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When COVID-19 struck, countries in the Pacific region wasted no time to prevent the spread of the virus. Borders were shut, 

travel was restricted, lockdowns were enacted, schools closed and children were sent home. Remarkably, 12 countries in the 

Pacific have not recorded a single case of COVID-19 since the onset of the pandemic. 

Nevertheless, 12 of 14 countries closed schools in early April, overnight and without any contingency plan in place. With 

UNICEF support, countries across the Pacific developed strategies to respond to COVID-19, established diverse modes of 

remote learning to provide continuity of learning and ensured a safe return when schools reopened. The length of closures 

varied, with Fiji experiencing the longest school closures at 3 months. Currently, all schools in the Pacific have reopened. 

The school closures exposed shortcomings of existing emergency preparedness in ensuring uninterrupted quality learning 

during the pandemic, and exposed missed opportunities to learn from past school closures caused by cyclones, tsunamis and 

disease outbreaks. With the support of UNICEF, Pacific Island countries prioritized strengthening the preparedness and 

resilience of education systems to respond to future school closures, including those resulting from the pandemic. 

KEY FEATURES 

• Leveraging existing systems and materials – As schools were closed, UNICEF supported countries in the Pacific in 

rapidly disseminating home learning packages based on existing materials for the immediate response. UNICEF 

supported Vanuatu, for example, to ensure all children in early childhood education centres received activity packs 

based on the existing curriculum in the days following school closure. UNICEF is currently working with multiple 

countries to develop a repository of learning materials to prepare for possible future school closures.  

• Localizing distance learning approaches – The urgency for alternative learning provided a unique opportunity to 

integrate traditional knowledge from parents into curricula for home-based learning. For example, UNICEF helped 



the Federated States of Micronesia to develop and record age-specific lesson plans and translate content into four 

local languages, designed to engage families in facilitating learning based on traditional knowledge and practice. 

• Supporting teachers – UNICEF is supporting Ministries across the Pacific in the development and testing of new 

teaching and teacher training strategies, which will facilitate remote learning in case of school closures, but will also 

be beneficial to in-classroom teaching. In Samoa, over 150 teachers have received Moodle training to support remote 

learning.  Evidence of a trial during school closures suggests high levels of engagement from teachers and students 

and added value of the platform to both remote learning and in-classroom teaching. 

• Addressing mental health and wellbeing – Responding to the negative impact of COVID-19 and associated school 

closures and economic challenges is essential to the mental health and wellbeing of children and youth. In Fiji, UNICEF 

capacitated teachers to assess and respond to mental health issues of students upon school reopening. 

• Preparing and practicing – COVID-19 and other disease outbreaks will likely threaten education systems for the 

foreseeable future, and as such, lessons learned from remote learning experiences are key. In Fiji, UNICEF assisted 

the Ministry to conduct a survey of the home learning experience during school closures. In Tonga, UNICEF supported 

“Trial Days”, in which remote learning modalities were tested and analysed to inform system planning for the future. 

• Focusing on system strengthening for resilience – The pandemic exposed cracks in existing emergency preparedness, 

so Pacific countries needed to prioritise long term system strengthening from the get-go. This included the 

development of national COVID-19 contingency and response plans; the integration of COVID-19 and disease 

outbreaks in education in emergencies policies; preparedness plans and trainings; and disaster risk reduction efforts.  

EMERGENT LESSONS LEARNED 

• Readiness pays off. Pacific countries are among the most disaster risk prone in the world. Experience and investments 

in preparedness and disaster risk reduction ensured that systems were in place to pre-empt the virus’ spread. 

Moreover, school reopening presented an opportunity to review and broaden countries’ approach to resilience and 

risk reduction beyond natural disasters to include COVID-19 and health pandemics. 

• Rethinking school safety. The pandemic motivated countries to rethink and broaden their vision for safer, more 

supportive and more inclusive learning environments that integrate health, hygiene and protection considerations 

and actively engage the community in identifying and reducing risks in the school environment. 

• Learning continuity is key. Throughout previous natural disasters, countries in the region prioritised the rapid re-

establishment of face-to-face classes, primarily through infrastructure and provision of supplies. Due to the scale and 

prolonged nature of the COVID-19 pandemic, Ministries seized the opportunity to establish distance learning 

programmes and correspondingly train teachers and education personnel to teach remotely. Governments will 

integrate these distance learning systems into their preparedness toolkit for future emergencies. 

• …but requires greater commitment. COVID-19 exposed real challenges for students, teachers and families to engage 

and support remote learning, underscoring longstanding aims to build teacher capacities and facilitate student-led 

learning. Looking forward, Ministries and school leaders must commit to investing in teachers and student-led 

learning that draws on parents’ support. Developing competencies of students, teachers and parents to continue 

learning in the face of adversity will support future preparedness and resilience of education systems in the Pacific.  
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