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ABSTRACT

This study examines school closuresin Africa during the COVID-19 pandemicas a reflection
of countries’ educational conditions. Using an interdisciplinary approach that combines
the sociology of crisis and decision-making, it focuses on two leading indicators: The
timing and duration of school closures concerning the emergence of the coronavirus.
We then correlate these factors with each country’s specific pandemic and educational
context. Our data collection involved an online documentary analysis and leveraged
insights from two webinars on African responses to COVID-19, conducted in March and
June 2020, in which we participated. Through a categorical analysis, we classify the 54
African nations into five groups according to how they handled school lockdowns during
this pandemic: Resistant, proactive, reactive, post-active, and passive, demonstrating
that the modalities of their school closures were not neutral. Our analysis reveals the
detailed nuances of the educational conditions in these countries, providing valuable
insights into their crisis management policies and governance. It offers perspectives
to assess educational resilience in major crises and deepens the relationship between
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educational conditions and responses to these crises.

Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic, which reached Africa on
February 14, 2020, took only 46 days to spread to al-
most all 54 African countries [1]. According to Spaull
et al, this health crisis posed immense challenges
to the educational systems of these countries, forc-
ing them to implement drastic measures to contain
the virus’s spread and safeguard public health [2,3].
Among these measures was the schools’ closure,
which Sultana et al., define as a decision by state au-
thorities to suspend face-to-face academic activities
on school campuses temporarily [4]. From February
to July 2020, Africa experienced a total and wide-
spread school lockdown within countries during the
peak of COVID-19 (Human Rights Watch, 2020). Ex-
cept for Burundi and Cape Verde, all African countries
had, in various ways, interrupted in-person educa-
tional activities during the pandemic’s most critical
period - February-July 2020 [5,6].

Several studies have closely examined school closures
concerning education, evaluating their effects and im-
pacts [2,7]. For instance, Plumelle et al., highlights that
discontinuing in-person education led to significant
learning losses, particularly among learners from dis-
advantaged backgrounds [8]. Additionally, Nwokeo-

cha et al,, emphasizes how school closures exacerbat-
ed educational disparities already widespread on the
continent, while other studies focus on their impact
on learners’ mental health [9]. In this vein, Chaney
and Chippaux associate social isolation, pandem-
ic-related uncertainty, and the disruption of educa-
tional routines with a notable increase in symptoms
of stress, anxiety and depression among these learn-
ers [10-13]. Furthermore, as Béché and Igodoe et al,,
show, the transition to distance learning, imposed by
these protective measures during COVID-19, posed
significant challenges for educational stakeholders in
teacher training and adapting pedagogical methods
[14,15].

However, these studies primarily address school clo-
sures during COVID-19 in Africa from a deterministic
perspective, thereby focusing on the identifiable and
specific consequences of this preventative measure
against the coronavirus on education. Although this
approach is relevant for understanding the immedi-
ate effects of this measure, it may overlook the deeper
dimension of school lockdown as a revealer of a coun-
try’s educational conditions. In other words, it risks
neglecting the structural educational dynamics hid-
den behind school closures and disregarding valuable
lessons from this analysis, which is nonetheless likely

Contact: Emmanuel BECHE, E-mail: beche.emmanuel@gmail.com

Copyright: © 2024 The Authors. This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution Non Commercial Share Alike 4.0

(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/).



Emmanuel Beche, Adoumtar Noubatour

to provide insights into the comprehensibility of edu-
cational conditions. Besides, many studies Jack et al.,
and Ndejjo et al., recommend interpreting school clo-
sures in Africa during COVID-19 in terms of outcomes
and lessons, especially as they deal with countries’ ed-
ucational conditions [16,17].

By educational conditions, we refer to the environ-
mental, social, and organizational factors related to
the school that influence and shape the teaching and
learning processes [18,19]. According to Poolton et al.,
and Bourion-Bédeés et al., these conditions play a signif-
icant role in determining the effectiveness with which
learners can achieve their educational objectives in a
given context [20,21]. Morency even goes so far as to
link the conditions that determine education to the
sustainability of learning, presenting the former as a
tool capable of measuring the latter’s effectiveness in a
decision-making context [18].

As Renaud points out, if educational conditions thus
determine learning, the decisions made in a crisis con-
text can also reveal the strengths and weaknesses of
these conditions [19]. Macamo describes a crisis as a
tension and emergency that disrupts everyday life, in-
volving a conscious decision to act [22,23]. In such cir-
cumstances, decision-makers sometimes depart from
their expertise to rely on factors that break the usual
patterns of thought and action [24]. For us, such a de-
cision-making mode is likely to silently express hidden
realities behind the performative figures of education
[25]. By reacting in this way to COVID-19 challenges
in education, most African countries hastily translated
into their contexts the protective measures conceived
and implemented in the Western context, a choice that
Macamo finds curious, thus suggesting that whatever
the sophistication of a response to nature, it continu-
ally exposes an unidentified weakness [22,23]. In this
regard, as argued by Roux-Dufort and Peretti-Watel,
decisions made in a crisis context can only reveal the
weaknesses of a society [26,27].

From this perspective, we aim to examine school clo-
sures in Africa during the COVID-19 pandemic, ap-
proaching them at the intersection of the sociology
of crisis decision-making [22-25]. Our objective is
to demonstrate how the way African countries man-
aged school lockdowns during this period reveals the
strengths and weaknesses of their educational condi-
tions. To illustrate this point, we consider three key
indicators of school closure: The time lapse between
the appearance of COVID-19 in a country, the decision
to close schools, and the duration of this closure. Ac-
cording to Koselleck and Lagadec, the temporality of a
reaction to a crisis reveals the foundations of a society
[28,29]. This approach reveals that, rather than being
a simple response to COVID-19 in the education sector,

this measure has laid bare the level of vulnerability or
resilience of education conditions in African countries.
We assume that there is a link between a country’s de-
gree of educational resilience and how it has proceed-
ed with the closure of its schools, particularly in terms
of the responsiveness and duration of this closure. We
emphasize that school closure during the crisis is a im-
portant indicator of the level of performance of African
countries’ education systems, which can then be cate-
gorized accordingly.

