


Executive Summary

In March of 2020, teaching institutions across the
world were faced with the challenge of educating
youth, but in a global pandemic environment. This
was no easy feat, and many countries struggled
with the adjustment. Unfortunately, as the pandem-
ic is still raging around the world, the disparate ef-
fects of access to digital technology have already
created gaps in learning across the globe. In this
paper, we assess the varying policies implemented
across different OSCE countries to adapt education
to the “new normal” of the pandemic. We found that
disparities among marginalized youth grew, and
as such, we provide pointed recommendations on
how OSCE member countries can better address
these inequalities. To start with, our main point is
that as a human right, education should be grant-
ed to everyone. For this reason, we call all partici-

pating States and the OSCE at large, to encourage
national, regional and international collaboration
at all levels to make it possible. Secondly, it is un-
derstood that the pandemic is not over yet, and new
challenges will continue to emerge as long as we
do not factor sustainability in education as a core
strategy. “Resilience by design” approach is strong-
ly recommended in order to tackle any future crisis
that might unfold. Furthermore, while we commend
all the efforts made by OSCE so far in the education
realm, we suggest further analysis and evaluation
in cooperation with educational and academia ex-
perts for a more insightful approach and effective
management of a new digital education era. Last-
ly, prioritizing education goes a long way to tackle
whatever challenge the modern world faces.
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Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has tested educational
systems around the world, accelerating the digi-
talization of the educational processes. While in
some countries the digitalization of education was
already actively implemented in the educational
practices as part of national strategies, others were
completely unprepared for the new educational re-
ality. In both cases, however, the transition to digital
education required a deeper understanding of the
challenges and problems in order to make adjust-
ments for breaking down barriers to access educa-
tional services.

The term “digitalization of education” implies the
transformation of the educational process using
computers, mobile devices, the Internet, software
applications, and other types of digital technology,
yet it is not only that." A more inclusive approach
suggests that it is a complex and multi-dimensional
process, requiring not solely technological imple-
mentation, but also pedagogical and organizational
changes. It involves not only teachers and students,
but technology experts, administrators, managers,
and, of course, politicians as well.

Recent estimations prove that among all age groups,
youth 15-24 years old, are the most connected.
Therefore they are the ones who are the most affect-
ed by the inadequacy of the digital transformation.
Consequently, in light of the need to minimize the
negative impact of the pandemic on youth, building
an accessible and sustainable (trans)national strat-
egy for digital education, where everyone is provid-
ed with access to a device and is equipped to safe-
ly use digital tools to the fullest of their potential,
should be one of the main priorities for the Youth
and Education policymakers and stakeholders.

The purpose of this study is to analyze the implica-
tions and problems of the rapid transition to digi-
tal modalities of formal and informal education for
youth aged from 13 to 25 and to offer recommenda-
tions to address them. This policy paper attempts to
capture the daily reality of distance learning through
the lens of the opinions of teachers, lecturers, social
educators, and education experts from six coun-
tries (Albania, Belgium, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan,

USA, and Ukraine) who reflected on their experienc-
es during the COVID-19 lockdown when they had to
offer their educational services online. The study is
based on their perceptions expressed in semi-struc-
tured interviews conducted online in August 2021,
as well as desk research.

The right to education and the digitaliza-
tion process

The international community in numerous treaties
as a human right has recognized the right to educa-
tion? and its realization is one of the OSCE priorities.
As a multi-dimensional concept, the right to edu-
cation encompasses several core characteristics,
including access to education, which is realized
through a wide range of measures, such as the re-
moval of legal barriers, the abolition of discrimina-
tory policies, and the creation of an adequate edu-
cational infrastructure that facilitates equal and free
access to educational opportunities.®

In line with the “Leave no one behind” (LNOB) ap-
proach, which is one of the six Guiding Principles
of the United Nations Sustainable Development
Cooperation Framework?* achieving accessibility to
a wide range of educational services can not only
improve the learning potential of people with fewer
opportunities, but also the potential for socio-eco-
nomic development of whole communities or coun-
tries.®> Moreover, Quality Education is also set as the
UN Sustainable Development Goal (SDG4), since
universal high-quality education is believed to be a
catalyst for both local and global development that
builds more sustainable and prosperous societies.

As we will describe in the next sections, barriers
to digital education accessibility, for example poor
infrastructure for distance learning, lack of proper

1 Digitalization should not be confused with digitization, which is the
conversion of educational resources into digital form.

2 See UDHR Article 26, ICESCR, Article 13, CRC Article 28, 5
3 UNESCO Convention against discrimination in Education Article 4
4  Universal Value. Principal Two: Leave no one behind.

