVID-19 infections and deaths. Travel restrictions as well as time limitations due to schools closing 
early for the end of the academic year hindered efforts to include all EERRP target districts and 
schools within the sample. The primary research for this study is therefore not representative and 
does not provide definitive conclusions. 

Reliable data on the impacts of COVID-19 on children’s education, health, wellbeing and protection 
outcomes in PNG is limited and while EERRP baseline data has been established, only the RSAS 
conducted in November 2021 provides a post baseline point of comparison. The study would have 
benefited from EERRP midline / endline assessment data, which would have provided evidence of 
changes over the course of EERRP.

16 In cases where randomly selected schools were not available to participate in the study they were replaced by 
randomly assigned back up schools. In cases where the back up schools were also not available, schools were 
purposefully selected based on their accessibility and availability. 
17 The EERRP target provinces of Lae, Madang, Sundaun and Vanimo were excluded because of a surge in COVID-19 cases 
and travel restrictions at the time of data collection. 

National Capital District

Morobe

Western Province

Autonomous Region of 
Bougainville (ARoB)
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Children in PNG, particularly girls 
and children with disabilities, face 
significant barriers to completing  
a full cycle of education.
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FINDINGS

RESEARCH QUESTION 1:  
IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON EDUCATION

In what ways has the pandemic impacted 
girls’ and boys’ education in PNG, including 
girls’ and boys’ with different abilities? 

Before COVID-19 school closures, children in PNG, particularly girls and children with disabilities, 
faced significant barriers to completing a full cycle of education. Access to education has 
improved over time and gender equity has almost been achieved in elementary and primary 
education. Despite this progress, girls struggle to complete their basic education. The chart below 
shows the Gender Parity Index (GPI) by education level in recent years. It shows that despite some 
progress, only 70 girls for every 100 boys make it to secondary school.

FIGURE 2: GPI by education level18

18 PNG DoE, National Education Plan 2020 – 2029, p. 15 
19 Elementary Prep is the first year of Elementary education in the PNG education structure, which currently includes   
Elementary (3 years), Primary (6 years) and Secondary (4 years) education. Under the NEP 2020  
20PNG NDoE (2020), National Education Sector Plan 2020 - 2029: Achieving Quality Education for All, p. 105.
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2018 Education Management Information System (EMIS) data shows that significant rates of 
both girls and boys drop-out of school, with the most significant declines in transition from one 
grade to the next occurring at key transition points between grade 2 and grade 3 (elementary 
to primary), between grade 8 and grade 9 (primary to lower secondary) and from grade 10 to 11 
(secondary to upper secondary). The retention rate of both girls and boys in PNG is very low, with 
only 45% of girls and 48% of boys that enter Elementary Prep19 remaining in school to grade 8 and 
only 16% of boys and 12% of girls that enter Elementary Prep remaining in school to Grade 1220.

The situation for children with disabilities is likely much worse. According to 2018 EMIS data, less 
than 10,000 children with disabilities are enrolled in elementary (3,599), primary (2,882) or secondary 
(1,335) education21. Education data for children with disabilities is not disaggregated by gender and 
data on the number of children with a disability in PNG are not available. Based on new calculations 
by UNICEF (2021), 1 in 8 children aged 0 - 17 years in East Asia and the Pacific have a disability22. 

This estimate suggests that the vast majority of children with a disability in PNG are either out of 
school or attending school but not identified in education data and therefore not fully supported.

During COVID-19 school closures, most girls and boys did not participate in any form of remote 
learning. According to the EERRP baseline assessment, only 55% of all children participated in 
learning activities at home, with slightly more girls (56.8%) than boys (53.8%) engaging in home 
learning activities. The November 2021 RSAS found that remote learning participation rates were 
lower than those reported at baseline, with 68% of head teachers reporting that students from their 
school did not access remote learning during school closures. 

The urban / rural divide was the biggest determinant of whether children participated in home 
learning activities. Provincial variations across all EERRP datasets are stark. At baseline, home 
learning participation rates were highest for both girls (82.6%) and boys (79.3%) in urban locations 
such as NCD and lowest in remote locations such as West Sepik, where only 15% of girls and 9.75% of 
boys undertook any home learning activities during school closures. 
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FIGURE 3: Girls and boys who participated in home learning by province.

2029  the education structure will gradually transition to include Kindergarten (2 years), Preparatory (1 year), Primary (6 
years) and Secondary (6 years) education. 
21 Ibid, p. 106. 
22UNICEF (2021), Seen, Counted, Included: Using data to shed light on the wellbeing of children with disabilities, p.10
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Education level also influenced whether both girls and boys participated in home learning, with 
boys across almost all sectors engaging less in home learning than girls. Participation rates were 
lowest among girls (36%) and boys (23%) in ECE and highest for both girls (80%) and boys (74%) in 
secondary education and other sectors (IERC, FODE and VET). 
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FIGURE 4: Girls and boys who participated in home learning by sector.

