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Brief PointsCOVID-19 not only shut down many ser-
vices that national governments provide 
to the public, but also severely limited 
the ability of international organizations 
to deliver services during humanitar-
ian crises. We argue that the absence of 
governments and INGOs created space 
for informal institutions to expand their 
presence. In this policy brief, we present 
an analysis of data derived from a phone 
survey of host community households 
and refugees in Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh 
in July–August 2020 about their use of 
educational services before and during 
the lockdown. The refugee community 
relied on prior ties to informal educa-
tional services, whereas the host commu-
nity lacked similar connections to mul-
tiple informal options. This suggests that 
informal institutions provide a substitute 
for governments and international orga-
nizations when these shut down.
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• Prior to the lockdown, Rohingya house-
holds were more likely than host-com-
munity households to use no education-
al service at all. If they did, they were 
more likely to rely on more than one 
kind: typically, NGO-provided services 
in combination with religious education.

• The host community largely relied on a 
single provider, the most common being 
religious but still governmental (48%), 
private (44%), or public schools (39%).

• During the lockdown, the number of 
households with no access to education 
increased, but the impact of this dif-
fered between the refugee and the host 
population.

• Although refugees had more education-
al service options during the lockdown 
than the host community, the quality of 
those services was likely to be poorer.
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Introduction

International organizations, such as United 
Nations High Commission for Refugees 
(UNHCR), the International Organization 
for Migration (IOM), and the United Nations 
Children’s Fund (UNICEF), regularly work with 
partners and donors to provide services to refu-
gees around the world. Variations in service pro-
vision by international organizations and host 
governments sometimes cause conflict between 
refugee and host communities. Yet, the involve-
ment of both governments and international 
non-governmental organizations (INGOs) in 
service provision allows states to host refugees 
and helps states manage refugee influxes that 
host communities may find threatening. But 
what happens when both the government and 
INGOs shut down?

The COVID-19 pandemic not only shut down 
governments all over the world, but also severely 
limited the ability of international organizations 
(IOs) to deliver services during a humanitarian 
crisis. Among the many sectors hit hard dur-
ing the pandemic was education. This policy 
brief draws on our Frontiers in Education article 
(Gjerløw, Karim & Østby, 2021) to explore the 
impact of the sudden closure of government and 
private schools, as well as NGO-led learning cen-
tres, in Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh, and the effect 
of the closure on the use of alternative educa-
tional services by refugee and host-community 
households. Relying on a phone survey sample 
of 616 Rohingya refugee and host households, 
we found that although education for both refu-
gees and the host community declined drasti-
cally during the COVID-19 pandemic, the avail-
ability of informal service providers offered an 
important safety net for refugees in particular.

When International Organizations and 
National Governments Shut Down

In countries that host refugee populations, IOs 
are primarily responsible for providing services. 
Although host populations resent service provi-
sion to refugees, many national governments 
are likely to be more effective than international 
actors at providing goods and services. IOs are 
less likely than national governments to have 
the necessary capacity and cohesion to provide 
these services.

Certain events, though very rare, can cause 
the collapse of formal governance. Global 

pandemics or other disasters temporarily inter-
fere with the ability of governments and interna-
tional organizations to continue to provide ser-
vices. One consequence is that refugees become 
worse off while the host population continues 
to accumulate capital. Poor pre-disaster service 
provision (to refugees) predicts larger service 
deficits between refugee and host communities 
during a shutdown because the shutdown rein-
forces pre-existing structural inequalities.

However, shutdowns do not necessarily dis-
proportionately reduce access to services for 
refugees relative to the host population because 
refugees may have more access than host com-
munities to informal service providers. In many 
areas, informal governance authorities provide 
public goods and services in competition with 
formal sources of authority. Non-state actors, 
such as traditional leaders, religious leaders, or 
even insurgent, gang or criminal networks often 
provide goods and services to communities. 
They fill the governance void created when in-
ternational organizations or state governments 
are unable to provide goods and services. In 
areas where the service gap is large, such as in 
refugee camps, these informal authorities may 
have more power, influence, and capacity than 
do formal authorities. As such, there is a greater 
number of options for service provision.

With more options, refugees develop skills to 
navigate among competing governance authori-
ties and develop creative strategies to improve 
their situation. Hence, refugees are likely to have 
multiple options for service provision, whereas 
host communities are likely to have fewer.

The Education Sector in Refugee and 
Host Population Contexts

The Rohingya refugee crisis is one of the 
world’s largest refugee crises. Approximately 
60% of the nearly 700,000 Rohingya refugees 
who have arrived in Bangladesh since 2017 are 
under the age of 18. Even before the pandemic, 
Rohingya refuge children were facing an edu-
cation crisis as the Bangladeshi government 
forbids unregistered refugees from accessing 
the country’s formal education institutions. 
Instead, major organizations, such as UNICEF, 
BRAC, and other large international NGOs, are 
providing non-formal educational programmes 
in so-called ‘learning centers’ in the Rohingya 
refugee camps. The purpose of the non-formal 
learning centers is to provide an alternative 
for learners not able to access formal educa-
tion. Most non-formal learning centers teach 
basic language skills and mathematics as well 
as drawing, singing and basic life skills. Here, 
the Bengali language is not permitted, and 

Learning Centre in refugee camp, Cox’s Bazaar, Bangladesh, 2019. Photo: Gudrun Østby / PRIO
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Burmese or Chittagonian is used as language of 
instruction.

