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Abstract This article describes the socio-psychological effects of school closure on
school-going urban girls in Dhaka, Bangladesh, during the Covid-19 pandemic. It illus-
trates the life of urban students in Bangladesh during the school-closing time and relates it
to their previous normal life. It asserts that the strengths of traditional schools have impor-
tant relevance to socialization, which was significantly disturbed during the pandemic due
to home confinement. Based on both qualitative and quantitative data, the following com-
ponents led to an understanding of the schools’ role in the socialization of urban female
students in Bangladesh: emotional attachments, interpersonal interactions, and physical
activity. During confinement, the absence of these components put the students’ socializa-
tion process at risk, resulting in socio-psychological changes in activities and behavioral
patterns. Finally, the article recommends not considering online classes as the “new nor-
mal”; working toward vaccination and obtaining suitable health equipment for the reopen-
ing of traditional schools will do more to ensure the socio-psychological health of future
generations.
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Covid-19 causes severe acute respiratory syndrome and was detected in Wuhan, China, in
early December 2019, after which time it spread throughout the world (Bhimraj et al. 2020;
Dong et al. 2020). The World Health Organization (WHO) declared Covid-19 a pandemic,
based on its severity and its global transmission (Lee et al. 2020; Mehta et al. 2020). The
death rate from Covid-19 ranges from 0.47% to over 13%, depending on access to health
care, availability of testing, and socio-demographic variables in different countries (Hana-
fiah et al. 2020).

The measures for reducing the impact of Covid-19 are clearly stated by WHO and
include maintaining social distance; staying within one’s own territory; washing hands
properly; and closing all nonessential institutions, including schools, mosques, parks, and
other public facilities (Dev and Sengupta 2020).

Most countries have instituted social distancing measures (Child 2020). As soon as
Covid-19 was declared a pandemic, several countries confirmed widespread closures of
schools for an indefinite period (Armitage and Nellums 2020). School closures can help
the biological safety of children but may negatively affect their social life. Many research-
ers and policy makers focus on the biological need to save lives; however, the effects of
Covid-19 on children’s social life is also important (Mustari and Rahman 2020). Some
research has used a social science lens to look at the impact of Covid-19 on various social
groups, but few empirical studies have described the probable effects of school closings on
children. Therefore, the primary objective of this study is to fill that gap by highlighting the
effects of school closures during the Covid-19 crisis on school-going children. In addition,
a specific objective is to understand the socio-psychological effects of school closures on
school-going girls in urban areas of Bangladesh.

Covid-19 and school closures in Bangladesh

A national survey in China reported that the country’s strict quarantine measures and iso-
lation process had affected people psychologically, eliciting panic disorder, anxiety, and
depression (Qiu et al. 2020). People around the world have struggled with the changes
in their daily routines, increased uncertainty in life, and insecurity about their health and
future. In addition, those working from home had to balance their work and household
responsibilities. Home confinement may have had a negative impact on daily activity by
changing people’s sleeping patterns and even leading to insomnia (Altena et al. 2020).

Bhutani and Cooper (2020) found that home confinement caused weight gain and obe-
sity. They stated that the lack of physical exercise, due to gym closures, and changes in eat-
ing behavior caused individuals to become overweight and obese. The reduction in outdoor
activities and social interactions during the pandemic increased depression among children
(Xie et al. 2020). Although infection and death rates from Covid-19 have been compara-
tively lower for children than for other age groups (Armitage and Nellums 2020), children
around the world are facing other challenges during home confinement due to Covid-19.
School closures have resulted in restrictions in learning, socializing, and physical activity
(Child 2020; Sinha et al. 2020). These impacts make school-going children vulnerable and
can interfere with their normal socialization process. Thus, for children, the greatest threat
arguably has not been Covid-19, but rather the threat to them from the education system,
which has been shut for an indefinite period.
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In response to Covid-19, the Bangladesh government ordered a nationwide school clo-
sure as an emergency measure to prevent the spread of the virus. On March 16, 2020, the
Bangladesh government closed all educational institutions, starting March 17. From that
day until today (August 5, 2020), all educational institutions remained closed. Approxi-
mately two lakhs of educational institutions in Bangladesh support more than four crores
of students from different levels. Although other institutions gradually reopened, the Edu-
cation Ministry of Bangladesh was firm about closing all educational institutions until Sep-
tember 2020 if the severity of the pandemic remained unchanged. From the rates of death
and infection, some researchers and public health experts hypothesized there was little
chance of reducing the number of infected persons before September. Considering the situ-
ation, and with the permission of the proper authorities, some of the schools in the urban
regions decided to continue teaching with online classes.

