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Pandemic Context



Context: COVID-19 in Punjab, Pakistan

Punjab is big: Roughly 14 million students in public and private primary 

schools and about 9 million students in secondary education

Learning loss projection: students in Pakistan may have lost an 

estimated half a year of learning from school closures

Drop-outs: Pakistan saw a 6.0 percentage point decrease in enrolment 

among children aged 6-14 during the pandemic (Schady et al. 2023). 

Gendered Impact: Gendered mechanisms affecting girls’ burden of 
household care, girls’ and boys’ enrollment, and (remote) learning



Context: Schools were closed for over 10.5 months
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SMS GIRL STUDY DESIGN

This impact evaluation is supported by the School 
Education Department (SED) and the Punjab Information 

Technology Board (PITB)



Most students in our sample have access to TV-based & 
online remote learning program in THEORY*

62%

Households own a TV

Households has internet of 

cellphone 

17%

Households has internet on cable 

6%

Households own a TV or Internet

67%

Households own a cell phone

87%

Households own a smart  phone

29%

Households own WIFI

3%

*Baseline numbers



Research Objectives: 

Test a low-cost model for keeping girls in school and engaged 

with remote learning, with scale-up plan ready

Uncover mechanisms driving girls’ exclusion from learning & 
re-enrollment during the pandemic

Test whether ‘gender-neutral’ or ‘girls-specific’ messages are 

more effective in the Pakistan context

Test whether remote (text based) tutoring helps learning 
recovery (ongoing)



Text Messages

Parents receive several messages per week, which can be:

‘FACT’ texts, parents 

are informed about 

how girls learn, the 

returns to schooling, 

etc. 

‘ACTION’ texts provide 

suggestions to parents 

about what they can do 

at home (learning, 

support)

‘TALKING POINTS’ 

texts provide parents 

with suggestions on how 

to talk to their daughters 

about learning.

Sending 3-4 messages per week to household phone (mostly read by 

fathers)

Inspiration: Minero (2014), Batool, et al. (2017), York & Loeb (2018), Cabell et al (2019)                                                       

Voice Messages

Spoken by a celebrity 

who the parents know 

drive these points home 

in conversation 



Analytical strategy:

Randomized Control Trial 

with 3 treatment arms & 1 

control group

Four phone-based surveys 

& a student assessment 

(CATI)

Qualitative arm to 

understand household 

dynamics (phone-based 

qualitative interviewing)



SAMPLE

Sample 2: 

Government 

provided Sample

▪ 5,362 Girls in Grade 6 (age 10-14)

▪ 2,774 of these girls and families participated in SABER Service Delivery 

(SABER SD) conducted in 2018

▪ Additional sample of 2,588 girls enrolled in public school 
▪ Survey respondents are from 6 districts in Punjab – Attock, Faisalabad, 

Lahore, Muzaffargarh, Rahimyar Khan, Sargodha

▪ We limit the analytical sample to 1,711 girls observed in all rounds 

(including assessment)



IMPACT EVALUATION -
KEY RESULTS



Results (1): Effect on Enrollment
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Results (2): Urdu and Math Test Scores
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Results (3): Heterogeneity - Impact on girls at high 
risk of dropping out

0.316***

0.478

0.074

-0.6

-0.4

-0.2

0

0.2

0.4

0.6

0.8

1

1.2

1.4

Reenrollment  Urdu  Math

At Endline

Mean values in control group: 0.93, -0.049, -0.173



Results (4): Mechanisms - any time spent on 
activities during pandemic

1

Mean values in the control group: 0.88, 0.83
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Results (5): Mechanisms - Minutes spent on 
activities
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Positive and statistically significant effects on enrolment, learning 

outcomes after schools re-opened

Summary of Findings at Endline

v

Mostly null-effects on activities during school closures (activities and time 
spent on remote learning, any learning and household chores).

Effects are strongest amongst those with high propensity to drop out 
(although not significant for test scores).



Making sense
of these findings -

Qualitative Research



Key Findings from Mothers & Girls Interview

Life during school 
closures and 

Burden of Care

▪ Interaction between COVID-related economic shock and threat to continuation of girls’
education - reluctance to re-enroll girls, inability to bear the cost of tuition, girls will keep helping

full time at homeLife during school 
closures and 

Burden of Care
▪ Older girls are bearing a considerable burden of household chores

Television as a 
medium of 

instruction / study 

▪ Very little awareness of distance learning programs on TV

▪ A general perception amongst elders in families, including mothers, that no serious study can

happen in front of a television

▪ Access to television was policed by parents, particularly for the girls

Learning losses 
and modes of 
study during 

school closures

▪ Mothers expressed concerns about their children forgetting what they had learnt, & strategized to 

mitigate loss

▪ Girls expressed that they had forgotten previous year’s work but not many were too concerned

