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Abstract
The current surge of Covid-19 has affected the human world in entirety. It has brought the dynamic world to a standstill position. The current study is set to focus on the impact of Covid-19 on the educational sector in the context of developing countries such as Pakistan. In Pakistan before Covid-19, the educational sector was grappling with the issue of provision of basic education to every child as well as overcoming the gender disparities on each level of enrolments in educational institutes. The pandemic has further worsened this situation. The effects are more severe and vivid in the vulnerable communities and thus widen the gender gap in accessing education. Consequently, in order to unpack the impact of Covid-19 on the unprivileged female students’ learning process, their social and psychological issues, a qualitative research design using semi structured interviews was opted. The study showed that Covid-19 has increased and enhanced the vulnerability of this marginalized group and calls for initiative and incentives from the state and policy makers. 
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2. INTRODUCTION
2.1 Background
The world is facing an unprecedented global health emergency state since the outbreak of deadly Covid-19 (coronavirus disease 2019) in the state of Wuhan, in China. Ever since, it has been transmitted to every corner of the world. The Coronavirus pandemic has triggered emergencies in different countries. The unforeseen crisis of Covid-19 has drastically frozen social activities, systems of trade, commerce, economy, transport, politics, sports, religion and even education. It has challenged even the strongest industrialised economies, with a growing number of fatalities and proving more devastating for less fortunate nations with sensitive health structures and limited capacity to relieve financial and social pressure. 
The Covid-19 pandemic has spared no one by age, gender, social class or geographical location. However, the health state of the young population is currently less affected by Covid-19, than the older lot. In addition to raising problems and challenges in the health sector, the Covid-19 pandemic has nearly paralysed even the strongest economies of the world.  In an attempt to prevent the transmission of Covid-19, nearly 90% of the world's countries shut down their schools by April 1, 2020. Interference in the schooling of learners by physical closure of schools have caused significant changes in the learning styles and teaching patterns. Online learning and teaching have become a new trend. This mode of education proved to be useful in overcoming the learning losses in advanced countries only. Whereas, in developing countries, their main priorities such as attainment of basic health to getting food in this situation of financial crunch and lockdown, remained their sole objective. The Covid-19 scenario badly hit the education sector as nearly half of the world’s population (which makes 3 billion of people) have no access to the internet at all which highlights inequalities in accessing education. In developing countries, the socioeconomic condition is directly in conflict with online or distance education and this has created a mirroring situation where the gaps in progress and development of the young generation is constantly questioned. It has exposed the serious issues of connectivity and digital divide where not only access to the  internet, connectivity services and digital devices are essential for advance learning but ICT skills and proper use of the internet for educational purposes, are equally significant issues and barriers. 
Meanwhile, the school closures will have far-reaching impacts on everyone. This situation will have serious effects for the most vulnerable students, out-of-school children and their families, particularly in developing countries because the changed mode of education is not accessible readily where they are already facing health and financial crisis. The educational effects of Covid-19 would last beyond the time of school closures, impacting overwhelmingly ‘Girls’ who are already marginalised, unheard and for whom education is not a basic right but a privilege and school is not a place of learning but a shelter to protect them from domestic labour, abuse and violence.
Pakistan is ranked as the fifth most populous country, where more than half of its population is in clutches of poverty. The inequalities in the education sector existing before the pandemic have now been amplified. The already dire state of the education of girls in tribal, rural and marginalised areas have intersected with health, financial and social crisis. Poverty in pandemic means an end to education of this vulnerable group. 
2.2 Aims and objectives
[bookmark: _Hlk63087363]The aim of this paper is to highlight and understand the impacts of school closures due to pandemic of Covid-19 on the education of girls, belonging to families of low income and marginalised areas in district Nowshera of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province of Pakistan. This study will examine that how during the lockdown period wherein they are restricted to their homes, they cope with their learning activities, daily routines, as well as how this vulnerable group of students dealt with this pandemic situation financially and emotionally and how they are concerned about their educational future.  
2.3 Limitations
 The current study is limited to assess only the impacts of Covid-19 on the education of students of lower income status, with emphasis on girls, ranging from the age of twelve to sixteen years and were conducted in the formal premises of schools in the presence of school principals. 
2.4 Significance
Recent studies conducted on the impact of Covid-19 with respect to education have mainly studied the psychological, attitudinal and the academic work and the transformed life aspects of students and teachers. While this study focuses on the impact of Covid-19 on the education of girls belonging to low income families.
3. LITERATURE REVIEW 
Researchers across the world have already published a large number of papers dealt with numerous aspects of the Covid-19 and education, especially its impact on psychological and mental health of students and teachers, new learning styles, innovative teaching methods and practices, the readjustment of evaluation and assessment methods, digital divide and so on.
Distance learning is the only solution to bridge the gap and overcome the learning losses of students resulting from the pandemic Covid-19. This has not helped in the control of transmission of coronavirus only but has also provided a safe platform for education and helpful resources for teachers, parents and students (UNESCO, 2020a). According to Kaur (2002), Covid-19 forced academic experts to rethink the standard way of face-to-face learning and began to accept distance learning as a viable alternative to fill the classroom vacuum for a span of three to four months, thereby reducing the risk of infection for students. However, distance learning is challenging for teachers, students, and families in developing and underdeveloped countries due to the lack of internet access, digital gadgets and modern digital technology skills (Mustafa, 2020). Furthermore, the use of digital equipment and modern software applications were found difficult to be used by teachers and students (Sahu, 2020). 
With the shift from traditional set up of face-to-face classes to e-learning and online education, the evaluation and assessment methods have also been changed. It has become a challenging task for teachers to apply the usual assessment methods online to evaluate the students’ performance. Basilaia and Kvavadze (2020) examine teachers’ perspective on assessment and evaluation in the new mode and reveal that online assessment is not reliable as here the teachers cannot ensure if the students are being monitored efficiently and they are not producing plagiarised material. 