5 https://unsdg.un.org/resources/united-nations-sustainable-devel-
opment-cooperation-framework-guidance
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management of digital education, economic issues
and others, exist in both developed and developing
countries. An unequal access to distance learning
environments is one of such barriers that the cur-
rent pandemic crisis has exacerbated. Because of
the uneven opportunities provided and the incon-
sistent application of digital technologies in the
pre-COVID era, we have witnessed a digital divide
that is shaping the conditions of exercising the glob-
al right to education.

Pre-COVID situation

The level of digitalization in different countries var-
ied to a great degree. Some countries had already
initiated their transition to digital schooling prior
to the Covid-19 outbreak and were able to benefit
from the implementation of these initiatives in dis-
tance learning mode. For instance, Kazakhstan has
adopted a national program “Digital Kazakhstan’ for
2018-2022, which aims, among other things, to ex-
pand coverage of communication networks and ICT
infrastructure, as well as to improve digital literacy
among professional and technical personnel and
the general population.® From 2019, Belgium adopt-
ed the “Digital Wallonia Strategy 2019 -2024" cov-
ering diverse aspects of the digital transformation
process through different projects.” In Kyrgyzstan,
there was a national strategy on digitalization “Dig-
ital Kyrgyzstan 2019-2023" which encompassed
some aspects related to education. Additionally,
in Ukraine, a major reform of education, under the
name of “New Ukrainian School™ was introduced
and included digitalization. Finally, in Albania, the
European Commission launched a similar initia-
tive.1°

Although the above national plans had very ambi-
tious goals, their implementation did not prepare
these countries for the conditions of distance learn-
ing that were forced upon them by the COVID-19
pandemic. School closures and the move to fully
digital education had a tremendous impact on their
education systems, requiring not only rapid and in-
novative responses but also a review of the time-
frame and priorities of existing initiatives.

Covid-19 Reality

The disruptive effect of the COVID-19 lockdown in
mid-March 2020 forced these governments to take
urgent ad hoc measures, which included the closure
of schools and universities and the subsequent
switch to blended™, hybrid'? or completely online
education modes affecting around 1,5 billion learn-
ers in more than 150 countries.’”® Teachers, stu-
dents, and parents found themselves in a situation
of extreme uncertainty, pressured to learn how to
use digital technology overnight in order to adapt
to distance learning. Although many children and
families have coped with the sudden change, the
reliance on software and online learning platforms
has revealed the shortcomings of pre-COVID-19
policies, highlighting existing social inequalities and
weaknesses in the education system, leaving many
children, as well as teachers, behind.™

According to the assessment made by UNESCO,
“school closures carry high social and economic
costs for people across communities. Their impact,
however, is particularly severe for the most vulnera-
ble and marginalized boys and girls, and their fam-
ilies. The resulting disruptions magnified existing

6 ‘Digital Kazakhstan” State Programme

7 Belgium-Digital Wallonia 2019-2024 Strategy https://digi-
tal-skills-jobs.europa.eu/en/actions/national-initiatives/national-strate-
gies/belgium-digital-wallonia-2019-2024-strategy

8 National Digital Transformation Program ‘Digital Kyrgyzstan 2019 -
2023

9  The New Ukrainian School: Conceptual Principles of Secondary
School Reform, 2016

10 The Digital Agenda for the Western Balkans

11 Blended learning is a combination of face-to-face and online
teaching and learning. Kintu, M.J., Zhu, C. & Kagambe, E. Blended
learning effectiveness: the relationship between student characteris-
tics, design features and outcomes. Int J Educ Technol High Educ 14, 7
(2017).

12 Hybrid Learning Model refers to the blending and mixing of the
learning environments: face-to-face classroom instruction and online
environment (Doering, 2006)

13 Global monitoring of school closures. UNESCO

14 In Kazakhstan, the COVID-19 pandemic is resulting in substantial
learning losses and is pushing many more students into functional
illiteracy. Marteau, J.-F. (2020, November). Post-covid education in
Kazakhstan: Heavy losses and deepening inequality. World Bank Blogs.
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disparities within the education system but also in
other aspects of their lives”.’®

Despite the generalized lack of preparation, states
have not been left alone, and multiple supranational
and global institutions have supported national ef-
forts in resolving pandemic-related problems, even
to this day. On a regional level in order to tackle the
aforementioned issue, the European Union (EU) and
UNICEF announced the start of a €5 million program
to alleviate the impact of COVID-19 on the most vul-
nerable children and families in the Western Balkans
and in Turkey.'® Globally, there was an emergence of
partnerships and coalitions in response to the new
reality like the Global Education Coalition launched
by UNESCO in 2020." Governments, international
organizations, industry, civil society, and the wider
community-initiated collaborations address urgent
needs arising from technological infrastructure de-
ficiencies, difficulties in affordability, regulatory and
legislative shortcomings, and other technology-re-
lated challenges.

