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Executive Summary
The “9th Annual Forum of the High Officials of Basic Education of the SEAMEO Member
and Associate Member Countries” was convened by H.E. Dr. Myo Thein Gyi, Minister of
Education, Union of Myanmar, in collaboration with all of the High Officials the of SEAMEO
member countries and the SEAMEO Secretariat, on 17 September 2020 at 9:00 A.M.
(GMT+7). It is the first virtual gathering of the SEAMEO High Officials where they shared best
practices amidst COVID-19 lockdowns and discussed education policies and plans related
to the reopening and rehabilitation of schools in Southeast Asia.
The presentations of the SEAMEO High Officials focused on the following essential elements:
•

Immediate actions taken by the Ministries of Education (MoEs) in an effort to reopen
schools, including health protocols, policies, and adjustments made to curricula

•

Measures the MoEs took to ensure that the schools are safe for both learners and
teachers, including the alternative delivery modes they employed to manage risks of
infection

•

Best practices, lessons learned, reflections, and key takeaways to ensure that schools
remain open and safe, and that the disadvantaged, displaced, or marginalised groups
are not left behind

Myanmar’s reopening and rehabilitation framework highlighted the measures taken by
the Basic Education in COVID-19 Disease Prevention and Technical Support Committee.
Directives; guidelines; protection, control, and prevention measures; and reopening
checklists were also introduced.
For Brunei Darussalam, reopening was accomplished in stages. Social distancing guidelines
were implemented, along with home-based or online learning. Bruhealth, a health app,
was specifically utilised to aid schools in determining potential COVID-19 carriers. Other
educational platforms, such as television shows and printed learning resources following a
modified curriculum were used to focus on providing learners with fundamental concepts.
In Cambodia, reopening and rehabilitation strategies were based on two principles—
protecting students and using digital classrooms for continued education.
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In the case of Indonesia, the so-called “zoning” method was used to cluster and manage
school reopening depending on the state of COVID-19 transmissions per area. Social
distancing policies were also introduced and no activities apart from teaching and learning
were allowed. Each educational unit determined the number of days and hours of study
following a rotation system based on its locale.
Lao People’s Democratic Republic (PDR) shared its “COVID-19 Response Plan” that
is consistent with its national government policies, plans, rules, and regulations. Various
platforms were created, including producing and printing textbooks, using electronic learning
materials, and employing television and radio programmes.
Malaysia, meanwhile, focused on online learning through digital platforms after consultations
with the Ministries of Health and Defence, and the National Disaster Management Agency.
In the Philippines, the “Learning Continuity Plan” was set in motion, which utilised blended
learning modalities that included the production of educational television programmes aligned
with the most essential learning competencies.
Singapore’s reopening and rehabilitation strategies were based on three principles—the
utmost safety of students and educators, adopting a timely approach aligned with its national
strategies, and being mindful of the wider impact of school opening measures on the society,
especially the educators’ and learners’ families. It also highlighted concerns about the wellbeing and workload of students and teachers alike.
Thailand, meanwhile, shared its “Best Practices for Schools on Protection from the Transmission
of COVID-19,” which has four phases of teaching-learning activities administered through
distance learning technology. Stringent health and sanitation, along with social distancing
measures, were also introduced.
Vietnam shared how the Ministry of Education and Training (MoET) utilised mass media and
information and communication technology (ICT) for its strategies. The ministry encouraged
administrators from the district, provincial, and national levels to use radios, social networks,
video hosting websites and services, and Internet and mobile apps. The most suitable
lessons were selected for the national level. Educational television programmes were also
utilised. Students and teachers were also provided free Office 365 accounts.
All of the policies and protocols point to the need to heighten health and safety protocols in
school, which includes intensifying cleaning, making hand-washing facilities and disinfectants
available in strategic locations, and implementing strict social distancing measures by
reducing congestion. At the end of the say, the underlying principle behind the interventions
was to ensure that learning continued without sacrificing health and safety.
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The multiple approaches introduced as schools were reopened, to include policies that avoid
congestion by strategic scheduling and shifting of breaks and dismissal times, as well as
the parallel development of online and offline learning resources such as printing of learning
modules and packs mean that wide disparities exist in Southeast Asian countries, especially
in technology infrastructure. Such challenges are witnessed even in the progressive countries
such as Brunei Darussalam and Singapore.
The SEAMEO High Officials also highlighted the need to re-engage learners and ensure
that recovery, rehabilitation and even resurgence planning are conducted to ensure learning
continuity despite disruptions. A joint statement from the SEAMEO High Officials was also
made as a result of this online forum.
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Message from the
Ministry of Education,
Union of Myanmar
MoE, Union of Myanmar is pleased
to host the “9th Annual Forum of the
High Officials of Basic Education of the
SEAMEO Member and Associate Member
Countries (Virtual)” with the theme, “School
Reopening and Rehabilitation Strategy
Amidst COVID-19 in Southeast Asia.” This
annual forum is very timely, as schools are
currently being opened in the SEAMEO
member countries, and all educators and
education stakeholders can benefit from the best practices and lessons they are learning
from their school reopening and rehabilitation strategies. This gathering is proof of the
region’s commitment to ensure that no learner gets left behind and interventions are being
put in place to ensure that even the most underprivileged and disadvantaged are reached.
This virtual forum is the region’s response to the call for a platform where education officials
can share and exchange policies and strategies in hopes that other countries can learn and
benefit from one another. The only way to move forward in battling the ensuing pandemic
is a systemic approach where all countries and stakeholders take a united stand to ensure
the responsiveness and relevance of innovative solutions. Together with all the MoEs in the
SEAMEO member countries, MoE is honoured to have this opportunity to gather all of the
key education stakeholders in a virtual forum in hopes that it can serve as one of the many
strategies the region can employ to fight against the COVID-19 pandemic.