A considerable amount of learning and teaching, as well as the administrative activities have been carried out in different academic institutions in Pakistan (Salam, Jianaiu, Pathan & Lei, 2017). Wains and Mahmood (2008), viewed that the absence of availability of affordable and reliable internet connections hampers the online learning process, especially for those living in both rural and marginalised Pakistani communities. Since a substantial amount of online content could not be accessed through smartphones, therefore students who connect the internet via smartphones are unable to take benefits from online learning. Despite of all these challenges, the government of Pakistan just after the lockdown imposition directed all the higher educational institutions to ensure the use of the learning management system (LMS) to conduct online classes in order to overcome the educational losses (Ali, 2020). These situations have led to the emergence of various issues and problems faced by students in general and the girls in particular. 
In a cross sectional study of psychological impact of Covid-19 on final year medical students in Pakistan, depressive symptoms have been observed and emotions of nervousness and sadness were noted in students whose online classes were started late (Dhahri , Arain , Memon, & Ahson, 2020)
From the perspective of female education in Pakistan, a rapid survey has been conducted by the Malala non-profit organization (2020) across all the four provinces to explore the impacts of Covid-19 on the education of school going students and their families. The survey indicated that girls are more likely at risk as compared to boys because of the severe economic crisis. Hall and colleagues (2000) identified ‘girls’ as a vulnerable group, emphasizing on the factor that the education of girls in developing countries is hindered due to two main root causes: (1) early or forced marriages and (2) socio-economic issues of their families. In a similar study by Plan international (2020) it was noted that one of the main dimension of discrimination towards girls in this pandemic situation is their gendered experience of increased burden of care-taking activities at home and their exclusion from access to the use of technology. In view of the above, the current study aimed to outline the subjective experiences of this already marginalized group (female) from their perspective.
4. METHODOLOGY 
4.1 Research design
Keeping in view the nature and aim of the research i.e. an in-depth exploration and understanding of the experiences and perceptions of the girls whose education got impacted due to Covid-19, a qualitative research design was opted. 
4.2 Site and participants
The study was conducted in two schools in Nowshera; one public and semi-public/government each. The public school is located in Hakimabad area of district Nowshera. However, the semi-public school is located in Akora Khattak. The study was restricted to these two schools because Hakimabad is largely inhabited by low-income communities while the school in Akora Khattak is established as a joint venture of government and private industries for the children of labourers. Thus, the students in these schools belong to marginalised and vulnerable Pashtun communities. A total of 14 girls; 8 students from Public and 6 from semi-public schools, who volunteered to participate in the study were selected. Before collection of data, the school principals were contacted through telephonic calls and were briefed about the nature and background of the study. Consent forms were signed by their parents. Days were scheduled, and interviews were conducted accordingly.
4.3 Data collection tool and procedure
[bookmark: _Hlk64749690]As the study aimed in-depth exploration of the phenomenon in hand, consequently, it was deemed appropriate to use semi-structured interview. The interviews started with questions dealing with name, grade, age, father occupation and number of siblings. The interview then proceeded with three main questions. Follow-up questions were also asked following each main question based on the response received. The first question was associated with managing studies at home during lockdown. The second main question was related to the financial impact of Covid-19 on their families. The purpose of the 2nd main and follow up questions were to get an insight into the consequential effects of finances on education. The final and the third main question dealt with the opinion of the participants on school opening. 
In order to get comprehensive feedback, the questions were asked in both, English and Urdu. All the participants were informed about recording before conducting the interviews. Interviews were conducted in the Principal offices of the schools concerned.
The interviews were recorded. The recorded data was orthographically transcribed guided by Shah, Pillai & Sinayah (2019). After transcription of recorded interviews, thematic analysis of the data, informed by Braun and Clark (2006) was conducted. Based on the interview questions, the main themes of the data were obtained. Coding process was done inductively by assigning codes to each sentence by reading and familiarizing with the data, several times. Initial coding was reviewed again for further abstractness. Similar codes which were complementing the main theme were grouped together under overarching sub-themes. Finally similar sub-themes were merged to reflect the main theme.
5. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
First, a brief summary of the findings are given. Then in the second stage, findings are illustrated and discussed with the help of extracts from the data. Examples from the data are indicated in bold and indented style. A line-wise translation and then translation of the whole extracts are given at the end of each extract. 
[bookmark: _Hlk64757371][bookmark: _Hlk64757408]Thematic analysis of the data resulted in four sub-themes which are categorized under two core themes related to the social and psychological impacts of Covid-19 on the education of unprivileged girls during school closures. Sub-themes for theme 1 have been labelled as A1 and A2 while sub-themes for theme 2 have been labelled as B1 and B2 given below in the table (Figure 1).
The following two sub-themes A1) Support at home and A2) Time management were categorized under the core theme: 1) Learning losses. The underlying pattern of meanings indicated that due to the illiterate background of the parents, they could not provide assistance and support to their children (females) in their learning activities at home. These girls were mostly subjected to domestic roles at home, whereby they are made responsible to share a fair amount of domestic work load during the course of day with other family members, particularly their mothers. This consequently resulted in the mismanagement of time and hence they did not maintain their self-study regularly at homes during the lockdown period. 
The other two sub-themes that emerged inductively during the analysis of data are: B1) Financial crisis and B2) Psychological consequence, which formed the second major theme of study 2) Returning school. Certain barriers that have jeopardized the educational process of these girls during lockdown and which have contributed further by placing this vulnerable group at risk of never returning back to schools, are the financial crunch due to unemployment and health crisis. Poverty and pandemic situations in these households have stimulated their fears and stress of contracting corona virus.
	