Location and education level were also factors in whether girls and boys received support with 
their learning at home. Both girls and boys in urban areas such as NCD (girls: 90%; boys: 86%) 
received significantly more support than girls and boys in rural areas such as Western (girls: 52%; 
boys: 51%) and West Sepik (girls: 46.5%; boys: 39%). The higher the education level the more support 
was provided to children, with both girls (57%) and boys (43%) in ECE receiving the least support 
from parents/caregivers and siblings with their learning and girls (79%) and boys (71%) in secondary 
receiving the most. Interestingly, children in secondary school called on a wider range of people 
in their lives to support them with their learning, with friends and other relatives providing support 
to more than 1 in 5 children. These findings are consistent with responses from youth during FGDs 
for this study, who reported no contact with their teacher (girls: 63.5%; boys: 67%) and not having 
anyone at home to help them learn (girls: 33%; boys: 47%) as their main difficulties learning from 
home.  
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FIGURE 6: Girls and boys who had support learning at home by sector. 

Efforts to provide e-learning opportunities reached only a small minority of girls and boys. There 
may be gender dimensions to the digital divide in PNG. Only about 13% of the population in PNG 
have reliable access to electricity23. According to EERRP baseline data, radio (girls: 35%, boys: 37%) 
and television (girls: 35%, boys: 34%) were the most accessible devices to children at home, with 
children in NCD having the greatest access to all forms of technologies (radio, television, computers, 
smart phones, mobile phones, WhatsApp and social media) and children in Western and West Sepik 
having the least access. 
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23US Embassy in Canberra (19 November 2018) The Papua New Guinea Electrification Partnership. 

While gender did not appear to determine whether a child had access to technologies at home, 
key informants to this study suggested that in households with limited devices, particularly in more 
traditional households in rural areas, it was likely that boys would be given preference and greater 
access over girls. Globally, access to mobile internet is 26% lower for women and girls compared 
to men and boys and the digital gender divide exists in all regions of the world24. This suggests that 
there are gender dimensions to digital access in PNG that may not have been revealed in current 
data - not least because of the very low penetration of internet connectivity across the country. This 
warrants further investigation, particularly as rolling out e-learning opportunities are a DoE priority. 

Slightly more girls (10.7%) than boys (10.4%) have withdrawn from school as a result of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The COVID-19 pandemic is ongoing so it is too early to know if the withdrawal 
rates reported at baseline are a precursor to permanent school drop-out. Withdrawal and low 
attendance have continued since baseline. The May 2021 RSAS found that 8% of students enrolled 
at the start of 2021 were still not attending classes regularly by May 2021, with more girls (12%) than 
boys (8%) attending irregularly. The November 2021 RSAS25 also found regular attendance to be a 
major issue, with only 64% of girls and 60% of boys regularly attending school prior to the pandemic 
present on the day of the survey. Head teachers provided a myriad of reasons for boys and girls 
not attending school, with over 50% of head teachers reporting family issues (conflict, separation, 
domestic violence), fear of contracting COVID-19 and parents being unable to support their children 
to attend school as the reasons for both girls and boys not attending schools. Over a third of head 
teachers also identified girls having to stay at home to help with household chores or look after 
younger siblings and boys having to work to help support the family. The majority of youth (girls: 
70%; boys:60%) who participated in FGDs for this study reported knowing of siblings or friends who 
had not returned to school after schools reopened. 
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FIGURE 7: Percentage of girls and boys who have withdrawn from school due to COVID-19.

24 UNGEI (May 2020), Putting Gender at the Forefront of the COVID-19 Education Response: Common Messaging 
Framework, p. 3. 
25 The November 2021 RSAS was conducted at a time when many schools were closed due to a surge in COVID-19 Delta 
infections across the country. This may have negatively influenced attendance rates. 
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The greatest rates of withdrawal are among ECE (girls: 26%; boys: 26%) and Elementary (girls: 
19%; boys: 16%) level girls and boys.  The high withdrawal rates among both girls and boys in ECE 
and Elementary puts children’s early development at risk and could lead to higher rates of early 
drop-out.  ECE is critical for children’s early cognitive, physical, social and emotional development 
and essential to giving them the right start in life. The link between ECE and school readiness is 
significant. Children who have enrolled in at least one year of pre-primary education are twice 
as likely to be on track in early literacy and numeracy, more likely to develop the critical skills they 
need to succeed in school and less likely to repeat grades or drop-out.  According to the EERRP 
baseline assessment, the high rate of withdrawal in the ECE sector stems from parental concern 
over the ability of schools to protect young children from COVID-19. The most common concerns 
parents had were around their children catching COVID-19, lack of social distancing, lack of PPE, 
and schools not following COVID-19 protocols. If not addressed, the high rates of withdrawal among 
children, particularly girls, in ECE and Elementary could threaten education continuity and lead to a 
significant spike in early drop-out.   

