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PREPAREDNESS FOR REOPENING AND
CONDUCT OF SCHOOLS DURING AND
POST COVID-19 PERIOD

*Narmada S
**Somasundaram A

Abstract: COVID-19 has thrown the educational system
of India into turmoil. India with its vast and diverse
educational scenario has to prepare itself for reopening
and conducting schools, taking into account the disparity
inthe economic strata among itsinstitutions. Schools serve
as nodal centres for distribution of nutritious food, for
physical fitness and also take care of psychosocial
wellbeing of the children. Hence, closure of school s causes
multidimensional effects. Lack of space, resource
constraints, disparity in accessing technological
advancements are huge challenges in implementing
uniform policies while reopening. The introduction of new
online and offline platforms of education by the efforts of
government has paved the way for a new learning
methodol ogy. This combined with additional effortsto take
care of the nutritional and physical needs of the children
will usher in a different era in Indian educational system.
Thisarticle discusses policiesthat can be implemented by
schoolswith the support and willingness of all stake holders
from the students to the society at large. The methods and
need to implement principles of social distancing,
respiratory hygiene and etiquette, minimising large
gatherings, restructuring of seating arrangements, self-
discipline in reporting and treatment of illnesses are
discussed.

Keywor ds: Educational system, India, COVID-19 impact,
Reopening schooals.

Nobody would have expected ascenario whereatiny
virus would shake the entire world. As of 27" April 2020,
approximately 1.725 billion learners are affected due to
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school closure worldwide. One hundred and eighty six
countries have implemented nationwide closures with
another eight countries implementing local closures.?
The Indian system of education was left perplexed when
the much awaited public exams and other competitive
examinations had to be postponed or cancelled. Given the
uncertain trgjectory of this pandemic, there is confusion
among studentsand school authorities of how the upcoming
academic year will be. In addition to this, it is difficult to
predict theimpact on children of the extended absencefrom
regular school. India with its 15 lakh schools and 50,000
higher educational institutions is home to one of the most
diverse and largest educational system in the world.>?
The system here is unique, in that we have government
schools with minimal infrastructure and international
schoolswith the best possibleinfrastructure, existing under
the sameboards. Thefollowing article focuseson theissues
faced by the schools in India and the measures to be
implemented during and post COVID period.

Impact of COVID-19 on schools - the Indian
scenario

India ordered closure of the schools and colleges on
16" March 2020. Thisis acrucia time for our education
sector as board examinations, entrance to various
universities, competitive examinations were all set to
happen during this period. The new academic year also
starts by June. Around 32 crore young learners in India
have been impacted and the most severe among them, are
approximately 13 crore students in classes 9 to 12.
The resultant impact on the students are :

1
2.

Interrupted learning

Poor nutrition - mid day noon meal scheme providing
significant proteinsand caloriesis unavailable

3. Confusion and stress for parents and teachers
4. Challenges of e-learning and home schooling

5. Gaps in child care and high economic burden for
parents

Rising exposure to child pornography, sexual
exploitation and domestic violence

Social isolation®
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Unique challenges of Indian educational
system

Indian education system has 70% of students in
government institutions with minimal access to online
system of education.® The considerable gap in the
infrastructure between government and private schoolsand
the domestic environments of studentsisahuge challenge.

The main issue is the space constraint in schools.
The average work area a student gets in India is only
2 feet. With an average student’s shoulder width of 2 feet,
even in the most elite of schools, children are made to sit
very close to each other. Some classes cater to
around 150 students which means they are in close
proximity to each other. Almost 45% of schools lack
playgrounds.®

With schools shut down, remote learning is the only
way available. However, the mgjor challenge in Indiais
the accessto el ectricity and internet connections. A nation-
wide survey of villagesdonein 2017-18 showed that though
99.9% of homes had access to power connection, 53% of
the houses did not have electricity for upto 12 hoursin a
day. Only 24% of Indians had access to smart phones and
hardly 11% of households had accessto any form of smart
devices like net books, palmtops, desktops or tablets.
Besides, there are interstate variations in the availability
of the electricity and internet.”

Theother issueisthe nutritional needs of the children.
There is now a logistic challenge in providing food for
nearly 12 crore children who are dependent on the midday
meal, which is probably the only nutritious meal they get.
On the other hand, there is a growing incidence of obesity
from 3.6 to 11.7% among affluent school students.®®
We are at the crossroads where the double challenge of
obesity and undernutrition have to be addressed.