Although the Bangladesh government declared itself to be “Digital Bangladesh”, inter-
net facilities were not widely available, due to economic instability and low technologi-
cal proficiency. Hence, the government took the initiative to deliver online classes through
national television (i.e., the government’s television center), which can reach remote areas
of Bangladesh, as long as other facilities are unavailable to students. In addition to the gov-
ernment’s delivery of classes through television, a few schools used online classes to con-
tinue their regular academic activities. However, this approach had different impacts on the
young members of society. Therefore, in this article, we intend to determine the socio-psy-
chological effects of school closure on school-going girls from urban areas in Bangladesh.

Conceptual framework and methodology

The conceptual framework for this study incorporates the effects of Covid-19 on socializa-
tion and such factors as stress and anxiety (Figure 1). Socialization is the process by which
an individual learns the desirable and appropriate standards, skills, motives, attitudes, and
behaviors for a particular society. Families, peers, schools, and the media are the most
important and well-established agents in the socialization process (Parke and Buriel 2007).
These agents work together rather than autonomously. Although stress and anxiety are sub-
jects of psychology, they can also be understood as social phenomena (Putwain 2007).

We used qualitative and quantitative methods to explore and analyze the impacts of
school closure on school-going children in Dhaka, Bangladesh. To achieve our objec-
tives, we used in-depth interviews and survey techniques. The survey was conducted with
school-going girls ages 6 to 17 years old. Although school in Bangladesh starts at 6 years
old and ends at 16 years old, the pandemic caused the secondary school certificate (SSC)

Student-
teacher

relationship *Dependency
interrupted on virtual
¢ Challenging life
School Social peer eFamily as a
closure impact relationships strong agent
oSt *Defective
anxiety h
e Less exercise psycho-
) social life
*More time
with family
o Creativity

Conceptual framework of school closure and its effects on the child’s socialization
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to be published late, which added one year to the usual age. The survey ran from May 11 to
May 25, 2020.

The data collection activities were done during the lockdown, while the public holiday
for educational institutes continued. With a few exceptions, students were not allowed to
have any social interactions. Students in this age group are considered to be minors, so the
surveys were distributed to them with the prior permission of their parents through Google
forms that were sent to their parents’ email addresses. We communicated with the parents
through social media, using various parenting forums on Facebook.

The respondents were children from schools in Dhaka (i.e., in North Dhaka and South
Dhaka). They were using different curricula, including Bangla, English, English version,
and others. Female students were chosen purposively, using a convenient sampling proce-
dure, in various locations of Dhaka.

We used qualitative and quantitative methods to determine the effects of school closure
during the pandemic on school-going female students. We used mixed methods to collect
the data. First, we conducted the qualitative part of the study and then continued with the
quantitative part. A structured interview schedule was used to collect the required informa-
tion about socio-demographic status; activities during home confinement; attitudes toward
school closure, and feelings regarding schools, teachers, and peer groups. A total of 122
female respondents, aged 6 to 17 years old, participated in the survey under their parents’
supervision.

To get an in-depth understanding of the effects of home confinement on school closure,
we conducted in-depth interviews with 12 respondents. The 12 respondents were selected
purposively from different socio-demographic backgrounds and varied by age, medium of
school, and number of siblings. The 12 respondents took part in both qualitative and quan-
titative sections. Moreover, we conducted informal discussions with six parents, to increase
the validity and reliability of the collected data.

We analyzed the collected data with descriptive statistics, using frequency distribu-
tion and percentages. The qualitative data were taken from the direct narrative speech of
respondents, and quotations were identified to be used in the descriptive analysis.