A lack of adequate gender and disability inclusive WaSH facilities has compounded fears about 
school safety and contributed to absenteeism and drop-out. According to the EERRP baseline, only 
65% of schools have adequate handwashing facilities and while 93% of schools have functioning 
toilets, only 85% had separate toilets for boys and girls and only 63% had toilets with doors and locks 
for privacy. Accessibility was a major concern for both handwashing stations and toilets, with only 
26% of hand washing stations disability sensitive and 22% of toilets accessible by wheelchair. While 
the EERRP baseline found good coverage of menstrual hygiene facilities within secondary schools, 
only 8% of primary schools were found to promote MHM for adolescent girls, with almost 1 in 5 
girls indicating that they stayed absent from school during menstruation at the time of the WaSH 
assessment (2021). There was a strong correlation found between schools having access to WaSH 
facilities and more students attending schools on a regular basis. This highlights the significant role 
gender and disability inclusive WaSH facilities have in supporting school attendance and ensuring 
schools are safe for all children.

According to key informants to this study, the impacts of COVID-19 and school closures have in 
some instances been the final catalyst in driving already vulnerable children out of school. Many 
of the key informants to this study described the situation for vulnerable children in PNG, including 
girls, children with disabilities, children from rural areas and children living in poverty. They explained 
how COVID-19 and school closures were the final catalyst to driving these children permanently 
out of school. Numerous anecdotes were provided. These ranged from girls living in rural areas far 
from school giving up on continuing their education due to already challenging travel and safety 
issues being compounded by COVID-19 to poor children and their families now being plunged even 
further into poverty, making school even more unaffordable and necessitating children to contribute 
to household livelihood activities. These examples speak to the many ways in which COVID-19 has 
compounded inequities and increased the vulnerabilities of children. The potential amplification of 
existing inequities is explored in detail under research question 2 below. 
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The impacts of COVID-19 and  
school closures have in some 
instances been the final catalyst  
in driving already vulnerable 
children out of school.
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Learning losses are likely to be significant and inequitable. According to recent learning 
assessments, children in many countries have missed out on most or all of the academic learning 
that they would have acquired in school, with younger and more marginalised children often 
missing out the most26. The impact of COVID-19 school closures on children’s learning outcomes 
has yet to be measured in PNG. However, growing evidence on the impacts of school closures on 
children’s learning reveal large learning losses with disadvantaged students disproportionately 
affected. Falling behind in their studies was identified as the most significant concern among the 
majority of girls (64%) and boys (66%) in the EERRP baseline assessment. 

As one would expect, there is a correlation between children’s concerns about falling behind in their 
studies and their participation in home learning activities, with both girls and boys in West Sepik being 
the most worried about falling behind in their studies and the least engaged in home learning activities 
during school closures. During FGDs with youth for this study, falling behind in their learning (girls: 32%; 
boys: 69%) and losing interest in school (girls: 64%, boys: 92%) were among the top reasons provided 
by girls and boys as to why siblings and friends had not returned to school.  

Teachers are making a commendable effort to support children to catch up on their learning but 
more can and should be done. According to teachers interviewed for this study, catch up classes, 
extra class time and extra homework have been strategies employed by schools to help children 
catch up on their learning. However, teachers and youth also thought that revision materials and 
study groups / homework clubs would help children to catch up on their learning. Teachers noted the 
lack of resources to provide learning materials and the need for more printers, ink and paper as well 
as support for e-learning opportunities, including both hardware, such as computers, tablets and 
phones, as well as digital literacy skills.  

26  The World Bank UNESCO and UNICEF (2021), p. 5.

There is a need to help and support teachers to be able to properly assess 
their students. This will be helpful for future disruptions as well. Diagnostic 
assessments  / tools to assess learning levels / losses are needed.

Female DoE officer commenting on the support needed for teachers to 
address learning losses.
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Teachers need support to address learning losses. Teachers interviewed for this study had a 
number of suggestions about the training and support they need to better prepare for students to 
return to school. Female and male teachers had a similar set of recommendations, with in-service 
training to assess learning loss and deliver catch up classes given priority.
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FIGURE 8: Things that should be done to better prepare teachers for school return by the gender 
of the teacher
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Barriers to girls education in PNG 
prior to COVID-19 were profound –  
evidence suggests some barriers 
have been amplified.
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RESEARCH QUESTION 2:  
RISKS TO EDUCATION, HEALTH, WELLBEING AND PROTECTION

What are key risks for girls’ and boys’ 
education, including girls’ and boys’, with 
different abilities, associated with the impacts 
of COVID-19, including school closures, 
protection, economic shocks and the 
potential amplification of existing inequities?  
 
EDUCATION RISKS
Barriers to girls education in PNG prior to COVID-19 were profound and available evidence 
suggests some barriers have been amplified as a result of COVID-19 and school closures. 
Studies have highlighted the negative impacts of social and economic barriers, such as poverty, 
early marriage, GBV and negative social norms and gender stereotypes, on girls’ ability to access, 
participate and complete their education. 

There are also school related factors, such as inadequate WaSH facilities, long distances to school, 
school safety, the lack of gender-responsive teaching practices and gender bias in curricula and 
textbooks. Children with intersecting vulnerabilities, such as girls, children with disabilities, those living 
in rural areas and the poor, face the most acute forms of exclusion27. 

