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Brief PointsDuring the COVID-19 pandemic, educa-
tional institutions in Bangladesh closed 
fully or partially for 82 weeks. Bangla-
desh is home to one of the world’s larg-
est refugee camps, with a population 
of approximately 900,000 Rohingya 
refugees from Myanmar, at least 50% of 
whom are younger than 18. Rohingya 
children in Bangladesh are banned 
from accessing formal education and are 
instead offered classes in basic literacy 
and numeracy at NGO-run learning 
centres. These learning centres were 
closed during the lockdown. Drawing 
on new survey data, this brief explores 
the extent to which refugee and host-
community children in the Cox’s Bazar 
district of southeastern Bangladesh risk 
permanently discontinuing educational 
services even after the reopening of 
schools and learning centres.
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Returning to School or Dropping 
Out after the COVID-19 Closure?
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• Bangladesh had one of the longest 
school closures in the world, affecting 
children and youth both in the host 
community and among the Rohingya 
refugees.

• Within the host community, public 
school attendance increased after the 
pandemic relative to before the pan-
demic.

• Among refugee children, there was a 
dramatic drop in teenage girls’ atten-
dance at NGO learning centres relative 
to before the pandemic. The already low 
attendance rate among young Rohingya 
girls fell 30% after the pandemic com-
pared to before the closures.

• Commonly reported reasons for teenage 
refugees to drop out of school relate to 
family obligations and the security situ-
ation in the refugee camps, which has 
worsened significantly over the past two 
years.
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Introduction

COVID-19 has been not only a global health 
crisis but an educational one as well. One of the 
main tools that governments used to curb the 
spread of the virus was school closures, which 
are estimated to have affected the developmen-
tal outcomes of nearly 1.7 billion learners world-
wide. Although many concerns have been raised 
about the long-term impact of these closures, 
thus far little systematic evidence has been pre-
sented to support these concerns.

Even before the pandemic, the educational 
situation in the Rohingya refugee camps was 
severely constrained. Refugees were and still are 
banned from formal education in Bangladesh. 
The refugees are instead offered access to 
learning centres organized by various NGOs, 
as well as to religious education in madrasas. 
Additionally, the refugees themselves have 
initiated informal schooling and home-based 
learning centres. However, this kind of private 
instruction was banned in December 2021.

We conducted a representative survey of ap-
proximately 1200 households in Cox’s Bazar, 
Bangladesh, to investigate individual attendance 
before the shutdown and after the reopening 
of educational services. We particularly focus 
on differences between the Rohingya refugee 
community and the Bangladeshi host com-
munity – across age groups and between male 
and female children and youth. Overall, we find 
no clear evidence of a long-term impact on at-
tendance as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
To the contrary, overall educational attendance 
increased among children and youth in the host 
community after the reopening. However, we 
find a dramatic 30-percent drop in attendance 
at NGO learning centres by female Rohingya 
youths relative to pre-pandemic attendance.

Previous Research on Educational 
Consequences of School Closures

School closures have the potential to perma-
nently increase dropout rates, particularly 
among students in low-income areas lack that 
compulsory educational programmes (Angrist 
and Keueger 1991). During the COVID-19 pan-
demic, UNESCO, UNICEF, and the World Bank 
together warned about the potential ill effects 
of school closures worldwide: children would 
take up work and would also be at risk of early 
marriage, and many educational services would 

close permanently due to loss of staff and in-
come (UNESCO, UNICEF, World Bank 2021).

The body of literature on the effects of school 
closures in low- and middle-income countries 
during previous epidemics is limited. Most data 
come from the 2013–2016 West African Ebola 
epidemic, and it is mixed. Studies from Liberia, 
Guinea, and Sierra Leone found evidence of 
children not returning to school after closures 
(Carvalho et al. 2020), but also found that, in the 
long term, attendance returned to pre-closure lev-
els, even for vulnerable groups (Yao et al. 2021).

In sum, the existing literature on educational at-
tendance provides no clear evidence of a persis-
tent, long-term dropout rate as a result of school 
closures. It does, however, suggest that there 
may be large variations between various groups 
of individuals who have different motivations 
for dropping out.