In the following sections, we would discuss the
measures to be adopted by various stakeholders, keeping
in mind the unique challenges of the Indian education
system.

Measures to be adopted by the school
administration

When schools arefully or partially open, COVID-19
prevention and control strategies should be maintained.
The recommended actions and requirements outlined in
the following section are simple and can be adopted in all
schools irrespective of the economic discrepancies.®

1. Hygieneand environmental cleaningto limit exposure

2. Physical distancing at school
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. Regular screening and management of symptomatic
students, teachers and other school staff

4. Communication with parents and students
5. Additional school-related measures
6. Regulationsto be followed in Residential schools™

1. Hygieneand environmental cleaningto limit exposure

a) Educate everyone in the school about COVID-19 with
emphasis on its prevention; this includes appropriate and
frequent hand hygiene, respiratory hygiene, mask use,
symptoms of COVID-19 and what to do if one gets sick.
Non-contact greetings should also be advised.
Weekly updates must be provided asthe pandemic evolves.

b) Create a schedulefor frequent hand hygiene, especialy
for young children, and provide sufficient acohol-based
rub or soap and clean water at school entrances and
throughout the school. Hand washing strategies include
washing with soap and water for at least 20 seconds,
especialy after using thetoilet, before eating, after blowing
their nose, coughing or sneezing. Wherefeasible, using an
alcohol-based hand sanitizer that contains at least 60%
alcohol can be encouraged where water is scarce.’

¢) Schedule regular cleaning of the school environment,
including toilets, with water and soap/detergent and
disinfectant. Clean and disinfect frequently touched
surfaces such as door handles, desks, toys, supplies, light
switches, doorframes, play equipment, teaching aids used
by children and covers of books.

d) Limiting thetiming of exposureor direct physical contact
is mandatory like in physical education classes, sports or
other physical activitiesand play in playgrounds, wet areas
and changing rooms. Can avoid contact sports/swimming
classes and encourage aternate methods of individual sport
activities.

€) Increase frequency of cleaning in gym, sports facilities
and in changing rooms, provide hand hygiene stations at
entrances and exits, establish one-way circulation of
students through the facilities and limit the number of
persons allowed in the locker room at one time.

f) Put in place respiratory and hand hygiene and physical
distancing measuresin transportation such as school buses
and tipsfor students on safe commute to and from school,
including those using public transport. Allow only 1 child
per seat and at least 1 metre apart in school buses, if
possible. This may lead to a need to increase the number
of school buses per school. If possible, windows of the
bus should be kept open.
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g) Develop a school policy on wearing a mask or a face
covering in line with national or local guidance. If a child
or school staff is sick, she/he should not come to school.
Provide sufficient medical masks for those who need it,
such as school nurses and children with symptoms.

2. Physical distancing at school: Measures given here
also addresses the issues of spacing in schools especially
staggering the opening hours and modification of timetable.

a) Maintain adistance of at |east 1 metre between everyone
present at school.

b) Increase desk spacing (at least 1 metre between desks),
putting dividersin between desks, dtering the arrangements
like acircular class room, staggering recesses/breaks and
lunch breaks (if difficult, an alternative isto have lunch at
the desk).

¢) Modify the timetable, with some students and teachers
attending in the morning session and othersin the afternoon
session. Another alternative is to have half the students
attending on 3 days of a week and the other half on the
other 3 days{ odd-even plan} .2

d) Consider increasing the number of teachers, if possible,
to alow for fewer students per classroom (if space is
available).

€) Advise against crowding during school pick-up or day
care and if possible, avoid pick up by older family or
community members(e.g. grandparents) and stagger arrival
and/or dismissal times.

f) Move lessons outdoors or ventilate rooms as much as
possible (andtry to avoid use of air conditioners, especially
central type).

g) Create awareness to ensure the students do not gather
and socialize when leaving the school and in their free
time.

h) Cancel field trips, assembliesand other large gatherings.

i) Limit nonessential visitors and reduce congestionin the
office.

j) Limit bringing in students from other schoolsfor special
programs (e.g., music, robotics, academic clubs)

k) Parent teacher meetings can be restructured via phone
rather than face-to-face, - enabling easier communication
both ways.