Prevailing negative social norms and gender stereotypes in PNG mean that more girls are at risk 
of dropping out of school as a result of COVID-19 and school closures. Key informants to this study 
all highlighted the expectations on girls to do domestic household chores and look after siblings 
and the likelihood that these responsibilities have increased while girls were at home during school 
closures. According to FGDs with youth for this study, 31% of girls and 26% of boys did chores at home 
and looked after younger siblings during school closures. Girls, however, spend a great deal more of 
their time doing chores, with 30% of girls who undertook household chores spending 5 hours a day 
on these tasks.  

27 UNESCO (2020), Gender Report: A new generation: 25 years of efforts for gender equity in education, Global Education 
Monitoring Report.

As you move into rural areas girls become more disadvantaged. Girls 
are not important in our culture. Girls are only for marriage and bearing 
children and helping the household.

Male DoE officer commenting on the impacts of COVID-19 on children in 
PNG.
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Parental attitudes to education and girls’ education in particular means that for many girls there 
is little encouragement or support to return to school. At the same time, access to remote learning 
opportunities have been limited for the majority of children, particularly in rural areas, and both girls 
and boys worry about learning loss and whether they will be able to catch up. Both parents and 
children worry about whether schools can keep children safe from COVID-19. According to some key 
informants for this study, the negative gender norms that prevail in PNG, together with increased 
poverty and a perceived increase in domestic labour, early marriage and pregnancy as a result of 
the impacts of COVID-19, has resulted in parents providing little encouragement or support for girls, 
particularly those in rural areas and those living in poverty, to return to school.  

Poverty has been exacerbated by COVID-19 and has likely driven girls and boys living in poverty 
out of school and into child labour. According to UNDP, 40% of the population in PNG are poor and 
the poor have been hardest hit by the pandemic. The vast majority (87%) of the poor in PNG live in 
rural households and the living conditions of the poor have worsened as a result of lower income 
and higher expenses, with 57% of households experiencing an increase in food related expenses as 
a result of the pandemic28. Economic hardship can lead children into labour, often in dangerous and 
informal sectors, and can led girls to engage in transactional sex for basic goods. While national 
data for PNG is not available, it is estimated that an additional 9 million children globally will join 
the already 160 million children engaged in child labour as a result of rising poverty triggered by the 
pandemic29. 

Key informants to this study noted a perceived increase child labour and in adolescent girls 
engaging in sex work, particularly in urban areas, and attributed this to increasing economic 
hardship among already vulnerable girls.

Concerns about child labour were raised by 32% of teachers during the EERRP baseline assessment 
and by key informants to this study, who highlighted a perceived increase in children engaging in 
work, particularly in subsistence agriculture, informal markets and as street sellers. According to 
youth FGD participants for this study, 50% of girls and 34% of boys faced financial difficulties and 
55% of boys and 16% of girls worked to help support their families during school closures, with boys 
working an average of 4.25 hours and girls an average of 3.2 hours a day. 

28U  UNDP (2020), Socio-Economic Impact Assessment of COVID-19 on Papua New Guinea, Advanced Edition, p. 24 - 25.29 
The World Bank UNESCO and UNICEF(2021), p. 28.

Lockdown has knocked them up.

When you think about it you get scared…If the child is at home a girl can 
get pregnant and can be taken advantage of.

Parents don't understand their disability and belt children. Abuse them to 
do all house chores. 

Male and female DoE officer commenting on the impacts of COVID-19 
school closures on children in PNG.



  THE GENDERED IMPACTS OF COVID-19     35

PROTECTION RISKS
Early marriage and pregnancy have likely risen as a result of COVID-19 and school closure, 
driving more girls out of school. Globally, an estimated 10 million more girls are at risk of early 
marriage and adolescent pregnancy during COVID-19 school closures30. Concerns about the lack of 
supervision at home (63%) and child marriage (16%) were reported by teachers in the EERRP baseline 
assessment. According to youth FGD participants for this study, child marriage (girls: 23%; boys: 
42%) and pregnancy (girls: 30%; boys: 42%) were both cited as reasons why siblings or friends had 
not returned to school. Indeed, key informants to this study perceived a strong connection between 
children being at home without adequate supervision and the formation of peer relationships 
leading to unintended pregnancies, which in turn resulted in early forced marriage among youth.
While key informants noted that the behaviour management policy provides a framework for 
supporting adolescent mothers to continue their education, they also explained that in practice 
this policy was not well understood or implemented at the school level and that social stigma and 
discrimination meant that adolescent mothers rarely returned to school.  