Results and findings

A total of 122 respondents ages 6 to 17 years old participated in this study (Table 1). The
highest number of respondents (51.64%) was 10-13 years old. The fathers of the respond-
ents were mostly (68.90%) employed. However, their mothers were mostly (44.30%) home-
makers. Almost two-thirds (63.10%) of the respondents had only one sibling; 57.40% had
family members other than parents and siblings. In cases where respondents lived with
more than parents and siblings, the additional persons were maternal or paternal grand-
mothers or maidservants (33.30% for each category, respectively). Almost one-quarter
(23.80%) of the respondents had no sibling, and 42.60% had no other member except their
parents and siblings.

Of the 122 respondents, 53 were from the Bangla medium schools and 39 were from
English-version schools (Table 2). Except for one, all respondents said that during the
Covid-19 crisis, their schools closed on March 17, 2020. To continue formal education,
the school authorities managed to find an alternative via virtual classes. More than 80% of
the respondents had online classes during this so-called “vacation” period. However, more
than 65% stated they do not like online classes because they thought these classes made
them miss their real school, school friends, and teachers (37.50%). Twenty-five percent of
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Table 1 Respondents’

It %
demographic information em n (%)

Age distribution

6-9 years old 26 (21.31)%
1013 years old 63 (51.64%)
1417 years old 33 (27.05%)
Father’s occupation
Job 84 (68.90%)
Business 27 (22.10%)
Others 11 (9.00%)
Mother’s occupation
Homemaker 54 (44.30%)
Job 45 (36.90%)
Business 11 (9.00%)
Others 12 (9.84%)
Number of siblings
No sibling 29 (23.80%)
Only one sibling 77 (63.10%)
More than one sibling 16 (13.10%)

Do you have any other family members except your
parents and siblings?

Yes 70 (57.40%)
No 52 (42.60%)

Relationship with another member/members (more than
one response counted)

Maternal grandmother 24 (33.30%)
Maternal grandfather 10 (13.90%)
Paternal grandmother 24 (33.30%)
Paternal grandfather 15 (20.80%)
Maidservant 24 (33.3%)
Uncle 17 (23.60%)
Aunt 16 (22.20%)
Cousin 4 (5.20%)

the respondents complained that online classes could not create the right classroom envi-
ronment for understanding their lessons. Some respondents criticized online classes, saying
that teachers took more time to reply (5%), classes were very uncomfortable and chaotic
(15%), and the explanations were very hard to understand (17.5%).

A 13-year-old respondent from an English medium school expressed her dissatisfac-
tion with online classes by stating, “It is hard to understand what the teacher is explain-
ing. I cannot ask for clarification and the teacher also takes time to answer. I do not feel
online classes are perfect for me”. Another 13-year-old respondent of a Bangla medium
school stated her dissatisfaction with online classes by saying, “I don’t like this online class
because I am not comfortable and it is very boring to stare for a long time at a computer
screen. Sometimes I cannot concentrate my mind towards the speech”. Another 13-year-old
respondent from an English medium school expressed her feelings about online classes as
follows:
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Table 2 Information about the

I
school of the respondents tems N

Mediums of curriculum in the school

Bangla 53 (43.4%)
English 29 (23.8%)
English version 39 (32.0%)
Others 1(0.8%)
Is your school (classroom-based school) open now?
No 121 (99.2%)
Yes 1 (0.8%)
If no, do you like the vacation?
Yes 33 (27.3%)
No 88 (72.7%)
Do you have online classes during the vacation?
Yes 100 (82.0%)
No 22 (18.0%)
Do you like online classes?
Yes 82 (67.2%)
No 40 (32.8%)

Because it seems quite harder to focus in the class and the rules and regulations of
one regular class are not being followed here. The environment of a school’s class-
room cannot be presented through an online class. People usually lack to express
any problems towards any subject. And not all individuals are provided with the
proper internet connection thus causing problem for them to join the classes which
they would not face if the classes were conducted in an actual classroom.

A 15-year-old respondent from an English-version school said, “I am not getting real
school atmosphere in these classes. I cannot communicate with my teacher and friends,
which I can in real school. Here I need to do class alone, sitting inside the screen”.

