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Summary of a rapid assessment carried out in Kenema District, 2015
1. Introduction

Due to the outbreak of Ebola in 2013/2014, schools in Sierra Leone had remained closed for from August 2014 to April 2015. In effect, students in Sierra Leone have lost an entire year of studying at school. To mitigate the impact of the epidemic on education, the Ministry of Education, Science and Technology (MEST), with support from UNICEF and other partners, launched a national Radio Learning Programme in October 2014.
Nonetheless, the impact of the crisis on children’s well-being, including their education, remains a critical concern for many organizations in Sierra Leone. Among others, many of the member churches of the Council of Churches in Sierra Leone (CCSL) reported psycho-social problems stemming from children’s idleness in their parishes and communities. Therefore, the present rapid assessment was planned and implemented by the CCSL, with the aim of determining the effects of Ebola on children’s education in three affected communities. [footnoteRef:1]  [1:  The study was originally intended as an input for an alternative report to the Committee on the Rights of the Child (CRC). It was carried out without external financial support, which demonstrates the CCSL’s commitment to promoting child protection in the context of the crisis.] 

2. Methodology

Between 4 to 15 February 2015, a total of 20 parents, 20 teachers and 30 students (Junior Secondary and Senior Secondary School) were interviewed in Kenema City (urban) and in two rural settings (Blama and Mano Junction). 
Table 1: Respondents, by community and respondent group (parents, teachers, students)
	Community
	Parents
	Teachers
	Students (Junior/Senior Secondary)
	Total

	
	Male
	Female
	Male
	Female
	Boys
	Girls
	Boys
	Girls
	

	
	
	
	
	
	JSS
	SSS
	JSS
	SSS
	

	Kenema City
	5
	4
	8
	2
	3
	7
	5
	4
	38

	Blama
	2
	3
	4
	1
	3
	0
	2
	1
	16

	Mano Junction
	3
	3
	4
	1
	2
	0
	3
	0
	16

	Total
	10
	10
	16
	4
	8
	7
	10
	5
	70



The researchers were social workers who are staff members of the Council of Churches.
The interview questionnaires are found in Appendices 1, 2 and 3.
3. Findings
3.1. Being out of school
The research showed that while some children had continued their education through private lessons during the time of school closure, others had engaged in domestic work, petty trading, and farm work, according to the interviewed parents (Table 2). 

Table 2: Activities children were involved in during school closure, according to their parents
 								
	
	Junior Secondary
	Senior Secondary

	Blama
	None
Petty trading
Ebola education & back yard gardening

	Petty Trading 
None
Computer studies
Ebola sensitisation activities 
Gardening
Listening to Radio Learning Programme


	Kenema
	Domestic chores
Home learning center 
Vegetable gardening
Visiting the clinic
Bike riding (bike taxi)
Petty trading
Private lessons
Listening to Radio Learning Programme

	None
Computer studies
Domestic chores
Home learning corner
Rice cultivation
Street trading 
Farming activities
Private lessons
Listening to Radio Learning Programme


	Mano Junction
	Garden work
Domestic chores
Petty trading
Farm work, vegetable gardening
Personal studies
	Rice cultivation
Personal Studies
Farm work, vegetable gardening




In Kenema and Mano Junction, most of the children had listened to the Radio Learning Programme of the Ministry of Education (MEST); however, few of the children in Blama reported that they had done so. (According to the parents in Blama, none of the children had listened to the Programme.) Out of those children who had utilized the Radio Learning Programme, almost all said that the Programme had been helpful, as it had helped them to review topics and courses. However, some children also reported challenges such as ensuring access to a radio or batteries, and understanding the teachings.

All the parents stated that their children did not enjoy the time spent out of school, as it was considered a “big set-back to education” and “brought about too much idleness”. Children had felt bored and discouraged. Partly as a result, two thirds of the girls[footnoteRef:2] included in the research had started to engage in sexual activity during the time of school closure, and more than half had fallen pregnant during the same time. One parent explicitly attributed her daughter’s pregnancy to the absence of academic concentration. [2:  Boys were not asked regarding this issue.] 


Some parents reported fear and trauma among their children as a result of the Ebola crisis. Others worried that their children might have become accustomed to earning money from their activities while the school had been closed.

3.2. Returning to school
All children, including the pregnant girls, intended to return to school when it was scheduled to re-open (originally in March). However, in Kenema, parents doubted whether their children would be able to cope with the school assignments, as the limited time left in the school year would make it difficult to keep up with the academic requirements. Moreover, parents were concerned that school closure might have made their children lazy and that they might have lost their zeal for learning. In Mano Junction, parents were particularly worried about their ability to obtain and pay for the necessary school materials.

The findings also indicate that some children may be set to continue their activities taken up during the time of school closure. In some cases, this includes continuing listening to the Radio Learning Programme, in case it continues. In other cases, children may continue to engage in economic activities, as announced by one third of the interviewed children.