The next section presents some challenges in which
solutions can help reduce inequalities in education
and ensure universal access to education services
by building sustainable educational infrastructures.

Challenges

The analysis of the distance learning in secondary
and higher education institutions, as well as NGOs
offering educational services during COVID-19 lock-
down revealed 6 critical aspects where the main
problems are concentrated: distance learning infra-
structure, distance learning management, econom-
ic issues, teaching and learning process, teachers’
and students’ welfare and issues associated with
vulnerable groups.

Distance Learning Infrastructure

The education process, whether in hybrid mode or in
complete isolation, demands a reliable and non-in-
terruptive distance learning infrastructure built on
appropriate information and communications tech-
nologies (ICT) both in students’ and teaching staff’s
dislocation.

+ For all the countries, poor Internet cover-
age in schools and universities remains the
main obstacle for the transition to distance
mode."’® The situation is aggravated in rural
areas, where digital inequality left students in
the most disadvantaged positions. Lack of
appropriate ICT equipment in working and
living areas, e.g. unsatisfactory Wi-Fi speed
or outdated devices? did not ensure active
participation in the educational process.?
The absence of online platforms or software
did not allow posting educational materials
and course recordings for offline access. The
budget for the educational programmes did
not include the purchase of a full package of
licensed software. This, in turn, also led to the
problem of security of the educational pro-
cess and its interruption by hack-attacks and
unauthorized access to online lessons.

Management of Distance Learning

The management of the educational process in the
new environment determines the successful transi-
tion to distance learning

+ Ministries of education and other relevant gov-
erning institutions did not provided clear guid-
ance at the earliest stages of the transition
to distance learning.?? The use of online plat-

15 COVID-19 and education dilemma: Children as collateral damages
| Cryptopolitan

16 The European Union and UNICEF launch a programme in the
Western Balkans and Turkey to mitigate the impact of COVID-19 on the
lives of children and families)

17 Global Education Coalition

18 KZ: It has been reported during the interviews that in Kazakhstan
students had to climb trees or drive many kilometers away from the
village to have Internet access.

19 UA: In Ukraine about 65% of villages are not covered by high-quali-
ty broadband and 16,040 educational institutions are not connected to
fiber-optic networks (40% of schools).

20 KG: The Ministry of Education and Science announced that 30,000
students did not have smartphones to study online.

21 KG: According to March 2021 data from Ookla’'s Speedtest, the av-
erage download speed on mobile internet connections was just 20.60
megabits per second (Mbps) in Kyrgyzstan.

22 KG: 70% of teachers in schools were not trained to transition to
online education and did not receive the consultations and training
from The Ministry of education.
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forms and software was unclear and chaotic.
The majority of educational institutions organ-
ized their academic processes themselves. Al-
though there was an experience in using digi-
tal learning resources and ICT-based teaching,
even today neither teachers nor students are
able to use them effectively due to low levels
of digital literacy and computer skills. Teach-
ers and students were not provided with time-
ly technical support.”

Economic issues

During the lockdown, not only students stayed at
home, but also parents and teachers. It was the
first time when the working processes blended with
household routines.

+ The transition to a fully distance format has
actualized the impact of socio-economic dif-
ficulties on the educational process. In par-
ticular, the harsh housing conditions, notably
limited living space and low family income,
have undermined the working process. Public
schools, heavily dependent on national funds,
lacked budget flexibility to provide technical
equipment and technical support to teachers
and students. Universities (both public and
private), on the other hand, showed higher lev-
els of flexibility and sustainability. However, in
many cases, teachers used personal devic-
es and home internet without any compen-
sation, which had a negative impact on their
economic well-being.

Teaching and learning process

The pandemic forced everyone to adapt to online
classes without the pre-existing guidelines on how
to teach and study online. This led to the decline in
the quality of education, namely:

« The lack of objectivity in measuring/validat-
ing knowledge of students, poor preparation
for employment in the labor market, and the
inability to assess students’ understanding
with the old assessment methods and exam
regulations, poor control over plagiarism, and
cheating during the exams.?* It was also re-

ported in interviews that students and teach-
ers perceive digital education as “less impor-
tant” or “less serious” than offline education.