Although the respondents understood the pandemic situation, most of them did not
like the mandatory vacation. The results showed that 56.81% of the respondents missed
their friends and wanted to meet them. However, 67.20% of the respondents said they
liked their online classes. The reasons they gave for liking their online classes included
new opportunities to continue their studies (63.41%), the opportunity to continue their
relationships with friends and teachers (26.83%), and the relatively less complicated
nature of online classes compared with going to a physical school (9.76%; Figures 2 and
3).

A 13-year-old respondent from an English medium school supported the implementa-
tion of vacation and expressed her positive feelings because she could spend more time
with her family: “I like this vacation because I get to stay home and spend more time with
my sisters. Also because I can help around more in the house”. A similar statement was
given by a grade-4 student from a Bangla medium school: “I like this vacation because we
can still do a lot of stuff and I can spend time with my parents and my brother”. However,
a 12-year-old from a grade-6 class said, “I like this vacation because I can sleep more than
school time and I can read and enjoy reading with my own according to my interest. I do
not like the pressures of examination and grading of school”.
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Figure 3 Reasons for not liking the vacation

Many students liked online classes because they created a means of communication
with their friends and teachers and a way to continue their studies (Figure 4). A 16-year-
old English medium student responded,

I like online classes because I can see my friends and classmates. I can also com-
municate with my teachers even during these bizarre times. It also helps to under-
stand the power of technology and also do not let a student miss her study.
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Figure 4 Reasons for liking online classes

A similar statement was made by a 10-year-old respondent from a Bangla medium
school, who stated, “I like online classes because at least I can see my friends and teach-
ers. It also helps me to come out from my monotonous life”.

On the other hand, some respondents stated that they do not like online classes (Fig-
ure 5). A 12-year-old student from an English-version school in Dhaka stated,

Sometimes I cannot understand many lessons and teachers take time to reply. I
cannot ask my require questions properly. This online class is not comfortable at
all. Sometimes, because of poor internet connection, I can’t hear teacher’s voice
clearly. This makes me worry.

A 6-year-old respondent from an English-version medium school wanted to meet her
friends and said,

Teachers take time to reply - 5
2

Very uncomfortable and chaotic

Classroom environment not conducive to understanding

F 15
6
I miss my real school, friends and teachers F 37.5
15
F 25
10
F 17.5
7

Hard to understand the explanations

o

5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40

M Percentage  m Number of respondents

Figure 5 Reasons for not liking online classes
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I am missing my friends. I have two friends in my class. We used to play and take
tiffin [box lunch] together. In our online classes, my mother helped me to connect
with the class teacher. There I cannot talk with my friends. I know they are missing
me too.

Information about leisure time during the lockdown

The “vacation” during Covid-19 provided children with unlimited leisure time. Instead of
going to school, spending time with friends and teachers, and playing at the schoolground,
they were confined in their homes. We investigated their activities during leisure time (Fig-
ure 6). Seventy-five percent of the respondents browsed the internet during their leisure
time. In contrast, only 53% of the respondents read storybooks. Spending time with family
members was a popular choice for their leisure time. Playing with siblings (55%) and cul-
tural activities (68%) such as singing, dancing, and drawing were other preferred activities
for leisure time (Figure 7).

Although 75.0% of the respondents reported they used the internet during their leisure
time, 98.0% claimed they use the internet out of necessity. Most (57.0%) used their mobile
phone to access the internet either during their leisure time or a formal time (class). Only
9.9% of the respondents used the internet only for online classes. Apart from online classes,
the respondents used the internet to listen to music, chat with friends, and watch movies or
serial dramas (54.5%, 50.4%, and 39.7%, respectively). Virtually all parents (99.2%) of the
respondents knew their children were using the internet. Slightly more than half (55.1%)
of the respondents used the internet for 1 to 3 hours per day, and 42.9% of the respondents
claimed their parents never scolded them for using the internet (Table 3).