Materials and Methods

To support the perspective above, we collected and
analyzed our data based on two pillars. The first pil-
lar consisted of online documentary research on
school closures in the context of COVID-19 in Africa.
This approach, centered on web exploration, is moti-
vated by the overabundance of digital information on
COVID-19, which, according to Breyton et al., Faure and
Klingelhofer et al., is among the topmost document-
ed phenomena on the web in 2020 [30-32]. We used
Google Engine as our primary source of information.
For French-speaking countries, we used the following
query: COVID-19 OR coronavirus AND [country name]
AND “closure of schools OR classes.” For English-, Por-
tuguese- and Arabic-speaking countries, we used the
following one: COVID-19 OR coronavirus AND [name
of a country] AND “school closure OR lockdown.” We,
thus, collected data on school closures in the 54 African
countries, which we supplemented by exploring the
UNESCO database and Wikipedia, from which we tar-
geted information on school closures in Africa during
COVID-19.

The second pillar of our approach consisted of two we-
binars on African responses to COVID-19 in the edu-
cation sector, in which we participated. The first took
place on Team on March 4, 2021. It marked the launch
conference of the imagine cole project, a digital plat-
form of learning resources implemented by UNESCO
in ten French-speaking sub-Saharan African countries
[33]. During the videoconference, education minis-
ters from Benin, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Chad, Cote
d’Ivoire, Guinea, Mali, Niger, Senegal, and Togo shared
their countries’ experiences of school closures due to
COVID-19. As one of the participants, we took system-
atic notes on all the papers presented. The second we-
binar on ZOOM took place on July 13, 2021, and was
organized by the KIX Africa 21 Center. During this ses-
sion, African academic actors, including ourselves, who
had played a central role in their countries’ education-
al continuity, shared their experiences, from which we
also picked up information on school closures.

We combined all these data on school closures in Africa
during COVID-19 into a single file. Their re-reading and
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processing enabled us to carry out a double correla-
tion. The first level of this correlation was to link these
data to their contexts, particularly the African govern-
ments’ attitudes in relation to COVID-19 and the scale
of the pandemic in terms of first infected cases, deaths,
and infected people. Its second level was to compare
them with performance indicators for the education
systems of different African countries, such as learning
performance and the overall quality of their education
systems.

Results and Discussion

The cross-analysis we did helped us classify African
countries according to their approaches to school clo-
sure during the pandemic into five distinct categories:
Resistant (or defiant), pre-active, reactive, post-active
and passive.

Defiant countries

The resistant or defiant group includes Burundi and
Cape Verde, who left their schools open during the pan-
demic [34,35]. We define them as defiant or resistant
because of their reluctance to apply global health guide-
lines on their territories, particularly school closures.
Their extreme opposite is Uganda, which reopened
its schools on January 10, 2022, almost two years af-
ter closing them, making it the country with the most
extended COVID-19-related school closure worldwide
[36]. There are at least two reasons why Burundi and
Cape Verde did not opt to close their schools during the
pandemic.

The first reason is their relationship to the pandemic.
Despite their geographical differences-landlocked for
Burundi and insular for Cape Verde-these two coun-
tries were among the last in Africa to be affected by the
virus, with Lesotho recording its first case on May 13,
2020, at least six weeks after them [35]. Cape Verde
and Burundi recorded their first cases on March 20
and 31, 2020, respectively, more than 40 days after the
virus’s first appearance on the continent, on February
14, 2020, in Egypt. This had probably given them con-
siderable time to observe other countries’ health and
educational strategies and experiences. The lessons
learned from these observations likely influenced their
decision to keep their schools open, especially as they
are among the continent’s least affected countries re-
garding virus-related contaminations and deaths. Data
from the Africa Center for Strategic Studies and the Re-
uters COVID-19 Tracker illustrate their relatively low
impact from the pandemic. As of January 5, 2022, two
years into the pandemic, Burundi reported only 14
deaths and 32,076 infections. Cape Verde had higher
figures than Burundi but still managed to keep them
relatively controlled, with 353 deaths and 43,567 in-
fections, significantly lower than other African coun-
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tries, like Tunisia, which recorded 28,655 deaths and
1,044,426 infections. It is also important to note that
Burundi had initially adopted a skeptical stance to-
wards the coronavirus Papillon, 2020 before perform-
ing a 180-degree turnaround by putting in place mea-
sures such as border closures, screening, quarantine,
vaccination, and health passes without, however, clos-
ing schools [37,38].

The second reason lies in the resilience of educational
conditions in these two countries. According to the AP-
PRENDRE program, Burundi ranks among the top-per-
forming African education systems in various PASEC
rankings. Wathi highlights that since 2014, Burundi
has made significant strides in education: Its pupils
have consistently outperformed their French-speaking
African peers in reading and mathematics, achieving
high national performance levels and reducing dispari-
ties between the best and least advanced students [35].
This progress has positioned Burundi among the 42
countries worldwide with the most resilient education-
al performance. Similarly, Cape Verde demonstrates a
remarkable educational robustness in Africa. Accord-
ing to the World Economic Forum on Education, which
assessed 140 countries globally, including 38 in Afri-
ca, concerning competency-based educational devel-
opment, Cape Verde ranks among the top ten African
education systems [39]. This position aligns with the
observations made by Ferreira, who highlights Cape
Verde’s commitment to educational reform and invest-
ment [40]. The exceptional educational resilience dis-
played by these two countries undoubtedly bolstered
their decision to keep schools open despite the pan-
demic.