	Themes
	Sub-themes
	Descriptions

	1
	Learning losses
	A1) Support at home

	Parents are unable to extend support to girls in getting education.


	
	

	A2) Time management

	The increased burden of domestic household activities on girls have affected their daily routine.

	2
	Returning school
	B1) Financial crisis

	Unemployment and financial crunch have potentially put extra pressure on the poor households to sustain livelihood.

	
	
	B2) Psychological consequence
	Contraction of coronavirus and imposed lockdowns have created an atmosphere of fear and stress.


FIGURE 1: The themes and Sub-themes extracted from data by Thematic Analysis
[bookmark: _Hlk73486296]In this section, both the themes are presented and explained with data extracted from the feedback and responses of the participants recorded during the interviews. 
4.2.1 First theme: Learning losses. All the participants indicated that there existed a difference between face to face and online learning. Face to face learning is closely monitored and controlled by the teachers, while in online learning, the students are on their own, free of check and mostly the teachers have no control over the students. The government strategy to approach these students focused largely on tele-schools, radio and e-learning but these approaches did not appear to reach learners in marginalised communities. Major learning losses were observed as the education of girls in particular was noted to be compromised. 
           A1) Support at home. Although all the participants struggled to maintain self-study during school closures, few of them reported that they faced problems. Teachers are professionally trained and selected on their merit to teach students in their respective subjects. Their presence from six to eight hours in school ensures a quality time where they not only teach but also help and assist the learners when they need it. Meanwhile, at homes they do not get such assistance from the family members due to many reasons. One can be linked to the social background of these communities. As these girls belong to the Pashtun ethnic community of low income households, education is not their top priority. They (parents) lack awareness about the importance of education for girls. Although many parents are breaking the social norms and encouraging their girls to get the basic education. However, in most of the cases, girls drop-outs are observed at post primary level because of early marriages and societal pressure. This is primarily because they are either not able to understand the content or they are uneducated as clearly stated by participant 1 in the following example. 
Example 1: From interview 1: 
	Miss, kyunkay meray ghar koi parha likha nahi hai ( Miss, because no one is 	literate in my house), main kabhi kabhar parhti thi chutyon main ( I used to 	study sometimes during the holidays). Mujhay parhai main ghar walon ka 	ta’awun hasil nahi tha ( I got no cooperation at home from anyone in my 	studies),kyunkay meri ami parhi likhi nahi hain ( because my mother is illiterate), 	unko 	tou parhna bhi nahi ata ( she doesn’t even know how to read) aur unho 	ne 	meri koi madad nahi ki (and she didn’t help me). Meray abu bhi 	ghar py nahi 	hotay ( My father would n). 
[bookmark: _Hlk64809569][bookmark: _Hlk64810090][bookmark: _Hlk64810486](Miss, because no one is literate in my house, I used to study sometimes during holidays. I got no cooperation at home from anyone in my studies because my mother is illiterate, she doesn’t even know how to read and she didn’t help me. My father would not be home.)
However, the socio-religious factors also contribute to shaping the negative perceptions towards gaining modern scientific education. The dominant influence of Mullah (clergy) culture in our society also play a vital role in discouraging the parents to send their daughters to school in these communities, who claim and consider the modern education for girls as the cause of all ailments in a society. It is a general perception developed among common Pashtuns indicated by a famous proverb that men’s respect relies upon the ownership and control of riches, women and lands (zar, zan, zamin). Girls are subject to strict and conservative rules. Girls are considered the norm makers and are accustomed to comply with the patriarchal norms. They are allowed to get religious education but get less or no support for formal schooling at home because they consider religious education as free and rewarding in the other world. The same is indicated by participant 3 during her interview.
Example 2: From interview 3: 
	Main madrassa jaati hun. ( I go to madrassa.) Pehla darja ilm ka muakmmal 	hochuka hai wahan ( I have now completed my first degree course there). 	Meri ami kehti hain k ab mujhe madrassa jao, Allah ki raah main ilm haasil 	karo ( My mother says that I should go to madrassa now, gain knowledge in the 	way of Allah). Wo kehti hain ye bemari ham par Allah ki taraf se azmaaish hai (She 	reminds me that this deadly disease is a test for us from Allah). 