Previous studies have highlighted refugees and 
girls as two groups that are at a disproportion-
ate disadvantage during crises. UNESCO and 
others have estimated that 11–20 million girls 
and young women may drop out of school in the 
next year for COVID-19-related reasons (Malala 
Fund et al., 2020). Prior to the pandemic, refu-
gee children worldwide were twice as likely to be 
out of school as non-refugee children (UNHCR, 
2021). Forecasts for refugee girls are particularly 
grim: The Malala Fund estimates that as much 
as half of all refugee girls who were in school 
before the pandemic will remain out of school 
after the reopening.

Potential Effects of the COVID-19 
Closure on Education in Cox’s Bazar

The COVID-19 closures in Cox’s Bazar could 
negatively affect the re-enrolment of children in 
educational services in a variety of ways related 
to the supply and demand for these services.

First, parents may hesitate to send their children 
back to schools and learning centres out of fear 
of getting the COVID-19 virus, thereby reducing 
the demand for existing educational services.

Second, and perhaps more likely, some families 
may have experienced increased poverty as a 
result of the pandemic and so may abstain from 
sending their children to school in preference 
to sending them out to work to generate income 
for the household (Bandiera et al. 2020). When 

families are forced to limit which children can 
attend school, they usually choose to send the 
boys, so that they can learn skills necessary for 
future wage labor. Girls are often expected to 
spend time at home doing domestic work.

Third, school closures, lockdowns, and increased 
financial stress may increase the risk of child 
abuse, mental health problems, and the emo-
tional exhaustion of caregivers. Such difficulties 
at home could, in turn, pose challenges to re-
enrolling children in educational institutions.

Fourth, poverty and financial stress may also 
expose female youth in particular to early mar-
riage and early pregnancy (Bandiera et al. 2020; 
Burzynska and Contreras 2020).

Fifth, accounts from NGOs and the refugees 
themselves indicate that the security situation de-
teriorated during the pandemic. Whether or not 
this was a result of the closing down of society 
is unclear. However, as the camps become more 
dangerous, families may opt to restrict the free-
dom of movement of their children and youth. 
Given that female youths are particularly vulner-
able to violence and that it is deemed improper 
for adolescent Rohingya females to be alone 
outside the family home, concerns about a lack of 
security could disproportionately affect them.

In sum, there are multiple reasons why long-
term dropout rates could have increased among 
host and refugee communities in the aftermath 
of the school closures. We expect female youths 
to be especially vulnerable to long-term dropout, 
as many of the situations discussed above dis-
proportionately affect this subgroup.

The Survey

To investigate the use of educational services in 
Cox’s Bazar, we partnered with Innovations for 
Poverty Action (IPA) to conduct an in-person 
survey in July 2022. The survey included both 
Rohingya refugee households and Bangladeshi 
host-community households located in Teknaf 
and Ukhiya subdistricts. Approximately 1226 
households were interviewed (gathering infor-
mation on 2,805 children aged 4¬18), with 612 
households from the refugee camps and 614 
from the Bangladeshi host community. The 
households were selected at random, using sam-
pling frames based on village (mouza) for the 
host community and camp block for the refugee 
community.
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For each child aged 4–18, household heads were 
asked to report on whether the child used any of 
the following education services before the pan-
demic (March 2020) as well as at the time of the 
interview (June 2022):

• NGO-based learning centre [camp only]

• Formal school (government or private) [host 
community only]

• Madrasa/religious school

• Community-based/private tutoring outside 
the home

• Private tutoring in the home

Increased Attendance, except for 
Refugee Girls Older than 12

The most common types of educational services 
are formal public schools (for host community 
children only), NGO learning centres (for refu-
gees), and madrasa/religious schools. Only 2% 
of the children in both refugee and host commu-
nity households used private tutoring at home 
in March 2020 and June 2022. The use of private 
informal tutoring outside of the home increased. 
About 5% of refugee children and 1.5% of host-
community children used such tutoring in 
March 2020, with the percentage rising to 15% 
and 11%, respectively, in June 2022. These data 
are in line with previous findings that the popu-
lation of Cox’s Bazar diversified the educational 
services they used during the closure. The use of 

madrasa schools by the refugee community did 
not change significantly between March 2020 
and June 2022, with 28% of all children attend-
ing such schools. However, the use of madrasas 
dropped among children in the host community 
from 34% to 25%. The most significant changes 
were observed in the use of NGO learning cen-
tres (by refugees) and of public schools (by the 
host community). In what follows, we focus on 
these two types of educational institution.