H.E. Dr. Myo Thein Gyi
Minister of Education
Union of Myanmar
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Message from the
SEAMEO Secretariat
The “9th Annual Forum of the High
Officials of Basic Education of the
SEAMEO Member and Associate
Member Countries (Virtual)” with
the theme, “School Reopening
and Rehabilitation Strategy Amidst
COVID-19 in Southeast Asia,” was
made possible by the generous
support provided by H.E. Dr. Myo
Thein Gyi, Minister of Education, Union
of Myanmar.
The SEAMEO Secretariat would like to congratulate all of the SEAMEO High Officials who
participated in this first virtual gathering to share their school reopening and rehabilitation
strategies. This annual forum is very timely, as schools in the 11 SEAMEO member countries
are slowly and cautiously opening after prolonged lockdowns during the COVID-19 pandemic.
This publication captures the essential points shared by the SEAMEO High Officials and
hopes to serve as a handy reference to school leaders and educators, as they navigate
through opening and rehabilitating schools safely. It also features the “Joint Statement of the
High Officials on School Reopening and Rehabilitation in Southeast Asia,” which can guide
everyone in building back better.
The SEAMEO Secretariat would like to appreciate the effort of MoE, Union of Myanmar
to successfully conduct this year’s forum albeit virtually. The Southeast Asian education
community is one with the world in making sure that we can build back better through a
number of initiatives that utilise technology and rely on innovation and responsive partnerships
with critical education players and stakeholders to ensure that learning continues for all
learners wherever, whenever.

Dr. Ethel Agnes P. Valenzuela
Director
SEAMEO Secretariat

Introduction
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The “Annual Forum of the High Officials of Basic Education of SEAMEO Member and
Associate Member Countries” was first proposed by the SEAMEO Secretariat and approved
by the SEAMEO Council during the “45th SEAMEO Council Conference” held in Cebu,
Philippines on 26 January 2010.
The forum aimed to facilitate the exchange of good practices and experiences on various
areas and issues in basic education. It also intended to foster regular and active fellowship
among the High Officials responsible for basic education in the SEAMEO member and
associate member countries.
The “9th Annual Forum of the High Officials of Basic Education of the SEAMEO Member and
Associate Member Countries” was hosted by MoE, Union of Myanmar on 17 September
2020. It focused on the theme, “School Reopening and Rehabilitation Strategy Amidst
COVID-19 in Southeast Asia.” It gathered all of the High Officials of the SEAMEO Member
Countries to share the strategies their respective MoEs employed to reduce the impact of
COVID-19 on learners and ensure that even those at the margins, the underprivileged, and
the disadvantaged are reached.
Themes of the Previous Annual Fora of the High Officials of Basic Education of the
SEAMEO Member and Associate Member Countries
Forum

Theme

Venue

Year

1st

Basic Education:
Pathway to 21stCentury Human
Development

Malaysia

2011

2nd

Sharing and Embracing
the Development of
Inclusive Education
in Southeast Asian
Countries

Vietnam

2012

3rd

Quality and Equality
of Basic Education for
a Sustainable Future:
Building the Capacity of
Every Learner

Thailand

2013

4th

Promoting
Entrepreneurship
Education and Culture
within the Basic
Education System

Brunei Darussalam

2014
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Themes of the Previous Annual Fora of the High Officials of Basic Education of the
SEAMEO Member and Associate Member Countries
Forum

Theme

Venue

Year

5th

Quality Assurance
Framework for Basic
Education

Cambodia

2015

6th

Adopting a 21stCentury Curriculum

Indonesia

2016

7th

Revitalising Teaching
towards Quality
Learning Outcomes

Lao PDR

2018

8th

Advancing School
Safety and Resilience
in the Southeast Asian
Region

Philippines

2019

This report provides snapshots of the reopening and rehabilitation strategies employed by
the various participating MoEs to come up with a regional framework on safely reopening
schools in the region. It summarises the key takeaways from the presentations made by
the SEAMEO High Officials that educators can easily read and understand as they face the
unprecedented challenge of opening schools amidst the COVID-19 pandemic.