I) Discourage staff, students and their families from
gathering or socializing anywhere at placeslike afriend’'s
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house, a favourite restaurant, a birthday party or the local
shopping mall.*

3. Screening and management of sick students, teachers
and other school staff

a) Enforce the policy of “staying at home if unwell” for
students, teachers or school staff with symptoms.

b) Create a checklist for parents/students /staff to decide
whether students /staff can go to school taking into
consideration the local epidemiology of COVID-19.
The checklist could include:

e underlying medical conditions and vulnerabilities,
to protect the student/staff

o recent illness or symptoms suggestive of COVID-19,
to prevent spread to others

e special circumstances in the home environment,
to tailor support as needed

e specia considerations regarding school transport as
needed.

¢) Consider daily screening for body temperature, and
history of fever or ‘feeling feverish’ in the previous
24 hours, on entry into the building for al staff, students
and visitors to identify persons who are sick. Ensure that
enough personnel are available for this screening.

d) Ensure students who have been in contact with a
COVID-19 case stay at home for 14 days. The school
officials should notify public health authorities in case of
apositive COVID-19 case.

€) Establish procedures for students or staff who have
symptoms of COVID-19 or are feeling unwell in any way
to be sent home or isolated from others.

4, Communication with parents and students

a) Inform parents about the measures the school is putting
in place and ask for cooperation to report any cases of
COVID-19 that occur in the household. If someonein the
household is suspected to have COVID-19, keep the child
at home and inform the school.

b) Explain to the students the reason for school-related
measures, including discussing the scientific considerations
and highlighting the help they can get through schools
(e.g. psychosocia support).

5. Additional school-related measures

Ensure that during school entry, all age appropriate
vaccinations especially those against vaccine preventable
diseases are completed.
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6. Regulationsto be followed in residential schools

Most of the policies discussed above will also be
applicable for boarding schools. The following are some
of the policies specific for Residential school

a. It isimperative that the students are screened on arrival
to the hostel

b. Thereisaneed to have an inhouse nurse and if students
are more to have an inhouse doctor on call

c. Students to be encouraged to report even if there are
minor health related complaints

d. Seperatefacilitiesor local guest housestoisolatechildren
or staffswho turn out to be positive with minor symptoms
need to be prepared in advance.

e. Cleaning of the exposed areas according to government
protocols should befollowed - Close and Clean response.™®

Measures to be adopted by the students
1. Learning the steps for hand washing

Itismandatory that every student learnsthetechniques
of hand washing which should be done on school entry,
before and after food and snacks and after using the rest
rooms. Remember not to touch the face.

2. Maintaining social distancein the school

They need to maintain their designated places with
1 metredistance between friends, avoid touching each other
during free time and avoid sharing cups, eating utensils,
food or water bottles.

3. Training the children to be leaders in keeping
themselves, their school, family and community healthy

They need to learn about preventing disease spread
and model good practices such as sneezing and coughing
into elbows.

4. Learn to accept other children who return after
recovering from illness

Children should be taught to accept others and not
tease anyone since everybody is prone to the infection.

5. Should learn toimmediately contact the caregiver if
they feel dlightly sick

Children should be encouraged to seek the help of the
caregiver if they feel sick and should be supported
psychologically so that they are not frightened by their
sickness.
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6. Age appropriate technique to be adopted - For e.g.
The kindergarten schools can be close. If open, pre-
schoolers can be taught all these etiquettes with simple
rhymes and manoeuvres like flapping their wings or
extending their armsto instill the concept of safe distance.

7. E- learning - Children should be encouraged to adapt
to thisnew method of learning, to havetheir doubtsclarified
and supported.’2

Role of parents and care givers

Parents and caregivers have seldom spent so much
time with children as during this pandemic, therefore
thisisaunique opportunity to mould their children’s
behaviour. With no other diversions or people to
distract them and with so much uncertainties around,
parents presence and their psychological support is
essential to all children from pre-schoolers to
adolescents.

1. It is of utmost importance for parents to update
themselves on the latest facts from reliable sources about
COVID-19. They should take care not to share inaccurate
information or videos regarding the negative aspects of
illness.

2. They need to recognise symptoms of COVID-19 like
fever, cough, sore throat or shortness of breath and seek
immediate medical attention. They need to notify the school
and also reassure their child in simple language.
Unnecessary panic by the parents will further frighten the
children.

3. Encourage the children to attend school when they are
healthy.

4. It is their responsibility to reinforce basics of hand
washing, cough etiquette and social distancing .*?

5. Parents should be supportive to their children in their
efforts to attend classes online. Make provisions at home
to install gadgets and monitor their use by their children.
Many NGOs are ready to help with distance learning.
Pooling of resourcesin thecommunity to help lessfortunate
studentsin the areacan aso beinitiated by parents.