To sum up, the decision of Burundi and Cape Verde to
keep their schools open during the pandemic, while Af-
rica and the world “confined” theirs, was encouraged by
the convergence of three factors: The delayed onset of
the coronavirus in their respective territories, the low
rates of COVID-19 contamination and fatalities, and the
resilience of their educational systems. Notably, both
Burundi and Cape Verde are among the eighteen Afri-
can countries identified by UNICEF as well-prepared
and capable of ensuring safe and effective education
continuity following the pandemic’s peak [41].

Pre-active countries

The category of pre-active countries comprises eight
nations that implemented preventive measures by
closing their schools well in advance of the emergence
of the coronavirus within their borders. These coun-
tries merit the designation of “pre-active” owing to
their proactive and anticipatory response to the threat
of COVID-19, taking swift action to shutter their edu-
cational institutions even before the pandemic directly
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impacted them. They include Uganda, Guinea-Bissau,
Botswana, Mali, Malawi, South Sudan, Sao Tomé and
Principe, and Comoros.

Uganda and Guinea-Bissau pre-emptively suspended
classes four days (COVID-19 onset: March 22); school
closure: March 18) and six days (COVID-19 onset:
March 19; school closure: March 25), respectively, pri-
or to the arrival of COVID-19. Mali and Botswana took
similar preventive measures, shutting down schools a
week before the virus was detected-on March 25 in Mali
and March 30 in Botswana. In the case of South Sudan
and Malawi, the schools ceased operations 11 and 15
days before their first COVID-19 cases were confirmed
on March 20 and March 23, 2020, respectively [42,43].
Meanwhile, S3o Tomé and Principe and Comoros took
even more cautious steps, closing schools 16 and 44
days ahead of the virus’s emergence in their territories.

Among these nations, Botswana stands out, boasting
the sixth-best education system in Africa [39]. Con-
versely, the other members on this list confront sig-
nificant challenges related to educational stability and
performance [44]. It is reasonable to assume that their
decision to close schools early was primarily motivat-
ed by concerns regarding the fragility of their social,
health, and educational structures. For instance, in his
2020 report, The Association of the Development of
Education in Africa (ADEA) highlights significant de-
ficiencies in the education systems of these countries,
characterized by issues such as overcrowding, instabil-
ity, and, notably, severe problems with internal efficien-
cy.

According to Jourde, it is legitimate to question wheth-
er Guinea-Bissau’s educational system requires a
complete reconstruction [45]. Besides, this country
bears the scars of 40 years of institutional instability,
deficient learning, and some of the lowest academic
achievement levels among comparable nations [45].
Similarly, according to a 2020 UNICEF report, Mali pres-
ents a nearly identical reality: A literacy rate exceeding
50%, high rates of school dropout and non-enrollment,
a shortage of qualified teachers, and a deficient school
environment. These factors likely explain the meager
rate of educational survival in the country, as noted by
the CONFEMEN (2020) Education Quality Observato-
ry. According to the Cross Catholic Blog, Malawi is also
grappling with an educational crisis characterized by
poor-quality teaching, low primary school comple-
tion rates and pronounced reading deficiencies [46].
As for South Sudan, it has been ravaged by almost six
decades of near-continuous civil war, resulting in the
world’s lowest literacy rate and significant institutional
fragility in the field of education. Meyerfeld has aptly
labeled it an “education black hole” [44]. Finally, even
Sao Tomé and Principe do not escape these challeng-

es, having one of the continent’s most congested and
unequal education systems. Particularly at the primary
level, dropout and repetition rates regularly reach 80%
[47].

Based on the data above, which underscore the fragile
state of educational infrastructure in these eight coun-
tries, we can reasonably conclude that their choice to
close schools for several days or even weeks before the
arrival of COVID-19 was not indicative of the strength
or effectiveness of their educational systems. Instead,
it was a precautionary and anticipatory measure aimed
at minimizing the predicted health risks within their
borders, given the vulnerability of their social and ed-
ucational context. This decision seems to have been
influenced by two additional considerations: Firstly,
the monitoring of the pandemic’s progression in neigh-
bouring countries, and secondly, the recognition of
their limited healthcare and educational capacities to
contain the effects of COVID-19 if schools as the prima-
ry hub of virus transmission, were to remain open.

The countries in the pre-active group were the last to
be affected by COVID-19 in their respective geographic
regions. For example, the countries closest to Sdo Tomé
and Principe were already hit by the pandemic in the
first two weeks of March: March 6%, 12% and 14", re-
spectively, for Cameroon, Gabon, and Equatorial Guin-
ea. Probably out of caution, and despite its isolated lo-
cation, Sdo Tomé and Principe closed their schools on
March 20%, 16 days before the pandemic arrived on its
soil. Likewise, although the Comoros Islands are near-
ly 300 km from the African coast, they are very close
to Mayotte, a French territory affected by COVID-19 as
early as March 14, 2020. During this period, France was
experiencing severe COVID-19 outbreaks. Cautiously,
the Comoros Islands closed their schools 44 days be-
fore the coronavirus appeared on their territory.

Similarly, neighbouring countries of South Sudan were
already affected by COVID-19 as of March 21, 2020:
Democratic Republic of Congo (March 10, 2020), Ethi-
opia (March 13, 2020); Kenya (March 13, 2020), Sudan
(March 13, 2020), Central African Republic (March
14, 2020), and Uganda (March 21, 2020). The country
closed its schools three days after its neighbours and
fifteen days before the virus reached its soil on April
5, 2020, considering its social, economic, health, and
educational fragility resulting from a long civil war. Ma-
lawi also took this measure on March 23, 2020, eleven
days before the arrival of COVID-19 on April 2, 2020,
and two days after the last neighbouring country was
affected by the virus: Zambia (March 18, 2020), Zim-
babwe (March 21, 2020), Mozambique (March 21,
2020). The same applies to Mali, which, after observing
that its neighbours were already infected by COVID-19
(Algeria: February 25, 2020, Senegal: March 2, 2020,
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Burkina Faso: (March 9, 2020), Guinea Conakry: March
13, 2020, Cote d’lvoire: March 11, 2020, Mauritania:
March 13, 2020, and Niger: March 19, 2020), closed its
schools on March 18, seven days before the virus ar-
rived on its soil.