School Reopening Strategies
of the SEAMEO Member and
Associate Member Countries
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The High Officials of the SEAMEO member countries and representatives from associate
member countries presented their school reopening and rehabilitation strategies. Their
presentations focused on the strategies employed by the MoEs, the policies and protocols
introduced, and the measures undertaken to safely reopen and rehabilitate schools.

Union of Myanmar
Mr. Ko Lay Win, Director-General,
Department of Basic Education, MoE,
Union of Myanmar, presented the
strategies the country employed to
reopen schools.
He presented the policies that
MoE devised focusing on themes,
such as “no child left behind,” “no
discrimination,” “no school dropouts,”
and “no learning loss.” He then highlighted the measures specifically taken by the Department
of Basic Education that include the establishment of committees, such as the COVID-19
Disease Prevention and Technical Support Committee in all schools to plan their reopening
by grade level.
He then explained in detail the measures MoE took to safely reopen schools. These include:
•

Categorising schools depending on their number of students, teachers, classrooms,
and facilities

•

Adjusting teaching periods

•

Reducing the coverage of the grade 10 and 11 curricula
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•

Conducting capacity-building training courses for teachers in light of the ensuing
pandemic

•

Providing support for the reopening of schools

•

Providing directives, guidelines, and instructions for protection against and the control
and prevention of the further spread of COVID-19

•

Observing the preparations of schools using inspection checklists

•

Assessing the safety of schools with the aid of COVID-19 Prevention Monitoring Groups
to ensure they reopen in accordance with the safety guidelines laid down by the Ministry
of Health and Sports

He concluded his presentation with a video that documented how schools in Myanmar were
reopened.