Some teachers reported that their school had made preparations for the return of the students in March, cleaning of compound and class rooms and rehabilitation of toilets. Provision of psycho-social training for the teachers to rolled out to the students when school reopens. However, the majority of teachers stated that they were not aware of any special preparations. In Mano Junction, the school had reportedly even been used as a barrack for soldiers during the time of closure.

There was uncertainty among the teachers regarding the curriculum. Nearly all of the interviewed teachers assumed that the curriculum for the 2015 school year did not include time for review of subject matter covered in 2014. Hence, the teachers estimated that they would either (a) have two hours of extension hours of extension classes daily, or (b) spend ten minutes in every lesson for review, or (c) spend two entire months on the review process. 

3.3. Action recommended by the interviewed stakeholders
Parents had many suggestions for action to be taken to address the negative impacts of the Ebola crisis on the life of their children, including:

· Focus on counselling and trauma healing and rehabilitation of school facilities to accommodate children
· Help victims of the Ebola crisis with free education and pay special attention to pregnant girls and teen mothers
· Ensure the safety of children in school (providing nurses, reading body temperatures, health gear for safety)
· Prevent overcrowding in classrooms to minimize body contact
· Provide more school facilities be provided with incentives to encourage children to return to school, including vocational courses
· Remove all school fees, or at least allow a one year tuition waiver
· Boys should be given at least three months tuition waiver 
· Provide free learning materials, improve the curriculum and offer more recreational activities after classes to prevent children from engaging in illicit activities	

Meanwhile, teachers suggested the following action points, among others:

· Remove all school fees
· Implement full-scale sanitation programme (education and practices), with provision of related logistics (gear, chlorine, buckets) to make the school safe for learning
· Medical assistance for pupils 
· Counselling and psycho-social training for students
· Provide students with adequate learning materials
· Teachers should be prepared to teach six days per week, for which they must be compensated
· Implement school feeding program to encourage students to attend
· Engage children in full time study so they can regain what they have lost
4. Conclusion

Due to the limitations of the study in terms of the sample size, the present study cannot claim to be representative at a large scale. Nonetheless, it seems clear that children’s education and well-being have been negatively affected by the Ebola crisis in at least four inter-related ways:
1. All children have fallen behind in their academic careers, and it is still uncertain how well they will be able to get back on track.
2. Many children reported discouragement, stress, and trauma, due to the fear of Ebola in conjunction with the frustration of being forced out of school.
3. Many children started engaging sexual activity during the time of school closure, possibly facilitated by boredom and idleness, and there is a resulting high rate of pregnancies among students.
4. Many children have taken up work activities during the time of school closure. While it was not possible to assess the circumstances of their work activities, it is therefore likely that the crisis has enhanced the incidence of child labour, even beyond the re-opening of schools. This is a critical child protection issue in and of itself; in addition, child labour may enhance the risk of future school dropout. 
These findings highlight the need for social mobilisation and psychosocial support, including post-traumatic stress recovery, by civil society and faith-based organizations, in order to ameliorate the lasting effect of the Ebola crisis. 
In this regard, the churches in Sierra Leone in have an important role to play, due to their omnipresence and large range of social activities. Their impact is further enhanced by the positive inter-religious climate in the country, leading to many inter-religious social networks (e.g. Muslim teachers and children in Christian schools, and vice versa), which facilitates capacity-building across religious affiliations. 
In order to maximize their potential for psycho-social support, churches require strong capacity-building assistance that is adapted to the post-Ebola context.







Appendix 1: Parents’ questionnaire

RESEARCH RELATED TO EFFECT OF EBOLA ON EDUCATION OF CHILDREN
Kenema District, February, 2015
FOR PARENTS

1. Name of Respondent _________________________________________________

2. Address of Respondent________________________________________________

3. Number of your children in JSS and or SSS  	________ 

4.  Name of School your JSS child/children last attended in 2014 ________________________________________________

________________________________________________

5. Name of School your SSS child/children attend ________________________________________________

________________________________________________

6.  Activities your Child / Children have been involved in since school was closed in 2014

 			JSS						    SSS
	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	



6. Were the activities your Child / children were involved in beneficial to the family? 

	6.1 If yes – how so? 


7. Did your Child /Children listen to the Radio Learning Program of the MEST?  
	7.1 Yes ____ No_____

	7.2 How frequently?   Daily____  1 time/week______  2 times/week _____  
	      3 times/ week _______

8.  Was your child / Children Supervised when involved in the Radio Learning Programme? Yes __ No ___
	



9. In your opinion, did your child /children generally enjoy or not enjoy  the time spent out of School during 2014 to the present?


10. In your opinion, what was the biggest / greatest challenge experienced by your Child / Children since the school closure in 2014?