Botswana, too, closed its schools seven days before
COVID-19 reached its soil (March 30, 2020), three
days after the last neighbouring country was affected:
Namibia (March 14, 2020), Zambia (March 18, 2020),
Zimbabwe (March 21, 2020), Angola (March 21, 2020),
and South Africa (March 5, 2020). Similarly, after notic-
ing that it's two neighbours-Senegal (March 2, 2020)
and Guinea Conakry (March 13, 2020)-were already in-
fected by the coronavirus and had closed their schools,
Guinea-Bissau took this measure on March 19, six days
before COVID-19 appeared on its territory (March 25,
2020). Uganda, which reopened its schools on January
10, 2022, after two years of closure, had closed them on
March 18, 2020, three days after the last neighboring
country Tanzania (March 16, 2020) was affected and
four days before COVID-19 arrived on its territory.

In summary, the early school closures in these eight
“pre-active” countries are correlated with an aware-
ness of the acute vulnerability of their educational
conditions. While their decision demonstrates prudent
anticipation of the coronavirus threat, it is primarily
motivated by the fragility of their social, healthcare,
and educational systems, which they likely aim to pre-
vent further deterioration.

Reactive countries

The group of reactive countries includes Rwanda,
Zambia, Sierra Leone, Tanzania, Liberia, Gambia, Ni-
ger, Chad, and Mozambique. We refer to them as “re-
active” because they quickly closed their schools once
COVID-19 emerged in their areas. The first three imme-
diately closed their schools on the very day the coro-
navirus was detected on their soil. Rwanda closed its
schools on March 14, 2020, while Zambia and Sierra
Leone did so on March 18 and March 31 of the same
year, respectively, demonstrating immediate reactivity.
As for the six other countries, although their reactivity
was slightly delayed, they closed their schools one day
after the discovery of the first COVID-19 case within
their territories. Niger and Chad suspended their class-
es on March 20, 2020, while Tanzania, Liberia, Gambia,
and Mozambique did so on March 16, 17, 18 and 23 of
the same year, respectively.

Whether their reactivity was immediate or slightly de-
layed, the speed with which these countries responded
to COVID-19 by closing their schools reflects various
factors specific to their respective contexts. This reac-
tivity does not necessarily equate to high-performing,
stable, or resilient educational conditions, particularly
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considering that many of these countries face educa-
tional deficits. For example, in 2021, UNICEF assessed
the education sector in the Gambia as deficient quality,
“featuring significant bottlenecks” that hinder learning
and result in high dropout rates. Similarly, according to
reports by Barma Y, Chad and Niger consistently per-
formed poorly in PASEC assessments regarding enroll-
ment and completion of studies [48].

Nevertheless, despite the relative weaknesses in their
education systems, these countries had anticipat-
ed their “educational confinement” by implementing
pedagogical continuity measures even before the ap-
pearance of COVID-19. Chad obtained support from
Maskott and Canopé of the French Ministry of National
Education through the French Embassy in Chad as ear-
ly as February 2020 to establish an alternative school
system in case of school closures due to COVID-19 [49].
This collaboration included the production of tutorials
and podcasts by the Canopé network to assist Chad-
ian teachers in distance education. At the same time,
Mascott had to provide Chadian students and teachers
with an open digital resource bank within one week.
Niger adopted a similar strategy in partnership with
the World Bank. Furthermore, a teacher distance edu-
cation initiative has been in development for over five
years in both Chad and Niger. During a March 2020 we-
binar launching the Imaginecole Initiative, the Minis-
tries of Education of Niger and Chad reported that they
activated it from March to June 2020 when schools
were closed due to COVID-19.

Although limited access to electricity (15% in Niger and
10% in Chad in 2019) and the internet (9.8% in Chad
and 10% in Niger in 2019) significantly constrained
the reach of these educational continuity measures
during the pandemic, they nevertheless demonstrat-
ed a certain level of preparedness aimed at mitigating
the crisis’s impact on education. Therefore, we can in-
terpret these countries’ decision to close their schools
upon the arrival of COVID-19 on their soil due to their
awareness of the potential disasters that the virus
could have caused in the absence of action and passiv-
ity. As Omtzigt et al., state, they may have felt that their
limited healthcare, social services and education re-
sources would not be sufficient to handle the impact of
a pandemic [50]. For, at the same time, Western coun-
tries, which have the most advanced healthcare and ed-
ucation systems, were experiencing the consequences
of COVID-19 in terms of deaths and hospitalizations
between March and June 2020. Therefore, the reactiv-
ity of Gambia, Niger, and Chad to COVID-19 in terms of
school closures can be considered both an indicator of
preparedness and a precautionary measure aimed, to
the best of their abilities, at addressing the spread of
the pandemic within their territories.
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As for the reactivity of the six other reactive coun-
tries-Liberia, Mozambique, Rwanda, Sierra Leone, Tan-
zania, and Zambia, itis based on various considerations,
although they do not belong to the top ten African ed-
ucation systems, according to the AUF’'s APPRENDRE
program and the World Economic Forum [39]. On the
one hand, Rwanda, Mozambique, Tanzania, and Zambia
benefit from relatively stable and improved education
systems and have widespread alternative forms of dis-
tance education [51-54]. Thanks to this relative techni-
cal advantage, they likely did not hesitate to close their
schools upon the arrival of the pandemic on their terri-
tory, knowing that they have relatively relevant means
of pedagogical continuity in the event of lockdown [34].