Brunei Darussalam
Dr. Shamsiah Zuraini Kanchanawati Haji
Tajuddin, Permanent Secretary, Core
Education, MoE, Brunei Darussalam,
presented on three main topics—
updates on the country’s education
status, steps taken to coordinate
school opening, and strategies to
accommodate learning.
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She first provided an overview of the current status of education in the country. School
safety guidelines were implemented in line with the mandates of the Ministries of Health
and Religious Affairs. Beginning 30 March 2020, the deescalation plan was implemented
with learners of all ages utilising home-based or online learning in the first stage. Those who
needed to take examinations were allowed to go back to school in the second stage, which
started in June for primary schools. In stage 3, all schools resumed classes on 27 July
2020. Social distancing guidelines were required. Schools in remote areas opened on 2
June 2020 in accordance with the guidelines provided by MoE. Face-to-face teaching was
conducted but only for learners who need to take examinations. When the situation was
declared substantially under control, the blended approach was adopted to ensure social
distancing. The country is currently in the fourth stage of the deescalation plan with nearly
normal schooling resuming on 27 July 2020. All children in all levels, including those with
special needs, are now back in school. Extracurricular activities and large assemblies are
still not allowed.
She then continued to present the nationwide health app dubbed Bruhealth, which is used
in schools to identify potential COVID-19 carriers. Next, she explained how the resources
and guidelines for younger and marginalised learners were provided. She mentioned the
use of hotline platforms. MoE used technology to realise Education 4.0. They utilised email,
reader conferencing, and instant messaging, among others. They also expanded the use of
educational television programmes for primary and secondary level students.
She also explained how children who lacked financial resources were provided devices and
Internet access with the help of nongovernment organisations (NGOs) and development
agencies. An assessment was also conducted to identify learning deficits and address
learning gaps. As a result, modified curricula specifically for primary students were created
focusing on fundamental concepts.
She then stressed the efforts of MoE to prepare for similar or other crises in the future,
integrate digitalised teaching and learning in curricula, develop more resources for online and
offline teaching and learning, and move towards realising the Industrial Revolution.
She noted the crucial role of providing training courses so teachers can better understand
and utilise technology while addressing the needs of school leaders so they can manage
crises in the future through digital means.
She also pointed out the importance of adopting other countries’ best practices to ensure
the sustainability of teaching and learning strategies in tandem with building the proper
infrastructure while protecting the environment.
She concluded her presentation by welcoming the introduction of the SEAMEO COVID-19
Accessible and Responsive Educational Support (SEAMEO CARES) fund and expressing
her hope to continue providing quality education while maintaining the well-being of teachers
and children in the region.
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Cambodia
Dr. Boly Kham Dy, Deputy DirectorGeneral of Policy and Planning,
MoEYS, Cambodia, focused on two
main areas—the country’s education
policies in response to the COVID-19
pandemic and their corresponding
strategies and principles.
He reported that more than 4,000
schools in the country were closed on
16 March 2020, impacting around 100,000 teachers and more than 3.2 million students
nationwide. As such, MoEYS, with the help of development partners and stakeholders,
promptly implemented the “Cambodia Response Plan to the COVID-19 Pandemic,” which
was based on two principles—protecting students and utilising digital classrooms for
continued education.
He also reported the country’s policy issues and guidelines, which centered on self-education
for students. MoEYS expanded its digital education efforts through establishing e-learning
platforms and digital education centres, developing digital contents for all students (the
marginalised ones in remote areas were asked to form small groups for peer study), and
asking teachers to follow the health guidelines laid down by the Ministry of Health strictly.
He then stressed how digital education is now being applied in pre- and in-service teacher
training centres so they can teach using technology in the future. Various digital platforms
are also being considered to become official parts of the country’s education system. Digital
facilities will continue to be provided even after COVID-19.
He concluded that the COVID-19 tested the world and the education system but with a
united front, we can all fight against the pandemic and address the educational issues it
brought to light.
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Indonesia
Mr. Wawan, Analyst, Directorate of
Basic Education, MoEC, Indonesia,
informed the member countries of the
impact of COVID-19 on their country.
Like others, school closures began
in March 2020, affecting 68.8 million
students and 4.2 million teachers. A
total of 646,200 schools had to be
locked down.
He pointed out the long-term risks due to the absence of face-to-face classes, such as
increased dropouts, adverse learning outcomes, potential child abuse, and external risks.
Over the years, we have seen that the results of face-to-face teaching are better than those
of long-distance learning. And so, he explained that MoEC prioritised the health and safety
of students, teachers, education personnel, and their families when they came up with their
policy principles. The ministry also considered stakeholders’ development and psychosocial
conditions. That resulted in the country’s zoning method, which divided it into the green,
yellow, orange, and red zones based on the data provided by the COVID-19 Task Force for
school reopening amidst the new normal.
He also reported that face-to-face classes for primary and secondary level students will
begin simultaneously. Early childhood learners will follow after. Secondary schools reopened
in July 2020 while primary and special education schools did so in August. Early childhood
education centres opened in October 2020. During the transition period, wearing masks,
using hand sanitizers, and maintaining a minimum distance of 1.5 metres from others were
mandated. No activities other than teaching and learning were allowed. Each school was
asked to determine their respective number of days and hours of study following a learning
group rotation system.
To end his presentation, he suggested that schools use the “School Operation Assistance
(BOS) Guide” for school reopening preparations, which follows Ministerial Regulation No.
19/2020. This guide includes the types of support that MoEC can provide, along with
suggested emergency curricula and learning modules.
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Lao PDR
Ms. Keomanivanh Phimmahasay,
Deputy Director-General, Department
of General Education, MoES, Lao
PDR, briefly reported on the country’s
current status in terms of COVID-19
transmission. Like other countries,
the pandemic affected the country’s
education and sports sector. The
nationwide school closure impacted
1,708,501 students, pushing MoES to
establish the COVID-19 Prevention and Control Task Force that worked in close collaboration
with the National Operation Centre for COVID-19 Prevention and Control Task Force. On 20
March 2020, all schools, institutes, and universities were completely closed nationwide.
More than 1,900 schools were used as quarantine centres for returning migrant workers.
She then explained the contents of the “Lao PDR Education COVID-19 Response Plan,”
which was developed to:
•

Prevent and control the transmission and spread of COVID-19 in line with national public
health guidance and ensure the well-being of education staff

•

Encourage learning continuity through the implementation of diverse learning methods

•

Support the safe and inclusive return of learners to school

•

Ensure a coordinated response for the education sector in cooperation with government
and other development partners

She shared that strategic principles were also developed for inclusive education in line with
national government policies, plans, rules, and regulations, which prioritised inter-sectoral
interventions. The key interventions employed for school closure included adjusting the
school calendar, communicating plans and new schedules for national exams, and sharing
key information and messages on preventing the spread of COVID-19 through the education
network. Various learning platforms were created for teaching-learning. Textbooks were printed
and distributed to students, electronic learning materials were produced and distributed to
teachers and students, additional education programmes on radio and television channels
were produced, and a campaign engaging parents or guardians to support home-based
learning was launched.
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She stressed the measures MoES took to safely reopen schools, such as seeking support
funds from the Global Partnership for Education (GPE) to support the education sector in
implementing the response plan.