▪ Families who could afford it arranged for their girls to attend tuition during school closures

▪ Mothers reported – girls engaged in more self study as compared to boys 

▪ Cell phones are with the male members, mostly fathers - Majority mother's have-not heard about 

messages, however, those who owned cell phones knew about messages  

▪ While text messages did not reverse any decisions for re-enrollment, mothers report getting new 
information and perspectives about girls’ education and skills training Interaction with 

text messages
▪ Most families reported local mosques to be their main source of information on school closures 



Key Findings from Fathers Interview

Life during school 
closures and 

Burden of Care

▪ Fathers expressed concern over their daughter's ability to learn new information & retain

previous knowledge

Learning Losses 
& girls' 

education

▪ Most fathers mentioned that their daughter's education was a priority for them, and they will only

withdraw if financial difficulties occur/persist

▪ Fathers reported that children had received insufficient support from schools during lockdowns

Distance Learning

▪ A general perception amongst fathers that online classes could not replace school because it

forgoes the interactive nature of learning

Fathers Support for 
Girls Education

▪ Most fathers counselled their daughters, encouraged them to study and purchased goods that 

were required for their children’s education

▪ Fathers who had stable jobs reported enrolling their daughters for tuition

▪ Girls' limited mobility and high security concerns meant it was harder to support daughters as 

compared to the sons.

▪ Fathers reported limited engagement with the activities in the text messages but appreciated them 

as it ensured them that the government was prioritizing female education

Interaction with 
text messages

▪ Most fathers also think online education is a challenge as they cannot afford laptops and

smartphones, coupled with internet issues

▪ Fathers who were educated read the messages out to their children. They found the message to 

be informative and encouraging. Those who could not read themselves properly asked their 

daughters to read them out loud and complete the given activities



ANNEXES



Punjab’s Pandemic Response 

SOPs in Schools

Alternate Day 
Schedule, 

Government 
introduced Covid19 

SOPs &  resources for 
safe school reopening

Government launched 
remote learning 

programs Tele School 
& Taleem Ghar 

(available on TV, 
YouTube, Mobile Apps)

Distance Learning

10.5 months of school 
closures to prevent 
spread of Covid-19

Distance Learning

Alternate Day Schedule, 
Government introduced 

Covid19 SOPs &  
resources for safe school 

reopening

EdTech startups, Teach for 
Pakistan, Idara-e-Taleem-

o-Agahi,  The Citizens 
Foundation and others 

provided support to 
students through learning 

packs, tutoring in 
communities, and remote 

learning

Civil Society ResponseSOPs in SchoolsSchool Closures

Government launched 
remote learning 

programs Tele School & 
Taleem Ghar (available on 

TV, YouTube, Mobile 
Apps)

Accelerated Learning 
Program (ALP) 

Curriculum & Remote 
Teacher Support

Reduced curriculum for 
students and remote 
training support for 

teachers through mobile 
based applications



Research Objectives: 

Test a low-cost model for keeping girls in school and engaged 

with remote learning, with scale-up plan ready

Uncover mechanisms driving girls’ exclusion from learning & 
re-enrollment during the pandemic

Test whether ‘gender-neutral’ or ‘girls-specific’ messages are 

more effective in the Pakistan context

Test whether remote (text based) tutoring helps learning 
recovery (ongoing)



Survey Rounds

3,317 of the initial 

5,898 families 

participated.

2nd round of data 
collection 

(November 2020-
January 2021)

1st round of data 
collection (August-

October 2020)

3rd round of data 
collection 

(February-March 
2021)

5,898 families 

participated
4,482 families 

participated

4th round of data 
collection 

(September –
October 2021)

Endline: 3,857 families

Assessment: 2,677 

children



Qualitative Research: Methodology

The qualitative component includes 3 rounds of phone-based interviews 

with households of school going girls between ages 10-14 years

Understand the 
burden of care within 

the household and 
the gendered time 

use; and the support 
that is available to 

them for continuing 
their studies 

Understand the 
exposure to distance 

learning measures 
introduced by the 
government, and 

parental perceptions 
of their usefulness

Understand the ways in 
which parents are 

interacting with the text 
messages, and 

whether text messages 
are changing parents’ 

thinking about girls’ 
education

Explore any changes to 
parents’ aspirations for 

their girls’ education

Burden of Care Distance Learning Text Messages Parental Aspirations

Two rounds of 
qualitative research 

completed

72 mothers and girls 
interviewed in first round & 34 
fathers & 34 mothers & girls in 

Round 2 from 6 districts

A purposive sampling 
strategy was adopted 

to ensure 
representation

On average a 
call lasted for 30 

minutes

Enumerators training by 
experienced qualitative 

researchers, female 
enumerators who have done 

interviews before



Sample 1: 

SABER SD 

Survey 2018

Sample 2: 

Government 

provided Sample

What we know about the Sample?