11. In your opinion, how did this challenge or challenges affect your child / children?

	11.1 If negative affect? 



	11.2 If positive effect?


12.  Will your child /children return to school in late March when school re-opens?  
	
	12.1 Yes____  No______

	12.2  If not why not?



13. In our opinion will your child /children be able to cope with the school assignments when school reopens?     

	13.1  Yes____________   No___________

	13.2  If no why not? 




14. Who will cover the schooling expenses of your child /children?



15. In your opinion, what will be the greatest challenge your Child / Children will experience when school re-opens in late March?





16.  In your opinion what will be the greatest Challenge for you when your Child / children returns to school in late march when school reopens?




17.  What have been other effects or impacts of the Ebola Crisis on the life your child / children

	17.1 Negative effects / impacts?


	17.2 Positive effects / impacts?

18. Do you have any suggestions or recommendations for action or responses that should be taken to address the negative impacts of the Ebola Crisis on the life of your child / children?

	18.1 for Girl Child



	18.2 for Boy Child
















Appendix 2: Teachers’ questionnaire

RESEARCH RELATED TO EFFECT OF EBOLA ON EDUCATION OF CHILDREN
Kenema District
February, 2015

FOR TEACHERS

1. Name  _________________________________________________

2. Address ________________________________________________

3. Name of School where he/she teaches _________________________________________________
	Years of teaching experience _____________________________________
	Subjects / Courses taught ______________________________________________________


4. In your opinion, what will be the effect of the long school closure on the students you teach in your classes?
	4.1 Negative effect





	4.2 Positive effect





5. In general, in your opinion, what will be the academic performance of the students that will attend your class when school reopens in late March?

	5.1 Very poor			_______
	5.2 Poor			_______
	5.3 Average			_______
	5.4 Above average		_______
	5.5 Far above average		_______
	
	5.6 Please give your reason for the performance level you selected



6. In your opinion, what will be the greatest challenges for the girl students in the classes you teach when they return to school in late March?




7. In your opinion, what will be the greatest challenges for the boy students in the classes you teach when they return to school in late March?





8. School has been closed since July, 2014.  Has your school made any special preparations for the students when they return to school in late March 2015?




9. If yes, what are the special preparation that have been made for the

	9.1 Girl Children


	9.2 Boy Children


10. Does the curriculum for the 2015 school year include time for review of subject matter covered in 2014?

	10.1 If so – how much time will be spent on the review process?



11.  Will you be expected to cover a curriculum for a full academic year in time remaining in the 2015 academic year?   

	11.1  If Yes _____   How will this be done?



	11.2  If No _____   What is the curriculum for the 2015 year?

                        
	11.3  Has the school staff met to discuss how the curriculum will be implemented in the 2015 	academic year?


	11.4  Have lesson plans been completed for the 2015 academic year? 

12.  Do you have any suggestions or recommendations for action or responses that should be taken to address the negative impacts of the Ebola Crisis on the academic life of children you will teach? 



Appendix 3: Students’ questionnaire

RESEARCH RELATED TO EFFECT OF EBOLA ON EDUCATION OF CHILDREN
Kenema District 
February, 2015

FOR JSS & SSS Students

1. Name of Student______________________________________ Male _______ Female ________

2. School last attended_______________________________________________________________

3. Current Grade Level completed is

	3.1 JSS 1 ________, JSS 2 ________  JSS 3 _________  JSS 4 ___________

	3.2 SSS 1 ________, SSS 2________  SSS 3 _________  

4. What activities / work were you involved in since school closure in 2014?



5. Did your parents make the arrangements for the activities / work that you were involved in or did you make the arrangements?
	5.1 My parents made the arrangements		________
	5.2 I made the arrangements			________
	5.3 Others made the arrangements		________

6. What was the impact or effect of your activities / work on your family?




7.  Did you listen to the Radio Learning Programme (of MEST)?  Yes_____ No ______

	7.1 If no, why not?  


	7.2  If yes, What course(s) did you listen too?

	7.3 If yes, In your opinion, was the Radio Learning programme helpful to you?


	7.4  What was the biggest challenge for you related to the Radio Listening Programme?


	7.5 If yes, how often did you listen?  
		1 time/week__ , 2 times/week __, 3 times/week __,  4 times/week____, daily___



8. Do you plan to return to school in late march, 2015 when school reopens?   Yes_____, No ______

	8.1 If no, why not?




9. If you do not return to school in late March, what activities / work will you be engaged in?



For Girls Only

10. Where did you receive sex education?
	10.1 Parents 		________
	10.2 School /  Teacher	________
	10.3 Friends		________


11. Did you become pregnant since school closed in 2014?




12. Did you become sexually active only after school closure in 2014?
	Yes __________  No ________


13. Have you already given birth to your child?  Yes_______, No _______

	13.1 If No, when will you give birth? ____________



14. How will your pregnancy affect your plans for returning to School?

	14.1 Will not attend school			______
	14.2 Planning to attend school this year	______
	14.3 Planning to complete my school later	______

15.  What are your biggest concerns as a teenage parent?
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