Malaysia
Datuk Dr. Habibah Abdul Rahim,
Director-General of Education, Office
of the Director-General of Education,
MoE, Malaysia, reported that the
closure of schools would most
likely cause a huge loss in learning,
which can lead to disengagement,
especially among those who are at
risk of dropping out and the vulnerable.
Malaysia has 5,036,965 students
taught by 440,684 teachers in 10,713 public and private schools. To ensure that learning
continues, the government assisted by three partners—Microsoft, Google, and Apple—
changed face-to-face to online learning. Although students can gain access to online
learning materials via digital platforms, many factors can impede their progress, such as
lack of gadgets and Internet connectivity. According to her report, only 9.1% of the student
population had personal computers (PCs), 9.1% had tablets, 14.8% had laptops, 82.6%
had mobile phones, and 71.5% had handphones. Only 11.32% of the urban population
and 5.84% of those in rural areas had good Internet connection. Only 40.32% of the urban
population and 31.02% of those in rural areas had satisfactory connection. The rest of the
nation’s population had very slow or limited connection.
She then explained how MoE consulted various key organizations, including the Ministries
of Health and Defence and the National Disaster Management Agency before finalising
their plans to reopen schools. The ministry published guidelines on reopening schools to
ensure the security and safety of students while minimising risks of new infections, set up
three school reopening operation models, readjusted the school calendar to allow recovery
for learning loss, reopened schools in five stages from 24 June to 3 August 2020, and
published home-based learning manuals for students who wished to continue learning at
home via various methods.
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Philippines
Mr. Jesus Lorenzo Ruiz Mateo,
Undersecretary,
Office
of
the
Undersecretary for Planning and
Human Resource and Organizational
Development, DepEd, Philippines,
shared the school reopening and
rehabilitation strategy of the country.
With the full support of DepEd,
the “Learning Continuity Plan” was
established for basic education.
Blended and distance learning
modalities were introduced following the mandates of the “Required Health Standards in
Basic Education Offices and Schools.”
He highlighted that education needs to continued even if the first priority is the safety of
all children. As such, DepEd initially planned to use an online platform but only 48% of the
students had Internet access. Students in remote areas, particularly the disabled, needed
an alternative. To bridge that gap, television- and radio-based contents were produced
following the teachings of the National Educators Academy of the Philippines (NEAP)
Teachers Training.
He also stated the importance of maintaining the mental health of teachers and students.
To ease worries of further COVID-19 transmission, online learning should be provided when
face-to-face learning is not possible.
He stressed the need to enhance stakeholder consultation and participation in rehabilitation
strategies; provide support to teachers and learners, especially the most vulnerable; improve
recovery plans through cross-sectoral cooperation; explore partnerships with and engage
in dialogues with SEAMEO member countries and partner organisations; and discuss and
learn from other countries’ best practices.
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Singapore
Mr. Tham Kine Thoung, Director, School
Operations Policy, Schools Division,
MoE, Singapore, communicated the
guiding principles for the safe reopening
of schools in the country. The guiding
principles, which ensure the utmost
safety of students and educators, were
disseminated to schools and parents,
adopting a timely approach aligned
with the national posture and being
mindful of the wider impact of school measures on the society, especially families. Based on
three principles, safe management measures in schools were taken to screen all children.
Schools must follow the instructions by ring-fencing higher-risk groups, daily temperaturetaking with additional visual and question-based screening, and robust testing and contact
tracing schemes to reduce the spread of COVID-19 in the event of a confirmed case.
He also reported that students are encouraged to practice frequent hand-washing and
cleaning shared equipment and high-touch surfaces in school. As part of good hygiene and
social responsibility, students and teachers are asked to wear masks. Teachers were given
personal microphones to aid in voice projection during teaching. To minimise intermingling
and reduce congestion, staggering arrival, dismissal, and recess times and exam-style
seating in classrooms and spaced fixed seating in canteens or alternative venues were
carried out.
He highlighted the schools’ concern about the well-being and workload of students and
teachers. Although graduating students are allowed to return to school every week, learners
in other grades followed a weekly rotation between home-based and face-to-face learning
before schools fully reopened four weeks later. Other centre-based activities, such as
language lessons, music, and art, will only resume when safe management measures are
put in place. For class-based physical education lessons, schools were only allowed small
group activities that involve minimal physical contact (e.g., badminton, table-tennis, etc.).
A limit of five students per group with safe management measures is required. Schools
resumed selected co-curricular activities with safe management measures but high-risk
activities remain suspended.
He emphasised the support MoE provides to schools. Teachers are encouraged to leverage
the momentum gained to enhance the education system by normalising home-based
learning and accelerating the National Digital Literacy Programme. Personal learning is also
encouraged for schools, parents, and students to effectively continue learning.
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Thailand
Dr. Watanaporn Ra-ngubtook, Deputy
Secretary-General, Office of the Basic
Education Commission, MoE, Thailand,
shared the country’s best practices for
schools on preventing the transmission
of COVID-19.
She explained the four phases of
teaching-learning through distance
learning technology. The country first
surveyed the device-readiness of
students, parents, teachers, and learning administers to see if they have Intenet access.
Distance learning was then tested through digital television channels and other online
systems, to determine appropriate tools.
She highlighted that since mid-August 2020, all schools under the Office of the Basic
Education Commission resumed face-to-face teaching. Online teaching-learning activities
are encouraged as an alternative should the situation worsens.
She reported that in-class teaching-learning activities across the country follow social
distancing. The commission encouraged the 29,235 schools under its administration to
self-assess their preparation should cases be seen. Around 97% of the schools achieved
the Green Level or passed all criteria. The remaining 3% achieved Yellow Level or passed
enough to reopen.
She pointed out that all schools have to follow prevention measures to prevent disease
transmission following the guidelines set by the Ministry of Public Health. All students and
school staff should be screened regularly, wear masks, frequently wash their hands, follow
social distancing guidelines, clean shared facilities, and reduce the duration or stagger
participation in group activities to avoid mass gatherings.
She explained the policies and guidelines the government provided for educational personnel,
which include preventive measures, such as making their teaching-learning activities known
to relevant agencies, establishing the COVID-19 Prevention Committee, setting measures
for every school to strictly follow, and adhere to prevention and control measures.
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Vietnam
Mr. Dang Hiep Giang, Official of the
Secondary Education Department,
MoET, Vietnam, shared the contents
of the document, “New Normal:
Challenges and Opportunities for
Education in Vietnam.”
He reported that the school year for
preschools, general education, and
continuing education, was adjusted by
proactively extending school holidays, accelerating distance learning (i.e., both online and
on television), and guiding schools on formulating teaching plans, and using ICT to enable
online teaching with the support of major telecommunications service providers.
He highlighted how MoET made use of mass media and ICT by encouraging administrators
in the district, provincial, and national levels to use radio and television stations, social
networks, video hosting websites and services, and mobile apps. The most suitable lessons
were selected for the national level. Educational institutions have been instructed to obtain
information about their students’ access to the Internet, computers, smartphones, and
television sets so they can develop suitable materials. Professionals have been asked to
assist in revising lessons so these can be digitised. All that involved reviewing the entire
educational system, adjusting teaching content, and ensuring that the most fundamental
knowledge is taught and all learners, particularly the most disadvantaged, have equal access
to education.
He ended by reporting the outcome of student learning via the Internet and lesson
broadcasts, specifying some televised lessons they prepared and e-learning lectures they
developed. MoET also provided Office 365 accounts free of charge. The document, “A Mind
for Readiness,” was also developed for teachers, administrators, students, parents, and the
whole society. Teaching and learning resources were produced for a variety of platforms and
teachers and administrators received additional training.
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Presentations of
Representatives from
SEAMEO Associate Member
Countries
Australia