Gender specific protection concerns, such as GBV and sexual abuse and exploitation, have likely 
increased during school closures. Violence against children in PNG, including GBV, is extremely high 
and has lifelong impacts on the health and wellbeing of children. Children exposed to violence can 
suffer from negative cognitive development, which impacts education achievement and contributes 
to school drop-out. Available data suggests that 75% of children in PNG experience some form of 
violence during their childhood, often within the home or at school. 43% of girls aged 15 to 19 years 
have experienced physical and/or sexual violence and early marriage is common, with nearly one 
third of women aged 20 – 24 years having married by the age of 1831. Concerns about GBV (19%) 
were raised by teachers during the EERRP baseline assessment and by key informants to this study, 
who highlighted a perceived increase in GBV as well as school aged girls engaging in sex work, 
particularly in urban areas. According to youth FGD participants for this study, not feeling safe in the 
community (girls: 31%; boys: 39%), GBV (girls: 19%; boys: 13%) and domestic violence (girls: 19%; boys: 
26%) were difficulties they experienced at home and in the community during school closures. 

The health, wellbeing and protection of children with disabilities have likely become worse. While 
data on the experiences and health, wellbeing and protection outcomes of children with disabilities 
during school closures in PNG is not available, UNICEF (2021) estimates that children with disabilities 
are twice as likely to be beaten as a form of discipline, more likely to be engaged in child labour 
in hazardous working conditions, experience significantly higher rates of bullying and may face 
an increased risk of sexual violence, with girls at a higher risk than boys. It is likely that the health, 
wellbeing and protection of children with disabilities in PNG, who face negative and discriminatory 
social and cultural attitudes and beliefs, have been negatively impacted by COVID-19 and school 
closures. According to a key informant for this study, increased economic pressure and stress on 
parents and caregivers has led to heightened risks of neglect, abuse and violence towards children 
with disabilities, especially when parents do not have adequate resources and support as a result of 
disruption to services.  

30 Ibid, 28. 
31 UNICEF (29 May 2021) PNG joins global partnership to end violence against children: PG becomes 33rd Pathfinding 
country. Press Release.
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HEALTH AND NUTRITION RISKS
While data is limited, children’s health outcomes have likely been negatively affected by 
COVID-19. According to Human Rights Watch (2021), one in 13 children die each year of preventable 
diseases in PNG and COVID-19 has put children’s health outcomes at risk by interrupting vaccination 
and other health programs32. While data is limited, key informants to this study all noted the 
significant disruption to already limited public health services as a major concern across the country. 
At the same time, 1 in 10 youth who participated in FGDs reported non COVID-19 related illnesses as 
difficulties they experienced during school closures.

Hunger may be increasing among children, including children with disabilities. While the impacts 
of COVID-19 and school closures on children’s nutrition is limited, broader changes due to the 
economic impact of COVID-19 and socio-economic conditions are a key aspect of how gendered 
patterns of nutrition have been experienced during lockdowns around the world and globally 
children with disabilities suffer disproportionately higher rates of malnutrition33. For instance, a 
rise in the economic and sexual exploitation of girls in Lesotho, Malawi, Madagascar, Zambia and 
Zimbabwe was attributed to school closure and the end of feeding programs34.This highlights 
how school closures, economic hardship and abuse can all intersect to undermine the health and 
wellbeing of children in gender specific ways. According to UNDP (2020), hunger in PNG is likely to be 
aggravated by the impacts of COVID-19 on food production, distribution and affordability and this 
is likely to have a particularly severe impact on children, many of whom are already suffering from 
poor nutrition. Hunger was cited as a concern by 37% of teachers in the EERRP baseline assessment 
and both female (12.5%) and male (30%) of youth who participated in FGDs for this study reported 
not having enough to eat during school closures.

Fears of increased drug and alcohol abuse within families and among children, particularly 
boys, were raised by teachers and key informants to this study. Several key informants noted the 
negative influence of peers on children’s choices and how school closures, a lack of remote learning 
opportunities and a lack of supervision at home all contributed to children, particularly boys, turning 
to petty crime, drug and alcohol abuse. According to teachers interviewed for this study, drug and 
alcohol abuse within the family was a significant challenge for both girls and boys. 

While unsubstantiated by available data, drug and alcohol use within families and among 
children can have significant negative health and wellbeing implications and can fuel poor school 
attendance and early drop-out. 

32Human Rights Watch (2021), World Report 2021 Events of 2020, p. 527. 
33UNESCO (2021) and UNICEF (2021), p.42. 
34UNESCO (2021). p. 45.

Boys are more involved in illegal activities, such as drinking home brew and 
causing problems in their communities. 

Male DoE officer commenting on the impacts of COVID-19 school closures 
on children in PNG.
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Early marriage and pregnancy  
have likely risen as a result of 
COVID-19 and school closure, 
driving more girls out of school.
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MENTAL HEALTH AND WELLBEING RISKS
The mental health and wellbeing of children have suffered as a result of the impacts of COVID-19 
and school closures, with more girls than boys reporting feeling worried and isolated. The 
negative impacts of COVID-19 school closures on the mental health and wellbeing of children has 
emerged in global studies as the role of schools in providing children with a daily routine, social 
interaction, emotional support and gender specific protection has become evident35. 
The EERRP baseline assessment found that the majority (approx. 74%) of both girls and boys were 
worried about coming back to school after COVID-19 and that children in the youngest (ECE: 96%) 
and oldest age groups (secondary: 90%) were particularly anxious. Worries centred around falling 
behind in their learning and studies (girls: 64%; boys: 66%); getting sick (girls: 59%; boys: 56%), family 
getting sick (girls: 39%; boys: 36%) and not being able to come to school (girls: 34%; boys: 32%). 
Feeling worried and isolated were the top two difficulties experienced by both girls and boys who 
participated in FGDs for this study, with more girls reporting feeling worried (69% compared to 52% 
of boys) and isolated (81% compared to 52% of boys). 