On the other hand, countries like Sierra Leone, Rwan-
da, Liberia, and Chad have already faced health crises
or conflicts. For example, during the 1994 genocide in
Rwanda, all schools were closed for over a year [55].
Liberia also closed its schools during the civil war from
1980 to 1997 and during the Ebola epidemic that rav-
aged the country between 2014 and 2016 [56,57]. The
same applies to Sierra Leone, which learned lessons
from the civil war (1991-2002) and the Ebola epidem-
ic (2013-2016), during which it completely closed its
schools and even Niger [58,59]. These countries’ var-
ious experiences in managing epidemics or conflicts
acted as a reflex, an alert, or conditioning in their deci-
sion to reinforce their reactivity to the COVID-19 pan-
demic regarding school closures.

In conclusion, while the reactivity of these countries
may not necessarily indicate a robust and high-per-
forming education system, it may be linked to educa-
tional conditions that have faced emergencies such
as conflicts and epidemics in their histories. This also
highlights their ability to implement reactive measures
in response to the pandemic, drawing on their experi-
ences in managing social and educational crises.

Post-active countries

The category of post-active countries includes those
that waited several days, weeks, or even months after
detecting the first COVID-19 contamination on their
territory before closing their schools. In total, 33 Afri-
can countries maintained a “worrying” time lapse be-
tween the appearance of the coronavirus on their soil
and the introduction of restrictive measures, including
the suspension of classroom teaching. The fact that
these countries account for 61% of the continent’s to-
tal could raise questions about Africa’s preparedness,
particularly regarding its educational infrastructure,
to mitigate the initial impact of the COVID-19 pandem-
ic effectively. In any case, assessing the length of time
between the appearance of the virus and the decision
to close schools enables us to classify these 33 coun-
tries into four distinct sub-groups: Immediate post-ac-

tives, slow post-actives, hesitant post-actives, and late
post-actives.

Immediate post-active countries

Immediate post-active countries did not lose enough
time after the first case of COVID-19 on their soils to
enact preventive measures, including school closures.
This sub-group comprises six countries: Gabon, Sudan,
Mauritius, Kenya, Mauritania, and Somalia. They wait-
ed three or four days after the pandemic outbreak to
suspend all face-to-face school and academic activities.

These five countries share a common trait, except So-
malia, which has proven experience in managing crises
that have led to school closures [58]. What they have
in common is their educational conditions, which are
among the most robust and stable on the continent.
For instance, data from the UNESCO Institute for Sta-
tistics reveal that Sudan is one of the highest-perform-
ing African countries regarding primary to secondary
education transition (93.5% in 2018) and retention in
the school system (84.6% in 2018). According to Afro
Barometer statistics, compiled by Wali Wali et al., Ga-
bon also has an acceptable rate despite shortcomings
in education quality [60]. Their data show that Gabon
and Mauritania have the best school infrastructure
coverage among African countries. Also, Kamil notes
that Mauritania made significant progress in education
during the 1990s, a disappointing period for Africa
overall [61]. Moreover, according to the World Eco-
nomic Forum two countries in this sub-group-Kenya
and Mauritius are among the ten African nations with
the best-performing education systems in 2020 [62].

The educational indicators below allow us to under-
stand how the post-activity of these countries, except
Somalia, is linked to their decision-making processes
and health and education governance. This post-activi-
ty promptness and establishment of pedagogical conti-
nuity mechanisms can also be attributed to established
remote infrastructures in these countries. According to
Wagnon, a country with widespread and easily accessi-
ble technical components like electricity, the Internet,
radio, and television can quickly implement distance
learning initiatives during a crisis [63]. The more ac-
cessible these components are, the faster the imple-
mentation process can be. It's also worth noting that,
except Somalia, none of these countries has ever had to
deal with a crisis that led to a general shutdown of its
schools.

Slow post-active countries

The sub-group of slow post-active countries waited
around a week after the detection of the first case of
COVID-19 on their territories before implementing bar-
rier measures, including school closures. This group in-
cludes nine countries: Ghana, Zimbabwe, Angola, Cote
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d’Ivoire, Congo, Djibouti, Lesotho, Benin, and Eritrea.

The first three countries Ghana, Zimbabwe, and Angola
suspended all face-to-face school and academic activi-
ties five days after the virus outbreak, on March 12 in
Ghana, March 21 in Zimbabwe, and Angola. Cote d’Ivo-
ire, Congo, Djibouti, and Lesotho did so after six days,
and the last two Benin and Eritrea after precisely one
week. None of the countries had previously enforced
nationwide school closures, even during periods of
conflict, as seen in Céte d’Ivoire (2002-2011) or Angola
(1975-2002) [64].

However, it would be imprudent to attribute their de-
layed decision to close schools solely to the quality of
their education systems, as none of them rank among
the best on the continent [35]. Equally, it would be in-
correct to attribute their decision to the availability of
alternative educational options during crises. Instead,
their relative slowness may be correlated with educa-
tional conditions that lack experience in emergency
education. These countries also exhibit diverse and
disparate social, health, and educational backgrounds.
Their delayed response in closing schools during the
COVID-19 pandemic could, thus, be partly due to the
time-consuming process of determining how to contin-
ue education. Besides, in most of these countries, Min-
istries of Education established committees and task
forces to engage in consultations and deliberations
regarding suspending in-person educational activities
[65]. As Hajer reports, this decision-making process,
involving reflective committees and consultations, con-
tributed to the delay in school closures, underscoring
the complexities of social governance during times of
crisis [66].

Hesitant post-active countries

Hesitant post-active countries include Burkina Faso,
Eswatini, Namibia, Equatorial Guinea, Seychelles, Tu-
nisia, Cameroon, Morocco, and the Central African Re-
public. These nine countries took some time eight to
fourteen days between the arrival of the pandemic on
their territories and the decision to close schools [67].