Dr. Carrie Kilpin, Director of International
Strategy,
Partnerships
Branch,
International Division, Department of
Education, Skills and Employment,
Australia
shared
the
country’s
experience and COVID-19 responses
by giving an overview of the joint effort
on issues of national significance.
She explained how the government made efforts to develop and implement a national policy
and provided funding to government- and nongovernment-run schools, along with how
states and territories carried out school reopening in accordance with the legislative and
regulatory responsibility for schooling.
She also described the joint effort of the DESC COVID-19 Task Force, the National Cabinet,
the National COVID-19 Coordination Commission (NCCC), the Education Sector PandemicPreparedness Committee, and the Australian Health Protection Principal Committee (AHPPC)
to govern and make decisions regarding the school reopening in the country.
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She stressed that national principles for school education are committed to provide
students quality education. As such, decisions are made based on expert public health
and education advice. The health guidelines for schools ensure that the potential risk of
COVID-19 transmission is reduced and risk management for reopening is appropriate. The
country also implemented the Student Well-Being Hub and You Initiative to ensure the wellbeing of students, teachers, and school leaders and provide the necessary resources. In
addition, the government assisted even nongovernment-run schools to obtain early access
to funding through the hygiene assistance fund.
She also reported on the research done to assess the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic
on vulnerable cohorts and reexamine the national policy effort based on evidence found in
research papers.
She concluded her presentation by iterating the need to assess the impact of remote
learning, along with its education outcomes, especially for the vulnerable students and share
lessons learned to ensure that schools can respond to the challenges posed by COVID-19.