+ Respondents noted a lack of digital educa-
tion ‘culture’ / ethics: students who used ICT
for non-educational purposes during classes
were less motivated to pay attention in online
classes. Skipping classes became more com-
mon among both school and university stu-
dents.?®> However, junior, senior, and master's
students found the distance-learning mode
convenient to combine with part-time jobs/
internships and thus attended classes more
often.

Psychological well-being of Students and Teach-
ers

+ Digital education is very resource-inten-
sive. Teachers and professors need time
for lesson preparation in a new mode. Late
emails, messages, extended working hours,
lack of time-management skills led to burn-
out and shortages of free time. Secondary
and high school students did not demon-
strate the same level of self-discipline, moti-
vation and mental preparedness as university
students.?® % Digital education also limited
communication among peers. Many students
who could avoid the unstable and unhealthy
environment at home, stayed with the abu-
sive parents in one household during the lock-
downs. It exacerbated their anxiety and poten-
tial mental health problems.?®

23 KG: According to the research conducted by Data School and City
Initiatives, 94% of teachers used WhatsApp messenger to conduct
online lessons.

24 UA: The Ministry of Education and Science claims that the losses
are not critical, and estimates the decline in the quality of education at
only 8%.

25 ALB: Council of Europe: Responses from schools in Albania

26 ALB: Council of Europe: Responses from schools in Albania

27 KG: According to the research conducted by Data School and City
Initiatives, 65% of students felt anger, anxiety, sadness and frustration

28 KG: 7 teenagers committed suicides in Kyrgyzstan for 10 days of
quarantine.
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Vulnerable Groups

Distance learning has highlighted many problems
for certain categories of youth, whose access to ed-
ucation has been restricted. In some countries the
issue, however, is poorly studied and respondents
have not noticed that certain groups of young peo-
ple were severely disadvantaged Nevertheless, this
study highlights the following categories of young
people who, in addition to the problems outlined
above, have experienced additional difficulties:

- Students from underserved communities and
from lower-income families could not set up
a working environment at home and experi-
enced a shortage of technical devices, which
disrupted the learning process and increased
likelihood of school dropout.?® 3 Some stu-
dents had to interrupt their studies due to cir-
cumstances beyond their control.’’ Students
with special learning needs in many cases did
not receive the additional attention and strug-
gled with the online mode of instruction.®?
Experts note that students with special edu-
cation needs function best in environments
with regular routines, which were drastically
disrupted during the pandemic.®® In the US,
administrators and policymakers took little
attention to understanding how the pandemic
altered special education, leaving teachers try-
ing their best with already limited resources to
make education meaningful for the students
they work with.

+ Some students did not receive coverage of
education cost/tuition fee waivers, failed to
pass the procedures for scholarships/reim-
bursements/rewards due to unforeseen con-
sequences of the lockdown, such as limited
travel opportunities, or delayed post-delivery.
International students didn't enjoy institu-
tional support and faced problems with reg-
istration in migration authorities, residence
permit, and identification documents.®* %
Furthermore, activities and programs aimed
at integrating international students into the
student body disappeared, leading to further
isolation than years past. Roma children and
children with learning difficulties and disabili-

ties in Albania did not have access to distance
learning.3¢

+ The disparity in access to education among
youth from different ethnic minorities was
also mentioned in the interviews.®” However,
this topic is underexplored, and field research
is needed, especially in multi-ethnic countries
like Belgium, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, etc.
Gender inequality was observed in Kyrgyzstan
and Kazakhstan, since increased pressure on
female students to perform household chores
prevented them from focusing on digital edu-
cation during the lockdown.®®

29 UA: According to the survey of the Education Ombudsman Service
32.5% of respondents’ families reported partial or complete lack of
technical equipment for remote interaction during the spring 2020
lockdown (p. 217).

30 ALB: UN Albania COVID-19 Socio-Economic Recovery & Response
Plan

31 BE: Covid-19 et décrosage scolaire https:/www.lalibre.
be/debats/opinions/2021/02/10/covid-19-et-decrochage-sco-
laire-une-bombe-a-retardement-GR2YTP4QA5FLXMWQABJF7FISMQ

32 ALB: In Albania every second child with disabilities could not
access education activities online. World Vision - Main findings of the
assessment on the impact of COVID-19 on the well-being of children
and families in Albania

33 USA: “How COVID-19 Has Affected Special Education Students”

34 KG: Students from Kyrgyzstan cannot leave the country for Russia
to study.

35 USA: In the United States, many universities did not allow interna-
tional students, some of the most vulnerable to changes in education
policies, to take online courses. Int'l students ‘particularly vulnerable’

36 ALB: Atleast 11 thousand students have been identified as not
having access to online learning, many of them living in remote and
rural areas with no internet or devices at home. UN Albania COVID-19
Socio-Economic Recovery & Response Plan (p. 10)

37 Especially in the case of Belgium, in schools in Brussels where
there is a majority of students from different ethnic minorities, issues
were more intense with a bigger number of students being unmotivat-
ed and refusing to take part in the normal school processes (teaching,
group discussions, evaluations etc.)