Girls Boys

Mean N Mean N

Age 12.27 4834 12 535

HH owns a television or internet 0.68 5318 0.63 532

Respondent can read an entire text 

in Urdu
0.74 5362 0.74 536

Family lives in a kutcha house 0.17 5362 0.21 536

Does your HH have Smart Phone? 0.28 5318 0.36 532

Does your HH have Cell Phone? 0.87 5318 0.84 532

SABER: School Location Urban 0.33 2568 0.23 480



Methodology

𝑃 𝑠𝑐ℎ0,𝑖,𝑗 = 𝑚𝑖

𝑒𝑛𝑟𝑙𝑖,𝑗

𝐸𝑁𝑅𝐿𝑖
𝑃 𝑠𝑐ℎ𝑟𝑒𝑠𝑝0,𝑖

Where:
𝑚𝑖 denotes the number of schools selected at baseline in stratum i,
𝑒𝑛𝑟𝑙𝑖,𝑗 denotes the enrollment of school j in stratum i, 

𝐸𝑁𝑅𝐿𝑖 denotes the sum of enrollments of schools in stratum i, and 

𝑃 𝑠𝑐ℎ𝑟𝑒𝑠𝑝0,𝑖 denotes the probability of schools in stratum i responding to the SABER survey.  

𝑃 𝑠𝑐ℎ1,𝑖|𝑠𝑐ℎ0,𝑖 was defined as the response rate of schools that were surveyed in SABER in the baseline survey.  

For Sample 1 schools were selected using probability proportional to size (PPS) 

sampling defined by enrollment numbers. By definition of PPS sampling



Methodology

𝑃 𝑠𝑡𝑢1,𝑖,𝑗 = 𝑃 𝑠𝑐ℎ1,𝑖,𝑗 𝑃 𝑠𝑡𝑢1,𝑖,𝑗|𝑠𝑐ℎ1,𝑖,𝑗

Where

P sch1,i,j is the probability of school j in stratum i being selected and 

P stu1,i,j|sch1,i,j is the probability of a student within each school being selected conditional on the school 

being selected.  
Because the government provided the phone numbers for Sample 2 schools and because it is not possible to 

identify the schools, Sample 2 is treated as being a separate population.  As a result, P sch1,i,j = 1 and 

P stu1,i,j|sch1,i,j was estimated defined as the proportion of the number of phone numbers in each school that 

were successfully contacted.  Sample weights were defined as the inverse of the selection probabilities.

For Sample 2, the selection probabilities were defined as



Treatment Assignment

Girls were randomly assigned to control, treatment 1, 
treatment 2, and treatment 3 groups at the school level

Since girls from the 

SABER sample had 

test scores data, 

this was used as an 

implicit stratification 

variable

Girls were first 

sorted by test score

The girl with the 

lowest score was 

randomly assigned 

into 1 of the 3 groups

Remaining girls were 

assigned to each 

group sequentially in 

the following order: 

Control

Treatment 1 (T1)

Treatment 2 (T2)

Treatment 3 group was cross randomized between T1 and 
T2 groups at the school level



(1) (2) (3) t-test t-test t-test

Control Treatment 1 Treatment 2 Difference Difference Difference

Variable N/[Clusters] Mean/SE N/[Clusters] Mean/SE N/[Clusters] Mean/SE (1)-(2) (1)-(3) (2)-(3)

SABER Baseline Student Age 931 9.760 922 9.705 918 9.727 0.056 0.033 -0.023

[405] [0.103] [412] [0.084] [406] [0.083]

SABER: Rural School 860 0.662 858 0.662 850 0.674 -0.000 -0.012 -0.012

[361] [0.041] [375] [0.044] [366] [0.040]

SABER: Urban School 860 0.338 858 0.338 850 0.326 0.000 0.012 0.012

[361] [0.041] [375] [0.044] [366] [0.040]

Assets PCA 1779 0.123 1775 0.244 1763 0.478 -0.120 -0.354 -0.234

[854] [0.136] [873] [0.122] [867] [0.129]

Total Adults in HH 1791 3.599 1789 3.522 1782 3.537 0.077 0.062 -0.015

[856] [0.094] [873] [0.106] [868] [0.090]

Total Children in HH 1791 2.960 1789 2.704 1782 2.901 0.256** 0.059 -0.197

[856] [0.088] [873] [0.068] [868] [0.082]