By referring to the chronological table created by the
British Broadcasting Corporation to follow the progres-
sion of COVID-19 infections and fatalities, it is evident
that the virus severely impacted these nations at the
beginning of the outbreak in Africa. As Tardy points out,
the beginnings of a crisis, especially a threatening one,
are upsetting and destabilizing [68]. When faced with
a difficult situation, there are two possible outcomes:
A desire to tame it before making any decisions or a fe-
verishness that results in inaction. Redissi cites the ex-
ample of Tunisia, effectively demonstrating this point
[69]. This country waited over 20 days after COVID-19
appeared on its soil, on March 2, 2020, before taking
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measures to combat it through various structures such
as the National Instance for the Fight against Corona-
virus, the Permanent Commission for the Follow-up
of COVID-19, and the National Security Council. This
process followed a widespread consultation, however,
resulting in disagreements between central and local
governments.

It is evident that some post-active countries, such as
Tunisia, have been slow to adopt the tools and mech-
anisms required for ensuring educational continuity.
Burkina Faso, too, waited more than two weeks after
the appearance of COVID-19 on its territory to define
the modalities of pedagogical continuity outside school
[62]. Cameroon and Morocco also did the same [2,14].
The delay in closing schools during COVID-19 in these
countries was likely due to their inflexible and rigid
decision-making processes in choosing distance learn-
ing modalities to mitigate confinement. In most of the
countries in this sub-group, Ministries of Education ex-
tended this decision-making process to all components
of the educational community, thus national consulta-
tions [14,67].

It's also worth noting that the hesitant post-active
countries experienced the shortest school closure
times: Burkina Faso (March 21 to October 1: 195 days)
and Morocco (March 16 to September 7: 173 days),
which are among those most affected by the pandem-
ic. Schools in Eswatini (March 20 to July 4), Namibia
(April 18 to June 4), Equatorial Guinea (March 16 to
April 14), Tunisia (March 16 to June 1), Central Afri-
can Republic (March 14 to June 20), Seychelles (March
26 to May 18, and Cameroon remained closed only for
106, 78, 90, 76, 82, 54, and 74 days (March 17 to June
1), respectively. There are several possible interpreta-
tions of these short school closure times compared to
other African countries.

The first issue pertains to the remote pedagogical con-
tinuity tools used, which were inadequate in promoting
educational inclusion and ensuring the quality of learn-
ing [70]. As in Cameroon, this consideration would
have led to the reopening of schools in June, given the
drop in COVID-19 contamination rates, so as not to ex-
acerbate learning losses further [14]. The second in-
terpretation highlights the sanitary measures wearing
masks, hand washing, hydroalcoholic gels, and physical
distancing integrated into schools, which would have
made them safe and suitable learning environments
during the COVID-19 period [35].

Late post-active countries

We refer to the last sub-group of post-active countries
as “late,” for they waited several weeks after the ap-
pearance of the coronavirus on their territories before
implementing barrier measures, including school clo-
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sures. As shown by Bashizi and Ndejjo et al., South Afri-
ca, Senegal, Togo, and the Democratic Republic of Con-
go (DRC) suspended all classroom-based educational
activities a fortnight after the first case of COVID-19
was discovered on their soil [17,71]. Algeria and Ni-
geria did the same after 17 and 26 days, respectively,
while Egypt decided after 30 days (World Bank, 2020).
As Omtzigt et al, indicate, the prolonged silence in
some countries between identifying the initial contam-
inations and implementing response strategies can be
explained by different hypotheses that relate to these
countries’ educational conditions [50].

Firstly, these countries’ health and education systems,
except for the DRC and Togo, are among the most sta-
ble on the continent [72]. This relative advantage could
justify the delayed closure of schools, even if it resulted
in disadvantaged learners experiencing learning loss-
es [33]. In addition to weighing the decision to close
schools during the COVID-19 pandemic, it is import-
ant to consider how long these countries’ Ministries
of Education take to create and implement local solu-
tions for continued education [17]. This was the case in
Togo. According to the remark of the Togolese Minister
of Education’s remarks during the launch webinar of
the ImaginEcole initiative on Mach 20, 2023, this coun-
try dedicated sufficient time to developing a mobile
distance learning app known as “Teck Tal” to support
its education system’s response to the pandemic. This
is also the case for Senegal, which was already well ad-
vanced in the field of digital education before the arriv-
al of the pandemic and had adopted a similar strategy
by developing a “National Education Information and
Management System” (SIMEN). According to the Sen-
egalese Minister of Education’s presentation during
the ImaginEcole conference, it was within the frame-
work of this system that the “Education Channel” was
launched, ensuring, alongside other local initiatives,
the continuity of education in this country during the
COVID-19 confinement. Morocco and Nigeria also set
up remote educational continuity conditions before
closing their schools [17,73]. More specifically, in Ni-
geria, as Soremekun points out, the High Coordinating
Committee for Responses to COVID-19 devoted days to
examining important issues before school closure [74].
As reported by Sfeir, these included the capacity of the
country’s technological equipment to meet the needs of
its 46 million students, the financial capacity of house-
holds to support their children’s distance learning, and
the techno-pedagogical readiness of teachers to deliver
online courses [75]. These questions also arose in the
case of the DRC, whose geographical size would proba-
bly have contributed to the socio-political mechanisms
of school closure in a crisis context [47,71].

To sum up, in this group, the immediate post-active

countries, such as Gabon and Sudan, had acted prompt-
ly due to the relative stability of their educational con-
ditions and widespread infrastructures. As for the slow
post-active countries, they took around a week to close
schools, often preceded by concerted action. Hesitant
post-active countries, such as Tunisia and Morocco,
were among the most brutal hit at the pandemic’s
start, leading them to think long and hard before clos-
ing schools. Finally, late post-active countries like Sen-
egal and Nigeria first implemented local pedagogical
continuity strategies before school lockdown. Hence,
there were several weeks of waiting before the schools
closed. All these various decisions result, thus, from
several factors relating to the relevance of countries’
educational conditions and governance.

Passive countries

The last category of African countries regarding the
closure of schools during the COVID-19 pandemic con-
sists of passive countries. These nations faced the re-
percussions of the pandemic and school closures with-
out presenting less risky alternatives. They include
three countries: Libya, Madagascar, and Uganda.