[bookmark: _Hlk64821512][bookmark: _Hlk64821706][bookmark: _Hlk64821797](I go to madrassa. I have now completed my first degree course there. My mother says that I should go to the madrassa now, to gain knowledge in the way of Allah. She reminds me that this deadly disease is a test for us from Allah.)
            A2) Time management. Participants referred to the management of time as one of the issues for low performance and educational losses. This is because at home they are not under pressure from the formal education system. There are distractions more often which can affect the course of their learning process. It also shows the negative attitude of learners adapting with the new ways of coping with self-studying. However all the participants shared their experiences of increased workload at home during lockdown which has significantly affected their time management. Pre-defined gender roles explicitly demand how girls are expected to function at home from care taking activities to cooking and cleaning as stated by participant 4: 
Example 3: Interview 4:
Main raat ko kabhi kabhar parhne baith jaati ( I would sit to study at night sometimes), agar koi mehman na aatay aur ghar k kaam na hotay ( if no guests would come and if there was no house work for me to do). Lekin ghar par is may bohot khalal parhta hai (But at home it gets interrupted a lot). Kabhi meri ami keh deti hain k jao salan dekho chulay pay ya jharoo pocha laga dou ( Sometimes, my mother would ask me to go check the curry on the stove or sweep and mop the floors). Isi tarah, har khanay k baad main bartan dhoti hun  (Likewise, I wash the dishes after every meal).
[bookmark: _Hlk64824436][bookmark: _Hlk64824530][bookmark: _Hlk64825139][bookmark: _Hlk64825394][bookmark: _Hlk64825479](I would sit to study at night sometimes if no guests would come and if there was no house work for me to do. But at home it gets interrupted a lot. Sometimes, my mother would ask me to go check the curry on the stove or sweep and mop the floors. Likewise, I wash the dishes after every meal.) 
4.2.2 Second theme: Returning school. The other major theme emerged from the analysis is the participants’ mixed views on reopening of schools. They expressed their future concerns about returning to school as this is something not in their control. Just two girls were optimistic about their return to school while the rest were not sure about their return. This is evident from the less enrolments in schools for girls. Provincial government has initiated the stipend programmes to ensure and maintain girls return to school. However, pandemic effects are going to last for a long time especially in poor households where girls are at risk of never returning back to school. 
[bookmark: _Hlk64829552]            B1) Financial crisis. The data also revealed this sub-theme of the financial crisis directly resulted from the pandemic situation. Lockdowns may prevent the infectious spread of the Covid-19 but it has further aggravated the situation for low economic households where they solely rely on their daily wages. Due to insufficient employment opportunities the basic needs of shelter, food and health are in danger. The dire economic situation during lockdown meant no access to study material, copies and other educational accessories. Education in pandemic is a luxury for the developed communities but the marginalised and vulnerable communities can’t afford it. Participants who stated they could not return to school primarily cited their parents would not allow because of financial issues as they can’t afford their school expenses stated by participant 1:
Example 4: Interview 1:
	Meray abu mazdoor hain lekin waba ki waja se ab kabhi kabhar mazdoori 	hoti hai (My father is a labourer but due to pandemic now there is occasional 	labour). Meray abu kehte hain k wo meray aur kapiyaan nahi khareed sakte 	(My father tells me he can’t buy more copies for me) aur kehte hain main aap k liye 	zyada cheezain nahi khareed k de sakta (And says that I can’t buy more for you).Tou 	meray abu mujhe shaid school na jaane dain (So, my father may not allow me to 	attend school after the pandemic). 
[bookmark: _Hlk64834378](My father is a labourer but due to the pandemic now there is occasional labour. My father tells me he can’t buy more copies for me and says that I can’t buy more for you. So, my father may not let me come to school after the pandemic). 
            B2) Psychological consequence. Most of the girls stated they felt sad, upset and hopeless about their return to school because their financial situations have been terribly affected. A pattern of their concerns and confusions about returning school in a pandemic situation emerged as a theme. Most of them were by now demotivated too and were worried for their financial problems as illustrated in the following example:

Example 5: Interview 2
	Shuru main, main bohot khafa hoti thi ( In the begining, I used to be very 	upset.) Meri taleem beech main rook gai (My studies stopped in the middle). 	Agar 	Corona ki waba na hoti tou schools band na hotay (If there was no 	epidemic of corona, schools would have not been closed). Mujhe ye fikar hai k merry 	Abu mujhe school dobara jane nahi dengay jab tak ye waba na 	khatam hojaye 	(I’m worried my father won’t let me go to school again until the pandemic is over ). 
	(In the beginning, I used to be very upset. My studies stopped in the middle. If 	there was no epidemic of corona, schools would not be closed. I’m worried my 	father won’t let me go to school again until the pandemic is over.)
5. CONCLUSION
The devastating and disruptive effects of Covid-19 on education are unparalleled in this era of progress and development. The current study explored mainly the barriers and challenges that the girls of low income households faced. The thematic analysis of recorded interviews highlighted the patterns of learning losses during lockdown and their pessimistic views about returning to school. This is explicitly linked with their socio-cultural background and their financial status. To overcome these challenges as discussed in the above section, it will take the highest degree of global and territorial engagement, data sharing and strength to ensure an all-around facilitated comeback. Moreover, in order to ensure quality education in all parts of the globe with a focus on the marginalized and vulnerable groups of disabled learners, financially unstable students and girls from conservative backgrounds, some drastic measures on part of the government and high ups will be mandatory. 
6. ACKNOWLEDGMENT
We are thankful to the participants and their parents and the Principals of the schools wherein the study was conducted. As per procedure in vogue, consent from the parents of the participants were taken on the consent form.