A 16-year-old respondent from a Bangla medium school admitted she knew it was not
good to use the internet too much, but she could not stop herself from using it. In her
words:

100 92 80%
90 8 B 82 70%
0 | e

............ 70 60%
70 67 Ty 64 0
T S B R - 50%
R S B R R e 40%
40 30%
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activities browsing siblings mother with books time with gardening,
(singing, household my family exercising,
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drawing etc)

B Number of respondents M Percentage

Figure 6 Leisure time activities (multiple answers were counted)
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My parents quarrel a lot, | don’t like this at all

1 am missing school play ground to play with my friends

My mother forces me to study but | don’t know what to study, | feel
so upset

My mother scolds me for no reason, | feel so upset
I am very happy for not having any exams
| am missing my school tiffin period

99%

o
99% 999 99%

i

9% 100% 5
100% 100%
® Number of respondents W Percentage

Figure 7 Effects of long vacation on children (more than one answer was counted)

I really want the human connection. I miss my friends very much. I am in grade 10
now. Next year I have the Secondary School Certificate examination but all of a sud-
den all my classes and tuitions are stopped. It is already four months since we do not
have any target of any competition. We used to share all our happiness and sorrow
with our friends. But now, what more we can do except sharing all out feelings with
internet browsing! By chatting with them I reduce my stress. Beside this, I use it
for watching movies. This is how I use internet for more than 5 hours per day. My
mother knows it. But she also does not have any alternative.

The children understood the reason for the long vacation, but 78.7% wanted their school
to be reopened very soon. Due to the vacation, they (93.4%) missed their friends. Fur-
thermore, most of them (67.8%) missed their school’s tiffin period. More than half of the
respondents (58.7%) missed their school playground, where they used to play with their
friends. Almost one-quarter (24.8%) of the respondents said their mother forced them to
study, but they did not know what they should study during the vacation. Moreover, 21.5%
of the respondents said they were upset because their mothers scolded them for no reason.

Role of the school and changes in socialization

During the Covid-19 pandemic, students at schools in the urban area of Dhaka were targeted
to complete their academic syllabus through online classes. Some schools were partially suc-
cessful in delivering lessons and completing their academic curriculum, although they lacked
face-to-face interactions. Schools were unable to introduce students to their social world.
Online classes could not teach them the norms and values of discipline, teamwork, compro-
mising, and sacrificing for teammates and groups. Peer relationships could not be nurtured in
the virtual classroom. Students could not become self-reliant and independent, because they
did not get a chance to make decisions and lead a group in the school setting. If the school
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Table 3 Use of the internet

. X Item n (%)
during vacation

Do you use the internet during the vacation?

Yes 120 (98.4%)
No 2 (1.6%)
How many hours do you use the internet in a day?
Less than 1 hour 27 (22.9%)
1-3 hours 65 (55.1%)
3-5 hours 12 (10.2%)
More than 5 hours 14 (11.9%)
‘What device do you use to go on the internet?
Mobile 69 (57.0%)
Laptop 26 (21.5%)
Desktop 9 (7.4%)
Others (e.g., TV, iPad) 18 (14.7%)

What activities do you do with the internet? (more than
one answer was counted)

Chatting with friends 61 (50.4%)
Watching movie/serial drama 48 (39.7%)
Using social media 26 (21.5)
Watching cartoons 39 (32.2%)
Listening to music 66 (54.5%)
Doing online classes 12 (9.9%)
Playing games 8 (6.6%)
All the above 11 (9.1%)
None of the above 3(2.5%)
Other activities 3(2.5%)
Do your parents know about your internet use?
Yes 119 (99.2%)
No 0 (0%)
Maybe 1 (0.8%)
Do your parents scold you for using the internet?
Yes 69 (57.1%)
No 51 (42.9%)
Do you want your school to be reopened very soon?
Yes 96 (78.7%)
No 26 (21.3%)

closure were to stretch longer and the authorities continued to provide online classes, the chil-
dren’s social learning would be interrupted, in addition to any negative health impact they
might suffer.
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Peer relationship effect

In school, children share their experiences with their peers. In the urban areas of Bang-
ladesh, the number of children a family can have is controlled by the family planning
project introduced by the government. Moreover, in Dhaka, most families are nuclear
in nature. For these reasons, the school plays a key role in building social relationships
in the absence of siblings and extended family members. But during the pandemic,
home confinement and school closures have affected the development of peer relation-
ships. Peers can judge good behavior and positive thinking, but it is impossible for them
to practice these skills in online classes. Students do not have psychological support
from their peers in the absence of group work and the opportunity to develop emotional
attachments.