To date, very little psychosocial support has been provided to students. According to the EERRP 
baseline, only 1 in 3 schools have a counsellor to help with stress, anxiety, GBV and gender inequity 
issues. Secondary schools (64%) and FODE/VET (63%) were far more likely to have a counsellor 
compared to ECE (12%), elementary (28%) and primary schools (39%) and there were stark provincial 
variations, with schools in Morobe (63%) much more likely to have a counsellor compared to schools 
in  other provinces, such as West Sepik (15%). Female (20%) and male (26%) youth interviewed for 
this study reported that teachers have talked about mental health in class and a minority of boys 
(16%) and no girls reporting having accessed the school counsellor. Teachers and youth interviewed 
for this study had a range of suggestions as to what more could be done to support student mental 
health and wellbeing, as shown in figures 8 and 9 below.
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FIGURE 9: Youth suggestions for psychosocial support by gender. 

35 UNESCO (2021), p.73.  
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FIGURE 10: Teacher suggestions for psychosocial support by gender.

Key informants interviewed for this study highlighted the critical need to respect, protect and 
motivate teachers through increased support. Many key informants talked about the frontline role 
teachers have played in the COVID-19 response and how teachers have risked their own lives and 
the lives of their families to perform their duty out of love for their students and the nation. Female 
teachers in particular have gone out of their way to support children’s learning, with 60% of female 
teachers compared to 49% of male teachers reporting that they supported their students to learn 
from home during school closures at baseline. At the same time, 100% of female teachers compared 
to 14% of male teachers interviewed for this study reported that they were challenged by how busy 
they were with family responsibilities during school closures. Key informants thought that teachers 
should be recognised and supported with an additional package of support. Some key informants 
thought teacher incentives should include a risk allowance, which is provided to teachers in rural 
areas, ongoing provision of adequate PPE as well as other incentives.
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The recommendations reflect the 
commitment of PNG’s education 
stakeholders to strengthening 
gender responsive policy and 
program responses to the  
COVID-19 pandemic.
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RESEARCH QUESTION 3: RECOMMENDATIONS

Recommendations for appropriate gender 
sensitive responses in education for DoE and 
partner agencies to mitigate these impacts?
The recommendations provided below aim to be relevant and appropriate to the PNG context. 
Recommendations from global and regional studies on effective COVID-19 response and 
recovery policies and programs have been reviewed and contextualised for the PNG context were 
appropriate. Preference has been given to policy and program response priorities identified by key 
stakeholders to this study. Youth, teachers, DoE representatives and EERRP partners generously 
gave their time and thought to sharing actions that can be taken to support both girls and boys to 
return, continue and complete their education. It is hoped that the recommendations below reflect 
the commitment of PNG’s education stakeholders to strengthening gender responsive policy and 
program responses to the COVID-19 pandemic within the education sector.  

Recommendations are organised by EERRP outcome areas to help support program improvements.

Outcome 1:  

All students can continue remote learning safely
1. Engage and train parents to support their children’s participation in home learning. Many girls 

and boys did not engage in home learning or receive support from parents/caregivers. Boys did 
not engage in home learning or accessed support from parents/caregivers to the same extent as 
girls. Awareness raising and training for parents will need to provide parents/caregivers with gender 
responsive strategies to overcome gender barriers to participation and engagement. 

2. Design and develop gender responsive low cost no-tech, low-tech and e-learning resources  
and tools, including for ECE and Elementary level children who are missing out the most.  
No-tech and low-tech distance learning options have been particularly important to providing gender 
responsive solutions and reaching children in rural areas. One size does not fit all in a country where 
geographical differences prevail. Given low electrification and internet penetration across PNG, 
supporting schools to provide no-tech paper based home learning packs through the provision of 
basic resources such as printers, ink and paper, as well as expanding low-tech options, such as radio 
and television broadcasting, will be essential to ensuring education continuity for all children during 
times of emergency in the short to medium term. Particular attention needs to be given to assessing 
the gender dimensions in digital access, skills and online safety so that e-learning opportunities are 
expanded equitably.  Efforts to expand e-learning opportunities could include reviving and expanding 
public libraries with e-learning hubs, providing devices and data subsidies so as to make e-learning 
more accessible and equitable and ensuring that e-learning opportunities, such as the MY PNG Home 
Study site currently under construction, are gender inclusive and whitelisted so that access is free. 