6. Itisthe duty of the parentsto ensure achild friendly and
calm environment to facilitate learning at home as school
timings may change allowing the children to do their work
predominantly through e-learning.

7. Domestic violence to be strictly condemned as it is the
right of every child to have a safe environment at school
or home.
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Future of education

This pandemic will change the course of education as
we know it. We need to teach the guardians of tomorrow,
resilience, adaptability, communication, empathy,
creativity, emotional intelligence and other life skills for
the future. Theory based learning should give way to
experiential learning, taking greater recourseto technology.
Schools need to keep these challenges in mind while
designing the curriculum. Government schools have
commenced smart classes and Montessori system of
learning and in due course will learn to keep pace with
these changes.*

New systems of learning

We need content and delivery systems that harness
and utilize technology to its fullest. Looking at these
challenges of collegesand schools, variousinitiatives have
come up from the Ministry of Human Resources,
Department of Technical Education, National council of
educational research and training (NCERT) and NGOs.

Some of the new initiatives are Swayam - online
courses for teachers, UG/PG teachers for non technology
courses, e-modules on various subjects. National digital
library, google classroom and e-Yantra are other resources.
Swayam portal integrates NCERT textbooks, engineering
and non-engineering courses and e-books for students.
It is a viable alternative and easy learning to grasp the
course. Theportal was set up by Government of Indianearly
two and ahalf years ago and it definitely endorses the fact
that e-learning may not be a distant dream.*

Government has created National Knowledge
Network, National Project on Technology Enhanced
Learning (NPTEL), National Mission on Education
Through Information and Communication Technology
(NMEICT). These connect easily with institutions and
provide the high speed band network for education
institutes.

Efforts need to be made by all of usto make sure PC/
Desktop/ Mabile for end delivery are available to every
student irrespective of the strata of society. Giving away
laptops to all students studying in 11" standard and
above in Tamilnadu is an example which shows us that
thisisfeasible.? Future of education is going to be global
teachers, global university, degrees obtainable from reputed
universities offering interesting distant learning content and
aglobal outlook. Faculty will also need to stand up to this
challenge of integrating technology in their teaching.
Accreditation criteria need reconsideration.
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New laws to maintain online privacy of
children

While online platforms are being developed,
commitment to protect the privacy of children should be a
top priority and all stake holders especially vendors need
to be covered by the law.t Children’s Online Privacy
Protection Act (COPPA) adopted now in USA may have
to be integrated in India too.

New system of arrangements of classes

With greater space constraint, effective and efficient
ways of conducting classes haveto be devised. We need to
do away with traditional bench system of seating and use
aternative type of seating like acircle, or running school
in shift systems.

Future modalities to maintain physical
fitness

Opening up of other avenues for physical fitness
becomes essential. Starting of online yogainstructionsand
short physical education videos for students of all ages
may be aviable alternative. The portal needsto integrate
social/ club virtual hangouts and online school
counselling.*

Adopting new ways to deliver and maintain
nutrition of children

Unfortunately Indiawould be one of the 88 countries
to missits nutrition related target of reducing stunting in
children. India is identified as among the three worst
countries, along with Nigeria and Indonesia, for wide,
within-country disparities on stunting, where the levels
varied four-fold across communities. It isimperative that
aternate system to maintain nutritionis facilitated even if
children stay at home due to new modes of learning.
This can include delivery of foods to their homes using
public distribution system, making available nutritious
powders for collection at the school and provision of cash
or vouchers.!81°

Conclusion

In conclusion, ajoint effort by all stake holders from
the management of schools, parents, students, government
and NGOs have a great part in preparing the schools to
handle the post COVID situation. Future of our younger
generation will be protected by our willingnessto bring in
changes in the system that not only raises them to be
responsible individuals, but also fosters a responsible
community that appreciates and protects nature and
nurtures posterity.
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Points to Remember

COVID-19 hasdisrupted I ndia’seducational system
which is vast and varied with wide disparity in
resources amongst the schools in the public and
private sector.

Schools are not only centres of education in India
but take care of nutritional and physical needs of
children through various schemes.

Schools need to implement uniform policy to
maintain social distancing, respiratory etiquette as
well asusher in new modalities of education for the
coming years.

Thefuture of the education systemwill involve more
of e-learning platformswith policiesto maintain the
privacy of children and newer modalitiesto takecare
of nutrition and fitness with significant changesin
infrastructure.
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