Libya took 306 days, nearly a year after the first ap-
pearance of COVID-19 on its territory on March 24,
2020, to initiate the closure of schools. Surprisingly, by
July 4, 2020, Libya ranked as the sixth most severely
affected country in Africa, reporting 463,321 COVID-19
cases and 6,107 related deaths, according to data from
graphics.Reuters.com. The passivity in Libya’s decision
to close its schools can be attributed to the unstable
socio-political situation that has persisted since 2011.
During this crisis, millions of children relied on schools
as a food source provided by the World Food Pro-
gramme [76,77]. In this context, shutting down schools
would have meant depriving these vulnerable children
of their meals. Consequently, Libya opted for a brief
school closure, lasting only 21 days, which stands out
as the shortest duration of school lockdown due to the
pandemic in Africa, in stark contrast to Uganda, where
schools remained closed for an extended period [78].

Uganda responded promptly by closing schools but
maintained this closure for an exceptionally extended
period, from March 22, 2020, to January 10, 2022, in re-
sponse to the COVID-19 pandemic [79]. Uganda’s reac-
tive-passive approach can be attributed to its concern
about preventing a social and healthcare catastrophe
related to the coronavirus, especially given the vulner-
ability of its healthcare and education systems in the
African context [80]. For instance, according to Panara,
an estimated 48% of Uganda’s population faced difficul-
ties accessing medical care in 2018, ranking it among
the twelve African countries with the lowest healthcare
coverage [80]. Meessen et al., also noted that Uganda is
one of the three African countries with fragile epidem-
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ic preparedness capacities [81]. Similarly, in education,
Uganda grapples with high dropout rates, learning dis-
parities, and subpar teaching quality [82]. Fearing the
potential overwhelming of its healthcare system, Ugan-
da implemented strict measures in response to school
closures, as highlighted by Panara [80]. Nevertheless,
Uganda still encountered the effects of COVID-19 and
the extended school closure, with the country rank-
ing among the fifteen African states most affected in
terms of infections (162,572 cases) and deaths (3,570).
According to Mouillaud, an estimated 30% of Ugan-
dan children may not be able to return to school, with
learning losses potentially reaching 50% [79].

In contrast to Uganda, which was reactive in closing
schools, Madagascar waited one month and fifteen days
after the pandemic arrived on its territory to suspend
in-person educational activities. This closure lasted a
total of five months in 2020. Although Madagascar did

not downplay COVID-19 like Burundi, it criticized the
Western-imported protective measures and vaccines,
instead promoting its “COVID-Organic” natural remedy
[83]. As Verneau stresses, this led to a conflict between
Madagascar and the World Health Organization, Am-
nesty International and the West, in general, accused
of interference [84]. According to Caramel, Malagasy
authorities’ trust in COVID-Organic as a preventive and
curative solution to COVID-19 led to delayed school clo-
sures [85]. The closure only occurred with the contin-
uous increase in infections, pushing the country to join
the COVAX initiative [86]. In total, Madagascar suffered
both the effects of the pandemic, with 62,844 infected
cases and 1,335 deaths as of February 14, 2022, and the
effects of school closures. On March 13, 2021, UNICEF
Madagascar tweeted that the closure of schools in the
country had affected over 7 million children, potential-
ly leading to permanent absences (Tables 1-7).

Table 1. Classification of African countries based on their school closure measures during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Categories Sub-categories Number | Countries
Defiant countries Non applicable 2 Burundi, Cape Verde
Pre-active countries | Non applicable 8 Botswana, Comoros, Guinea-Bissau, Ma-
lawi, Mali, Sdo Tomé and Principe, South
Sudan, Uganda
Reactive countries Non applicable 9 Chad, Gambia, Liberia, Mozambique, Ni-
ger, Rwanda, Sierra Leone, Tanzania, Zam-
bia
Post-active countries | Immediate post-active countries | 7 Ethiopia, Gabon, Kenya, Mauritania, Mau-
ritius, Somalia, Sudan
Slow post-active countries 9 Angola, Benin, Congo, Cote d'lvoire, Dji-
bouti, Eritrea, Ghana, Lesotho, Zimbabwe
Hesitant post-active countries 10 Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Central African
Republic, Equatorial Guinea, Eswatini,
Guinea, Morocco, Namibia, Seychelles, Tu-
nisia
Passive Countries Late post-active countries 7 Algeria, Democratic Republic of Congo,
Egypt, Nigeria, Senegal, South Africa, Togo
Non applicable 3 Libya, Madagascar, Uganda

Table 2. Pre-active countries.

Countries First confirmed COVID-19 | Date of school closure | Number of days between confirmed
case case and school closure

Botswana 30 March 24 March -7 days

Comoros 30 April 23 March -16 days

Guinea-Bissau | 25 March 19 March -7 days

Malawi 23 March 09 March -15 days

Mali 25 March 19 March -7 days
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Sdo Tomé and |6 April 20 March -44 days
Principe

South Sudan 20 March 10 March -11 days
Uganda 22 March 18 March -4 days

Table 3. Reactive countries.

Country COVID-19 arrival School closure date | Number of days between confirmed case
and school closure
Rwanda 14 March, 2020 14 March, 2020 0
Zambia 18 March, 2020 18 March, 2020 0
Sierra Leone 31 March, 2020 31 March, 2020 0
Tanzania 16 March, 2020 17 March, 2020 1
Liberia 16 March, 2020 17 March, 2020 1
Gambia 17 March, 2020 18 March, 2020 1
Niger 19 March, 2020 20 March, 2020 1
Chad 19 March, 2020 20 March, 2020 1
Mozambique 22 March, 2020 23 March, 2020 1

Table 4. Immediate post-active countries.