In addition to the IO- and NGO-run learning 
centers, Islamic religious schools (e.g. madrasas) 
operate within the camps, and there are also 
networks of private tutors as well as informal or 
ad hoc schooling arrangements. These educa-
tional services operate somewhat informally and 
therefore are not subject to regulations from the 
Bangladeshi government. It is assumed that the 
market for these services exists because of the low 
quality of the service provided by IOs and NGOs, 
and because households have greater demands 
for education than IOs and NGOs can meet.

Learning during Lockdown: Evidence 
from a Phone Survey

To evaluate the effect of a sudden absence of 
formal educational services in Cox’s Bazar, 
Bangladesh, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
we partnered with IPA Bangladesh to conduct 
a phone survey of 616 households with school-
aged children. Roughly half (301) were house-
holds in the Rohingya refugee community and 
the rest (315) were in the Bangladeshi host com-
munity. The survey was administered between 
18 July and 2 August 2020. We interviewed both 
male and female heads of households.

First, we sought to determine the educational 
differences between refugee and host commu-
nities prior to the lockdown. We posited that 
Rohingya refugees would have more diverse 
options for education than would the host popu-
lation, because alternatives arose to compensate 
for deficits in each individual service available to 
refugees.

In our survey we asked the following question:

Before the pandemic started, had any of the boys 
aged 4–18 in your household attended any of the 
following learning services? (Tick all relevant 
answers):

• NGO-based learning centre [Refugee com-
munity only]

• Government school [Host community only]

• Private school [Host community only]

• Madrasa/religious school

• Community-based/private tutoring outside 
of your home

• Private tutoring in your home

• Other (specify)

We asked the same question for any school-aged 
girls in the household, and we also asked the 
same question about the use of educational ser-
vices before the pandemic started.

Figure 1 shows the educational differences be-
tween refugee and host communities, both prior 
to and during the lockdown, in terms of how 
many different education services were accessed 
by the children in each household. Before the 
pandemic, children in Rohingya households 
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Figure 1: Number of educational services used by children in household before and during COVID-19 
              lockdown, by refugee status

Photo: UN Women Asia and the Pacific via Flickr
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• Third, schools in Bangladesh only reopened 
in March 2022. Future research should 
explore whether the shutdown, in the long 
run, produces lower quality governance and 
potentially less compliance with formal insti-
tutions such as the IOs and the government.

• Finally, our analysis is based on aggre-
gate data about educational services at the 
household level only. Future research should 
analyse more nuanced individual-level data. 
Such an analysis will also better account for 
heterogeneous effects with regard to gender, 
age, and disability.  
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manoeuvring through the informal sector are 
more likely to find alternatives during crises.

The only types of educational service lacking a 
significant association with continued educa-
tion were public and private schools (neither of 
which allows refugees). These are arguably the 
most financially stable services and offer the 
highest quality education. We contend that the 
households that used such educational services 
before the lockdown were less likely to be able to 
compensate for an educational deficit and were 
hence more vulnerable when the school systems 
closed. Those who relied on these schools prob-
ably had no immediate, other alternatives to 
turn to when they shut down.

Recommendations for Future Research

These findings have some important implica-
tions for future research:

• First, although refugees had more alterna-
tives than the host community for educa-
tional and possibly other services, the quality 
of those services was likely poor. Informal 
education, or ad hoc service provision, lacks 
sustained funding and resources as well 
as standardization and oversight. Thus, in 
the long term, although some refugees had 
access to education during the pandemic, 
the value of that education remains dubious. 
Further research should explore this.

• Second, the gaps in service from governments 
and IOs provided space for other actors, among 
them religious leaders and community lead-
ers. Informal actors are better able to gain a 
foothold in service provision when formal gov-
ernance structures shut down. Post-pandemic, 
this could mean heightened competition in 
governance and potential weakness in formal 
institutions, if the informal actors continue to 
compete with formal governance structures.

were more likely than those in the host commu-
nity to use no educational service at all. However, 
those that did avail themselves of educational 
services were more likely than were the children 
in the host community households to rely on 
more than one educational service provider. In 
fact, more than half of the Rohingya households 
used two or more providers. The most common 
combination, used by half of all Rohingya house-
holds surveyed, was to combine NGO-provided 
services and religious education. The host com-
munity, on the other hand, relied largely on one 
educational provider, the most common being 
either religious (but still governmental) (48%), 
private (44%), or public schools (39%).

Second, we posited that, because refugees would 
have more diversified, informal ties to education 
than would the host community, they would use 
these informal networks during the lockdown. 
In comparison, the host community’s access 
to educational services would decline because 
it had fewer pre-pandemic informal options. 
Our data show that, during the lockdown, more 
than half of all households in both the host and 
refugee communities had no access to any edu-
cational services. However, the share of these 
‘non-users’ (i.e. those who used no educational 
services) was slightly larger among host com-
munity children.

A nuanced regression analysis further shows 
that households that relied on a diversified set 
of educational services were more likely to con-
tinue some form of education during the lock-
down. More specifically, we found that the use 
of one additional service before lockdown was 
associated with a 10% increase in the probability 
of continuing (any) education during lockdown. 
Furthermore, the most informal types of educa-
tion—community-driven schools, various ‘other 
services’, and private home tutors—were most 
strongly associated with continued education. 
This suggests that families with experience in 
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