Spain

Mr. David Ferrán Priestley, Counsellor
for Education for Australia, India,
New Zealand, Singapore, and the
Philippines, Embassy of Spain in
Australia, Ministry of Education and
Vocational Training, first touched on the
main characteristics of the education
administration in the country.
He reported that education is decentralized and competences are shared between the
General State Administration (i.e., the ministry and regional authorities). As such, schools
have pedagogical, organisational, and managerial autonomy for their resources and all
families, teachers and schools are involved in organisation and governance. That said,
the starting date for the school year 2020–2021 varied per region and educational level.
Although schools reopened in the first fortnight of September 2020, due to the COVID-19
outbreak, some regions postponed the starting date for a few days.
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He pointed out that the government’s main concern was “not to leave anyone behind”
and provide extra funding so regions can strengthen their education systems. To reduce
class sizes, new teachers were hired and the number of classrooms was increased. As a
preventive measure, viral or antibody tests for teachers were taken before schools reopened
in several regions. In addition, the ministry and regional education authorities made sure
that lesson plans and syllabi were adapted to the framework required in all subjects across
all educational stages. That way, no one misses out on essential learning and all learning
objectives are achieved.
He continued to explain that though classes need to be conducted face-to-face as a general
rule, student attendance in lower education levels (i.e., up to 14 years old) was accorded
greater priority. Rotation-based, blended, and distance learning are also being planned
should circumstances merit for secondary level and technical and vocational education and
training (TVET) students. Measures are also being taken so teachers and students can use
digital resources, devices, and online platforms. More personalised approaches for students
are also in the works even for face-to-face education.
Regarding the safe reopening of schools, he reported that education authorities in cooperation
with health experts have drawn up action protocols. Schools have also designed their
specific protocols for hygiene and sanitary control, maintaining social distancing, staggering
schedules to avoid mass gatherings, and mobilisation in case of infection. Smaller class sizes
and studying in shifts, measures for caring for high-risk groups, and supporting students
with learning or emotional difficulties are also being implemented.

The Way
Forward
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The SEAMEO High Officials who attended the “9th Annual Forum of the High Officials of
Basic Education of the SEAMEO Member and Associate Member Countries” presented
strategies they employed to prepare to reopen schools amidst the pandemic. This part of
the report summarises the strategies they shared.
The 10 SEAMEO High Officials made the necessary preparations prior to reopening schools
in their respective countries. Part of that was to use an operational framework that ensures
risks and dangers are addressed and that the safety and well-being of learners are given
paramount importance.
In her synthesis, Dr. Ethel Agnes P. Valenzuela highlighted the three major school reopening
stages—the preparation stage, the reopening stage, and reengaging learning after school
reopening. She concluded with three recommendations summed up as the “3Rs”—recovery,
rehabilitation, and resurgence planning. She emphasised the importance of supporting
teachers for online teaching through coaching and online assessment. Raising recovery
funds, supporting continuous COVID-19 monitoring, and encouraging the SEAMEO
member countries to address learning gaps by supporting disadvantaged learners through
remediation plans.
She informed the SEAMEO member and associate member countries about the SEAMEO
CARES Programme Fund that can help them develop online learning resources and provide
capacity-building training for teachers. She then invited them to take part in SEAMEO CARES
by assisting in developing the Southeast Asia Classroom Online (SeaCol) and the Toolkit and
Learning Services (TLS) for Disadvantaged Schools and Teachers.
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School Safety, Health, and
Sanitation Protocols
Several protocols were introduced prior to reopening schools to curb the spread of and
mitigate risks associated with COVID-19. The following are some of them:
•

Checking the temperature of students and all school staff before they enter school
premises

•

Intensifying the cleaning of schools and their surroundings

•

Making hand-washing facilities, alcohol, and hand sanitizers available in strategic
locations in school coupled by constant reminders for all to wash their hands regularly

•

Using face masks

•

Adhering to social distancing guidelines and reducing congestion by adjusting class
activities and schedules

All of the SEAMEO High Officials highlighted the importance of implementing health and
sanitation protocols. They also emphasised the need to ensure all schools pass requirements
prior to reopening with varying granularity. Singapore, for instance, employed the blended
learning modality to avoid congestion. Not all learners are required to come to school. They
also introduced different break and dismissal times to avoid crowding.
In Indonesia, meanwhile, education units were empowered to determine their respective
number of days and hours of study using a learning group rotation system based on their
situation.
Brunei Darussalam, like Thailand, introduced a QR code system to check in and out of
public places to more easily track people’s movements.
All the SEAMEO High Officials agree that schools must always be kept clean and safe for
both learners and teachers through enforcing health and safety protocols and putting in
place mechanisms that can be quickly activated should COVID-19 risks escalate.
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Formulation of Education Policies
to Facilitate the
Reopening of Schools
The SEAMEO High Officials also shared education policies to ensure that learning continues
despite the COVID-19 pandemic. Details on the phased reopening of schools, amendments
to curricula, and rescheduling of national examinations and assessment may be found in
the Annex.