Country First confirmed COVID-19 | Date of school closure | Number of days between confirmed
case case and school closure
Gabon 12 March, 2020 14 March, 2020 2
Sudan 13 March, 2020 15 March, 2020 2
Mauritius 18 March, 2020 20 March, 2020 2
Kenya 13 March, 2020 15 March, 2020 2
Mauritania | 13 March, 2020 15 March, 2020 2
Somalia 16 March, 2020 18 March, 2020 2

Table 5. Slow post-active countries.

Country First COVID-19 | School closure date | Number of days between confirmed
case case and school closure

Ghana 12 March, 2020 16 March, 2020 4

Zimbabwe 20 March, 2020 24 March, 2020 4

Angola 21 March, 2020 24 March, 2020 3

Cote d'Ivoire 11 March, 2020 16 March, 2020 5

Congo (Republic of the |14 March, 2020 18 March, 2020 4

Congo)

Djibouti 18 March, 2020 23 March, 2020 5

Lesotho 15 March, 2020 19 March, 2020 4

Benin 16 March, 2020 22 March, 2020 6

Eritrea 21 March, 2020 27 March, 2020 6

Table 6. Hesitant post-active countries.

Country First COVID-19 case | School closure date | Number of days between confirmed
reported case and school closure
Burkina Faso 9 March, 2020 16 March, 2020 7
Eswatini 14 March, 2020 21 March, 2020 7
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Namibia 13 March, 2020 20 March, 2020 7

Equatorial|14 March, 2020 21 March, 2020 7

Guinea

Seychelles 14 March, 2020 22 March, 2020 8

Tunisia 2 March, 2020 12 March, 2020 10

Cameroon 6 March, 2020 18 March, 2020 12

Morocco 2 March, 2020 16 March, 2020 14

Central African | 14 March, 2020 24 March, 2020 14

Republic

Table 7. Late post-active countries.

Country Date COVID-19 first | Date of school | Number of days between confirmed
confirmed case closure case and school closure

South Africa 5 March, 2020 20 March, 2020 | 15

Senegal 2 March, 2020 19 March, 2020 |17

Togo 6 March, 2020 22 March, 2020 |16

Democratic Republic | 10 March, 2020 29 March, 2020 | 19

of Congo

Egypt 14 February, 2020 | 15 March, 2020 |29

Algeria 25 February, 2020 |12 March, 2020 |17

Nigeria 27 February, 2020 19 March, 2020 | 20

In conclusion, the passivity of the three countries above
results from their unreliable education conditions: so-
cio-political instability, precarious educational infra-
structure, and vulnerability of healthcare structures,
thus highlighting the importance of underlying dynam-
ics in a country’s education conditions during a crisis.

In sum, we have analyzed school closures in Africa
during the most critical period of COVID-19 (March-Ju-
ly 2020) to understand how they reveal the strengths
and weaknesses of a country’s educational conditions.
We aimed to demonstrate that these exceptional mea-
sures were not neutral or isolated. They acted like a
telescope, enabling us to see the fragility or robustness
of the social, institutional, and organizational factors
that impact education in a crisis context. Instead of ex-
amining its effects, which is the focus of most research
on “COVID-19 and education in Africa” Plumelle and
Nwokeocha, we have decided to investigate what it
hides and what it reveals about a country’s ability and
resilience to withstand educational challenges during
times of crisis [8,9].

We thus utilized an approach that combines the sociol-
ogy of crisis Macamo, Peretti-Watel and the sociology
of decision Guarnelli to analyze data on two important
factors related to school closures during the COVID-19
pandemic [22-24, 27]. These factors are the period be-
tween the onset of COVID-19 and the school lockdown
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and the duration of the school closures.
Conclusion

The dual correlation we established between the data
and their contexts, along with the performance indica-
tors of the education systems in those contexts, helped
us to comprehend the reasons behind African coun-
tries’ decisions to shut down schools. It also enabled us
to categorize African countries according to how they
had suspended their face-to-face schooling activities
during COVID-19 while explaining this categorization.
We thus established five groups: The resistant (or de-
fiant), the pre-active, the reactive, the post-active, and
the passive.

Our results indicate that despite the “global contain-
ment,” schools in Burundi and Cape Verde have re-
mained operational, which indicates their remarkable
resilience in the face of the pandemic. On the other
hand, the early closure of schools in countries such as
Guinea-Bissau, Sao Tomé and Principe, Comoros, and
South Sudan stems from a desire to avoid further de-
terioration in their already fragile social, health, and
educational conditions. As for reactive countries such
as Rwanda, Sierra Leone, Liberia, and Gambia, their
readiness to close schools reproduces their experience
in managing crises and epidemics, even if this does
not always reflect the robustness of their education
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systems. As for post-active countries, their reactions
to the pandemic regarding school closures can be at-
tributed to relatively resilient educational conditions
or educational governance lacking crisis management
experience. Meanwhile, the passivity of Uganda, Libya,
and Madagascar highlights socially deficient education
systems.

We thus emphasize that an unusual measure in times of
crisis, such as the closure of schools during COVID-19 in
Africa, should not be seen as a standalone action from
its context. Instead, it acts as a revealing indicator of
the complexity of the underlying educational and social
realities. In this case, this approach has allowed us to
show that behind school closures lie factors that shed a
profound light on educational accessibility, school pol-
icies, and educational governance. It also acts as a ba-
rometer of educational resilience, i.e., the capacity of an
education system to adapt to a crisis while preserving
the continuity and quality of training. Therefore, it pro-
vides valuable insight into the strengths and weakness-
es that influence teaching and learning quality and ef-
fectiveness in a country amid a crisis. Such an approach
offers a “bottom-up” method to identify the “impact” of
a pandemic on educational conditions while inviting a
deeper understanding of educational resilience as the
expression of the relationship between these educa-
tional conditions and responses to a significant crisis
in a context. Meanwhile, this study calls for an in-depth
analysis of the factors that impact a country’s ability to
mitigate the effects of a crisis in education, including
geopolitical, institutional, socio-economic, and cultural
factors.
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