3. Develop and provide guidance for gender responsive on-line safety to students, teachers 
and parents. Efforts to expand the use of on-line learning must include effective guidance for 
on-line safety so that students are aware of and protected from online abuse, teachers are 
supported by on-line safety protocols and parents are aware of and supported to mitigate  
on-line safety risks and support their children’s learning and wellbeing.
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Outcome 2:  

All students and teachers can return safely to school

1. Ensure the Back to School campaign has a gender and disability focus on the return 
to school of girls and children with disabilities, including children that were out of 
school prior to the pandemic. Campaigns should also promote the importance of early 
childhood and elementary education and regular school attendance. They should include 
information in multiple accessible formats and specific outreach and follow up with families 
of vulnerable girls and children with disabilities to ensure their return to school. This should 
also include positive messaging about the benefits of adolescent mothers continuing their 
education, including the benefits a mother’s education has on a child’s development and 
their contribution to the family and the nation. Key informants to this study highlighted the 
role youth could play in gender transformation. They considered youth to be agile and key 
influences in their communities that can help to advocate and create a generational shift 
towards greater gender equality in PNG.

2. Provide financial support to the vulnerable children, including previously out of school 
children, adolescent mothers, children with disabilities, children living in poverty and 
children in remote areas, to re-enrol in school. Consider waiving school fees, providing cash 
transfers and/or incorporating budget within school grants to financially support the most 
vulnerable children with education expenses, such as school fees, uniforms, learning materials 
and transport costs etc. Cash transfers have been found to be a promising approach to 
ensuring girls return to school following COVID-19 school closures.36 37  

3. Implement school feeding programs for vulnerable children. Feeding programs have been 
shown to encourage school enrolment and regular attendance, particularly of girls, and child 
hunger and access to nutritious food has likely increased as a result of increased poverty and 
the economic impacts of COVID-19.

4. Review FODE and VET entry requirements from a gender perspective to ensure that out 
of school girls and boys are supported to access alternative education opportunities. For 
instance, the prerequisite for grade 8 completion as an entry requirement for FODE has been 
cited as a barrier to adolescent mothers’ access to FODE. 

5. Consult with teachers to develop a gender responsive support package that can be 
provided during times of emergency. For instance, female teachers have a greater burden 
of care during times of school closures and this may require specific support. Consulting with 
teachers to develop a support package that could be provided both now and in future crises 
would help to motivate, respect and protect the teaching workforce.

36For example, in Kenya a one-time cash transfer to girls in secondary school in a Nairobi informal settlement of about US 
$150 in the first week that schools reopened and then again six weeks later saw 95% of girls enrolled in school compared 
to 87% in the control group. 
37  UNSECO (2021), p. 64.
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Outcome 3:  

All students are safe and learning

1. Improve gender responsive WaSH facilities and provide private, safe and disability inclusive 
toilets for girls and boys, ensuring that menstruating adolescent girls can use them with 
dignity. This should include a review of the WaSH policy to identify and address any gender 
responsive gaps. 

2. Develop and train teachers to assess learning losses and develop targeted gender responsive 
catch up programs. This could include expanding the current EERRP booster program. Learning 
assessment data should be analysed by gender and disability to capture differences and 
similarities and enable gender responsive and inclusive actions to be taken. Furthermore, catch 
up programs need to be gender and disability responsive in their design. For instance, extra tuition 
in the evenings may present protection risks for girls and may require alternate or additional 
support, such as escorts / safe transport options, to ensure girls can safely return home.

3. Develop and support gender and disability inclusive student clubs and extracurricular 
activities that also promote social and emotional learning and tackle adverse gender 
norms. Study groups, reading clubs, maths clubs and student interest groups can provide 
opportunities for peer to peer learning as well as help establish positive peer relationships 
among and between girls and boys, including children with disabilities. Gender and disability 
inclusive student clubs and extracurricular activities, such as inter-school competitions, 
cultural activities or community sports, will not only help overcome learning gaps and support 
positive mental health and wellbeing  outcomes but will also help transform negative gender 
and disability norms and attitudes.

4. Train teachers to provide gender responsive PSS. The EERRP includes psychosocial training 
for teachers and provides a basis from which to strengthen and expand gender responsive PSS 
training for teachers.  

5. Expand and strengthen school counselling and child protection awareness and referral 
services, including community based child protection mechanisms. School counsellors 
are instrumental in providing one on one support to the most vulnerable and at risk children, 
including pregnant girls, adolescent mothers and children who have suffered from GBV and 
abuse. Expanding inclusive school counselling services and strengthening child protection 
referral systems will ensure that schools have the capacity to respond to protection, mental 
health and wellbeing concerns among children as schools reopen. Community based child 
protection mechanisms will be instrumental during school closures when school based 
reporting and referral services are disrupted.