Public School 1791 0.639 1789 0.654 1782 0.646 -0.015 -0.007 0.008

[856] [0.035] [873] [0.036] [868] [0.036]

Private School 1791 0.219 1789 0.213 1782 0.191 0.005 0.028 0.023

[856] [0.034] [873] [0.036] [868] [0.032]

PEF School 1791 0.141 1789 0.129 1782 0.137 0.012 0.004 -0.008

[856] [0.023] [873] [0.021] [868] [0.021]

HH faced a shock due to COVID 1784 0.369 1786 0.348 1778 0.354 0.021 0.016 -0.005

[854] [0.028] [871] [0.026] [868] [0.029]

hours studying including remote learning 1791 1.857 1789 1.847 1782 1.946 0.009 -0.089 -0.099

[856] [0.090] [873] [0.066] [868] [0.078]

hours on remote learning (h) 1791 0.230 1789 0.194 1782 0.287 0.036 -0.057 -0.093

[856] [0.042] [873] [0.032] [868] [0.047]

proportion of non-sleeping time studying (incl. remote) 1669 0.209 1679 0.209 1681 0.219 0.001 -0.009 -0.010

[833] [0.009] [853] [0.006] [845] [0.007]

proportion of non-sleeping time remote learning 1669 0.021 1679 0.018 1681 0.027 0.003 -0.006 -0.009

[833] [0.003] [853] [0.003] [845] [0.004]

whether any time was spent studying including remote 1791 0.813 1789 0.835 1782 0.840 -0.022 -0.027 -0.005

[856] [0.022] [873] [0.018] [868] [0.017]

heard of stipend 1791 0.018 1789 0.024 1782 0.028 -0.006 -0.010 -0.004

[856] [0.004] [873] [0.005] [868] [0.010]

SABER: Mother completed atleast Grade 10 169 0.264 178 0.172 181 0.227 0.091 0.037 -0.055

[148] [0.064] [161] [0.052] [163] [0.056]

SABER: Father completed atleast Grade 10 172 0.326 174 0.408 170 0.414 -0.082 -0.087 -0.005

[151] [0.065] [159] [0.070] [153] [0.073]

Have your expectations changed regarding highest grade due to school closures? 1790 2.585 1789 2.544 1782 2.553 0.042 0.032 -0.009

[855] [0.039] [873] [0.047] [868] [0.041]

Why your expectations changed : Decrease in HH income? 434 0.300 446 0.220 434 0.184 0.080 0.116 0.036

[337] [0.050] [349] [0.044] [348] [0.035]

Why your expectations changed : Child helps out at home? 434 0.010 446 0.016 434 0.026 -0.006 -0.016 -0.010

[337] [0.006] [349] [0.007] [348] [0.012]

Why your expectations changed : Child will generate income for the family? 434 0.003 446 0.027 434 0.074 -0.024 -0.072 -0.047

[337] [0.001] [349] [0.013] [348] [0.026]

Why your expectations changed : Child will not catch up with learning? 434 0.663 446 0.719 434 0.720 -0.056 -0.057 -0.001

[337] [0.049] [349] [0.047] [348] [0.042]

Why your expectations changed : Fewer income opportunities for the child? 434 0.094 446 0.067 434 0.078 0.027 0.016 -0.011

[337] [0.023] [349] [0.021] [348] [0.025]

Why your expectations changed : Any Other? 434 0.098 446 0.075 434 0.084 0.023 0.014 -0.009

[337] [0.024] [349] [0.021] [348] [0.025]

Balance Table



DESCRIPTIVE FINDINGS ON 
HOUSEHOLDS DURING THE 

PANDEMIC



Punjab is losing 
adolescent 

children from the 
school system at 
faster rates than 

initially expected, 
& adolescent 

boys are 
dropping out at 
higher rates than 
adolescent girls

Enrollment over time

Note: Weighted estimates



All groups are showing declines in enrollment over 
time, with the smallest changes being observed for 
girls from more privileged backgrounds

Enrollment 

trends are 

downward 

sloping across 

groups

Notes: 1) Weighted estimates,  2) The low enrollment rate of urban boys might be driven by a low sample size of this category.



Engagement with remote 
learning has gone down 

substantially for both boys 

and girls despite most having 

access to it.
Girls spend considerably 

more time self-studying across 

all periods but there is a 

decline among both in the 

final round of school 

reopening which seems to be 

filled by an increase in 

tutoring time

Time Spent on Learning

Note: Weighted estimates



Over time, boys and 
girls both reduced 

time spent on family 
care.

Girls reduced time 
spent on household 

chores as schools 
re-opened.

Girls still spend 
considerably more 
time on household 
chores than boys.

Time Spent on household activities

Note: Weighted estimates