REFERENCES
Ali, N. U. (2020). Students disappointed with online teaching system amid COVID-19. 
Retrieved from Daily Times: https://dailytimes.com.pk/587446/students-
disappointed-with-online-teaching-system-amid-covid-19/
Basilaia,  G.,  &  Kvavadze, D.  (2020).  Transition  to  online  education  in  schools  
duringa  SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus (Covid-19) pandemic in Georgia.
Pedagogical Research, 5(4), 1-9
Braun, V. & Clark, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative                       
Research in Psychology. 3(2), 77-101.
Dhahri , A. A., Arain , S. Y., Memon, A. M., & Ahson, R. (2020, December). The 
psychological impact of COVID-19 on medical education of final year students 
in Pakistan: A cross-sectional study. Science Direct: Annals of Medicine and 
Surgery , 60, 445-450.
Glaser, B. G., & Strauss, A. L. (1967). The discovery of Grounded theory: Strategies 
for qualitative research. Aldine: Chicago.
Hall, K. S., Samari, G., & Garbers, S. (2020). Centring Sexual and Reproductive 
Health and Justice in the Global COVID-19 Response. The Lancet 395(10239), 
1175–77.
[bookmark: _Hlk64894669]Kaur,  G.  (2020).  Digital  Life:  Boonor  bane  in  teaching  sector  on  COVID-19. CLIO an Annual Interdisciplinary Journal of History, 6(6), 416-427.
Malala Fund . (2020). Girls' education and COVID-19 in Pakistan. Retrieved from:  
https://www.malala.org/newsroom/archive/girls-education-and-covid-19-in-
pakistan
Mustafa, N. (2020). Impact of the 2019-20 Coronavirus Pandemic on Education. 
International Journal of Health Preferences Research, 1-12
Plan International. (2020). COVID-19 school closures around the world will hit the 
girls hardest. Retrieved from: https://plan-international.org/blog/2020/03/covid-
19-school-closures-hit-girls-hardest
Sahu, P. (2020). Closure of Universities Due to Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-
19): Impact on Education and Mental Health of Students and Academic Staff. 
Cureus, 12(4). doi: 10.7759/cureus.7541
Salam,  S.,  Jianqiu,  Z.,  Pathan,  Z.  H.,  &  Lei,  W.  (2017,  December).  Strategic  
barriers in the effective integration of ICT in the public schools of Pakistan. In  
Proceedings of  the  2017 International Conference on Computer Science and 
Artificial Intelligence, 169-172.
Shah, M., Pillai, S., & Sinayah, M. (2019). Translanguaging in an academic setting. Lingua. 
225, 16-31.
UNESCO, (2020a). Distance Learning Solutions. Retrieved from: 
UNESCO: https://en.unesco.org/covid19/educationresponse/solutions
Wains, S. I., & Mahmood, W. (2008, October). Integrating m-learning with e-learning. 
In Proceedings of the 9th ACM SIGITE Conference on Information 
Technology Education (pp. 31-38).





