6. Provide guidance on gender and age appropriate topics that are typically left out of the 
curriculum, such as sexual and reproductive health, MHM and school related GBV.  
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Outcome 4:  

Education system is more resilient to future disruptions

1. Prioritise the systematic implementation of the gender equity and behaviour management 
policies in national and provincial education plans and budgets and develop and 
implement a child protection in education policy. This should include implementation 
guidance for schools and monitoring guidance to inspectors so that policy implementation is 
effectively supported. 
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ANNEX A:  
RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND LINES OF 
INQUIRY
The research questions initially set forth in the Terms of Reference and the lines of inquiry that have 
emerged as a result of the desk review were:

1. In what ways has the pandemic impacted on girls’ and boys’ education in PNG, including girls’ 
and boys’ with different abilities?

a. What impact has the COVID-19 pandemic had on the continuity of learning for girls and 
boys at different education levels?

b. What access did girls and boys at different education levels have to remote learning 
resources and how did gender, remoteness and other factors effect access?

 i.  Is there a difference in the remote learning modalities accessed by girls and boys (e.g. 
radio, tv, internet-based learning apps)?

 ii.  Have existing cultural and social gender norms impacted on the ability of girls and 
boys to participate in remote learning and if so, how (e.g. time, parental / caregiver 
support for learning, access to digital technology, digital literacy etc.)?

c. What impact has the COVID-19 pandemic had on the retention of girls and boys, 
including boys and girls of different abilities, at different education levels following 
school closures?

 i.  What are girls and boys retention and attendance rates post COVID-19 school 
closures?

 ii.  What factors have influenced any declines in retention and attendance rates (e.g. 
financial pressure on families, increased protection risks etc)?

 

4. What are key risks for girls’ and boys’ education, including girls’ and boys’, with different 
abilities, associated with the impacts of COVID-19, including school closures, protection, 
economic shocks and the potential amplification of existing inequities?

a. Have pre-existing gender inequities deepened during COVID-19, affecting learners’ 
health, protection and wellbeing outcomes?

 i.  Have poverty levels increased and if so, has this impacted on participation in home 
learning and/or retention and attendance following school closures (e.g.  the amount 
of time girls and boys contribute to supporting income generation and/or their time for 
learning)?

 ii.  Have there been increases in health (e.g. nutrition), safety (e.g. GBV, FDV) and 
wellbeing (e.g. mental health) risks for girls and boys since the COVID-19 pandemic



48   THE GENDERED IMPACTS OF COVID-19 

b. How have head teachers, teachers and schools responded to support the education, 
protection and wellbeing needs of girls and boys?

i.  Have teachers supported girls and boys to return to school?

ii.  Are teachers addressing learning losses?

iii.  Are teachers addressing wellbeing issues among girls and boys?

c. What challenges have teachers and head teachers faced during COVID-19 school 
closures?

 i.  What challenges have teachers faced supporting remote learning and addressing 
learning losses?

 ii.  What personal challenges have teachers faced during school closures?

iii.  What support for teacher wellbeing has been provided by schools?

4. Recommendations for appropriate gender sensitive responses in education for NDoE and 
partner agencies to mitigate these impacts?

a. What policies and program responses implemented by the NDoE and their partners 
have been successful in furthering gender equity in education?

i.  How have community mobilisation, information campaigns and other strategies 
been employed to promote girls’ and boys’ return to school, and targeted marginalised 
learners that may be most likely to not return to school?

 ii.  Which strategies have been most effective?

b. What policies and programs from other contexts could the NDoE and partner agencies 
adopt/adapt to mitigate the negative impacts of COVID-19 school closures and further 
gender equity in education?
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ANNEX B:  
STUDY INSTRUMENTS AND SAMPLE

Gender Study 
Instruments

Overview of questions No. of females No. of males Total

FGDs: Students 15 
years and over 

The experiences and challenges faced by 
girls and boys during school closures and 
their access to and participation in home 
learning. Experiences returning to school 
and support provided to return to school, 
stay safe from COVID-19, catch up on lost 
learning and address wellbeing issues. 

77 89 166

KII: Head teacher 
and teachers 

Challenges faced by girls and boys and 
learning activities that were possible 
during school closures. Activities head 
teachers / teachers undertook to 
support children to learn from home and 
challenges experienced. %age of girls 
and boys that returned to school and 
barriers to return. Support provided to 
prepare for return to school, mitigate 
learning loss and support children’s 
social and emotional wellbeing and 
recommendations for future support. The 
personal and professional experiences 
and challenges faced by head teachers 
/  teachers and recommendations for 
future support.

24 31 55

KII: DoE 
representatives from 
relevant divisions,  
including EiE, 
inclusive education, 
teacher education, 
school inspections, 
guidance and 
counselling and VET. 

Barriers to education for girls and boys 
in PNG and whether these had been 
exacerbated as a result of COVID-19 
school closures. Government policy and 
program responses and challenges to 
mitigating the negative impacts of school 
closures on children’s education, health, 
wellbeing and protection outcomes.  

3 3 6

FGD: EERRP Partners, 
including UNICEF, 
Save the Children, 
World Vision and 
ChildFund

Barriers to education for girls and boys 
in PNG and whether these had been 
exacerbated as a result of COVID-19 
school closures. Successes and 
challenges in supporting remote learning 
and return to school programs. 

4 3 7

Total 234
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