Distress and psychiatric conditions

Children are used to staying in their schools every weekday for more than 5 hours, on
average, which has been interrupted for the past 4 months and potentially for an indefi-
nite time. Nowadays, in Dhaka, children do not have fields and parks in which to play
with their friends. Most schools can fill this gap. During tiffin and sports time, children
play together with their friends. These activities keep them physically fit and psycholog-
ically cheerful. However, due to their indefinite vacation, children missed having friends
and peers with whom they could share their emotions and feelings. In addition, domes-
tic violence involving children increased during the vacation, due to parents torturing
them psychologically for studying continuously, not doing household chores, and more.
All these issues can cause anxiety and stress. This situation may cause a long-term neg-
ative impact on children’s psychological health.

Excessive use of media

Due to the absence of school settings, teachers, and peer groups, children have been
idle at home with their infinite vacation during the pandemic. To keep themselves busy,
young people are dependent on the media and internet. Online classes permit them to
use various media to obtain news, which then becomes their habitual way to stay con-
nected with the wider society and to learn about culture and society through movies,
cartoons, video games, and other sources of information. The internet provides them
with a way to stay connected with their friends and peers. These sources become alter-
native agents of socialization in the absence of formal schools. Moreover, students do
not have enough work to pass the time. Therefore, their parents allow them to use the
internet for an unlimited time. This situation may make them vulnerable to being virtu-
ally abused by known or unknown sources.
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Online classes cannot be the alternative for traditional classes

Online classes can be accepted during a pandemic, but they are not the solution for
long-term planning. The findings revealed that most children in Bangladesh used a
mobile phone screen for their class and looked at the small screen for long periods,
which can be harmful for young members of society. Except for allowing students to
continue and complete a syllabus, online classes did not have a positive impact on them.
Instead, these classes were very uncomfortable, chaotic, and did not enable communica-
tion with friends and teachers. Therefore, they are considered a nonresponsive medium
for learning. For young children, online classes require the help of their parents to oper-
ate the system. Thus, parents need to be educated and skilled to use online learning;
otherwise, the system of online classes will collapse.

Family remains the primary agent of socialization

Throughout the world, family is the primary agent of socialization. During the pan-
demic, this agent remained the primary agent of socialization for children. The role of
schools was changed and reshaped, but the role of the family remained unchanged. Fam-
ily roles (e.g., parents, siblings, and other extended members) change as children spend
more time with their parents, play games with their siblings, and share emotions with
their family members. This is how they learn the norms, values, and cultural skills that
equip them to become better future citizens.

Online classes may generate inequality among the children

Not all schools offer online classes. Therefore, children who get an online class oppor-
tunity may feel superior to those who are not given the opportunity. This situation is
not good for future generations in Bangladesh. Similarly, children who do have online
classes do not get the same newspapers and technological support as other children,
which may create a feeling of deprivation. All these inequalities will have a negative
effect on the socialization of the children.

Other sources of learning and socialization

During their vacation, children get unlimited time. They are not pressured with home-
work and examinations; they can read storybooks, listen to music, and enjoy movies.
These activities become new sources of information about the social world, making
children more knowledgeable and a part of society.

@ Springer



S. Mustari et al.

Conclusion

Online classes cannot be an alternative to traditional schools. Online classes can only
be used for a short time, due to their technological limitations and inability to provide
complete learning for students. Moreover, a school provides multidimensional services
to students, including building peer relations, making them more disciplined and inde-
pendent, and creating a suitable environment for teamwork. Virtual classes only provide
children with partial and substandard learning. They may complete a syllabus but can-
not become skilled and fully functional members of society. They become more depend-
ent on media than on their social relationships with peers, teachers, and others. This
situation may influence them to become overly introverted and make it harder for them
to fit into society. Moreover, not all children get an equal chance to participate in online
classes, which can create educational inequalities.
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