Figure 1 shows the share of children, by age and 
gender, attending a learning centre (for refugees) 
or public school (for host community) before 

March 2020 and in June 2022. The blue line repre-
sents educational attendance before the pandemic 
and the orange line, attendance in June 2022.

Notably, enrolment in public schools by children 
in the Bangladeshi host community increased 
significantly after the schools reopened. Before 
March 2020, about 30–60% of children between 
the ages of 8 and 12 attended public schools. In 
June 2022, attendance had increased to more 
than 90%.

We do not observe a similar increase in the 
refugees’ use of learning centres, which, for 
the most part, was essentially the same in June 
2022 and in March 2020. However, attendance 
by refugee girls older than 12 dropped dramati-
cally during the pandemic, and has continued to 
decline, according to enrolments in June 2022. 
Less than 20% of female refugees over 12 at-
tended a learning centre in June 2022.

Closer inspection, using OLS regression of these 
patterns to control for household characteristics, 
supports our initial impression: Whereas the 
pandemic-related school closures did not seem 
to affect negatively the enrolment of either chil-
dren in the host community or of male refugee 
children, they caused, on average, a 30-percent 
drop in learning-centre attendance by female 
Rohingya youths.

Even before the pandemic, refugee girls were 
dropping out of school in large numbers when 
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Figure 1: Attendance at Learning Centres (LC) and government schools, by gender
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Figure 2: Reasons for why children in refugee households are not receiving any education, separated 
              by gender and age of child (with youth being defined as over 12 years old)
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Boys, as expected, are more likely to abandon 
their education because they must work for in-
come. Twenty-five percent of respondents offered 
this reason to explain why a male youth in their 
household stopped his education, but only 8% 
cited this explanation for female youths. This 
reason may explain why the price of education 
was also more often cited for male rather than 
female youths who were not receiving an educa-
tion. Paying to educate a male, in contrast to 
female, youth is more likely to be seen as a trade-
off with gaining household income. It is some-
what surprising that male attendance did not 
drop after the re-opening of schools and learn-
ing centres. This could indicate that constraints 
on household income between March 2020 and 
June 2022 were less serious than expected.

Recommendations for Policy and 
Research

• The government of Bangladesh should end 
the ban on private teaching in the camps. In 
particular, home-based teaching can be an 
important alternative for teenage girls.

• Security concerns are a significant threat 
to girls’s attendance at learning centres. As 
requested by the refugee community, the Ban-
gladesh Army should replace the Armed Po-
lice Battalion in taking care of camp security.

• International humanitarian support for the 
refugee camps and the host community must 
continue so as to assist the government of 
Bangladesh in handling the crisis.

• Improved access to the internet in the camps 
and free SIM cards would improve learning 
conditions.

• There is need to further develop and research 
interventions aimed at improving educational at-
tendance among young women, in particular.  

they reached puberty. This tendency intensified 
during the COVID-19 school closures.

Why do teenage refugee girls drop out?

In our survey, we asked the household heads 
why individual children did not make use of 
educational services. They could choose from 
among multiple answers provided in the sur-
vey, and there was no limit to the number of 
responses they could select. Figure 2 illustrates 
the most common reasons given for why a cer-
tain child was not attending school. For the sub-
sample of refugee households, we have present-
ed the answers by the child’s gender and age.

There are several striking differences with re-
spect to gender. First, and as expected, family 
obligations are the most common reason offered 
for why a female youth is not receiving educa-
tion, but it is rarely cited for males of similar 
age. Similarly, age is an obstacle to education for 
30% of female youths, whereas being too old is 
only cited by household adults for 10% of male 
youth. And finally, marriage is a reason given 
for 10% of female youths who do not receive 
education but for less than 1% of male youths.

Our survey results do not reveal directly whether 
the pandemic exacerbated some of these gender 
differences, but we contend that school closures 
are likely to have increased the rate of marriage 
as well as the need for labor at home because of 
pandemic-related economic constraints.

We can see that females were more affected 
than males by the deteriorating security situa-
tion. Although safety was offered as a reason for 
not returning to education for 20% of female 
youths, no respondent mentioned security as 
an issue for male youths. Any change in the 
security situation is therefore very likely to affect 
have a much greater impact on enrolment of 
girls than of boys.