Reengaging Learners
The SEAMEO High Officials also shared strategies to reengage learners who were affected
by the sudden school closures and immediate shift to online and other alternative delivery
modes. Given the wide disparity in the availability of technological infrastructure among the
SEAMEO member countries to support online learning, the MoEs made sure they chose
the most appropriate options even for the disadvantaged and the unreached. The following
measures were put in place to ensure that learners are reengaged and that no one gets left
behind:
•

Active role of teachers, parents, and community members to keep learners engaged

•

Learning gap assessment

•

Changes in assessment strategies and schedules

•

Learning interventions based on identified learning gaps
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•

Availability of online learning materials keeping in mind the marginalised, disadvantaged,
and displaced

The 3Rs:
Recovery, Rehabilitation, and
Resurgence Planning
The “9th Annual Forum of the High Officials of Basic Education of the SEAMEO Member
and Associate Member Countries” clearly highlighted the importance of the 3Rs—recovery,
rehabilitation, and resurgence planning. For strategies to work, sustained support for teacher
training, coaching, and online assessment is necessary. Countries should also establish
COVID-19 recovery funds. To mobilise change, COVID-19 guideline implementation and
prevention must be done in all schools.
The SEAMEO High Officials stressed the need to continuously monitor COVID-19
developments. Educators should also institute measures to identify and address learning
gaps immediately. And like every High Official said, no one should get left behind.

Joint Statement of the
SEAMEO High Officials on
School Reopening and
Rehabilitation in
Southeast Asia
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We, the High Officials of the ministries of education of the SEAMEO member countries,
gathered virtually for the “9th Annual Forum of the High Officials of Basic Education of
the SEAMEO Member and Associate Member Countries” on 17 September 2020. We
underscored the need for schools to be nimble and ready to adopt a system that will facilitate
the safe and effective reopening and rehabilitation of schools to ensure that no one is left
behind and that the health and safety of learners and educators alike are not compromised
in these uncertain times.
We took stock of the simple but effective steps needed to reengage parents, learners, and
the education community by removing barriers that hamper the reopening and rehabilitation
of schools and the gradual resumption of school operations, including educational policies
meant to address learning gaps during school closures to enable as many learners as
possible to safely return to school.
We reaffirmed the need to reopen schools, keeping in mind the best interest of learners,
educators, and other education stakeholders and the overall public health consideration.
We recognised the unique context and condition of each member country and the varying
degrees of risk mitigation protocols in place to keep the general public safe, realising that
such diversity lies in the strength of each member country and that a united effort is the only
way for the region to win the fight against COVID-19.
We stressed that the positive gains of cautiously reopening and rehabilitating schools far
outweigh the consequences of prolonged school closures in the learning and development
of learners, most especially the marginalised and underprivileged who are the most vulnerable
during these unprecedented times.
We lauded the passion and commitment of school leaders and educators for going beyond
the call of duty, as the reopening of schools amidst the pandemic required them to do their
part in the 3Rs—recovery, rehabilitation, and resurgence planning.
We commended the efforts of SEAMEO to ensure a steady and reliable source of knowledge
for educators and education communities who benefit from various webinars, e-fora, lecture
series, and open education resources, effectively bridging the knowledge gap and making
knowledge resources accessible to as wide an audience as possible, especially those who
need them most.
We welcomed and supported the SEAMEO COVID-19 Accessible, Responsive Education
Support (CARES) fund to help member countries adopt a framework to reopen and rehabilitate
schools through various initiatives.
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We, the High Officials of the ministries of education participating in this “9th Annual Forum
of the High Officials of Basic Education of the SEAMEO Member and Associate Member
Countries” recommend that the SEAMEO Secretariat and SEAMEO Regional Centres
and Network assist in the development of a reopening and rehabilitation strategy that best
responds to the unique needs and requirements of the 11 member countries, harnessing
the vast knowledge and long years of experience of SEAMEO in the region.
We further acknowledge the support of the Ministry of Education of the Union of Myanmar
for hosting this historic first online forum.
We, therefore, agreed to adopt this joint statement on 17 September 2020.
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