38 According to the RGA, among the most frequently cited difficulties
(40%) experienced in quarantine were the closure of schools or
reduction of school-related activities for children and the impact on
psychological / emotional well-being (stress, anxiety, etc.). KZ: Girls
and education: UNDP in Kazakhstan. UNDP. (2020, September).
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Recommendations of local, regional and national stakeholders.
When planning their annual budget and redis-
tribution policies, OSCE participating States
should give priority to the improvement of
the level and quality of connectivity, network
infrastructure and the provision of suitable

equipment for educational institutions. A de-
tailed needs’ assessment should be conduct-

ed for all educational institutions within each
geographical region, allowing the investment
in development plans for technology-related
infrastructure and equipment to effectively

The present policy paper offers an overview of the
distance learning challenges of in six countries with
concrete examples drawn from the relevant litera-
ture and interviews with local stakeholders. While
being far from complete, the study focused on ac-
cessibility issues that shape the phenomenon of
the digital divide affecting young people, especially
those belonging to vulnerable groups. Based on the
main findings of the analysis, we propose the fol-
lowing recommendations:

To better achieve even the most ambitious de-
velopment goals and battle inequality among
countries at different stages of economic and
digital development, it is important to main-
tain (to the best way possible) the same pace
of digitalization throughout all the countries.
Therefore, we propose that OSCE encourages
cooperation between different national and
local authorities (e.g. ministries, local govern-
ing bodies, national education providers and
non-formal training providers, NGOs, academ-
ia etc.) and international stakeholders, e.g. the
UN and the EU, to exchange best practices and
guidance on how to keep up with technologi-
cal advancements to meet changing demands.
Participating States should strive to improve
the level of trust and cooperation to establish
more developmental projects and coordinate
the inflow of financial aid to improve the dis-
tance learning conditions for students in diffi-
cult life circumstances.

At the national level, OSCE participating States
should adopt policies encouraging coopera-
tion between the public and private sectors to
support digitalization of education effective-
ly. A first good step would be to establish a
National Pool of Experts (technology experts,
security experts, digital education experts, ed-
ucational psychologists) within the Ministry of
Education as a taskforce for ensuring the Plan
for Digitalization of Education.

Since digitalization of the learning process
strongly depends on flexible funds, we pro-
pose specialized funds to be made available
and to be allocated according to the needs

serve the educational goals.

OSCE participating States’ national or subna-
tional education policies should include the
development of new teaching formats and
modernized curricula, involving the use of
digital tools, and promote the development of
digital competences at all academic levels. Ed-
ucation policy stakeholders should provide an
updated list of competencies required for ed-
ucators to work with digital tools, in distance
and blended learning modes. Regular train-
ing should be provided for teachers to enable
them to incorporate digital teaching methods
into their teaching practices to meet the indi-
vidual needs of different students, especially
the most vulnerable ones. Awareness of digital
security and data privacy issues is crucial for
all types of educators, especially those dealing
with minors.

OSCE should adopt the “Resilience by de-
sign” approach to digital education as a tool
for ensuring security and cooperation among
its members that encourage the adoption
of national education plans, that give priority
to analyzing risks caused by natural or man-
made causes that would require another com-
plete switch to a distance-learning format. For
that purpose, the creation or consolidation of
an Inclusive Plan of Digitalization of Educa-
tion adapted to the specific context of each
National Education Scheme should be made
a priority. Special attention should be given to
the factor of motivation of teachers, students
and other education stakeholders by providing
clear guidelines that emphasize the value and
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positive outcomes of digital learning. Some
initial propositions would be to provide open
educational resources and to establish nation-
al online educational platforms to guarantee
equal accessibility. If there are further issues,
like in the case of the digital divide experienced
by youth from low-income environments and
areas with low levels of Internet-connectivity,
allocation of funds through the national social
aid system should also be examined.

Finally, it is strongly recommended to engage
the academic and expert community in the
OSCE participating States with the goal to
conduct further and more in-depth research
on distance education, the short and long-
term effects of the pandemic on education
systems and the impact on young people who
have been affected by the current crisis. As
main stakeholders in educational policymak-
ing, youth people should be a priority subject
of further research.
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