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Executive Summary
Despite prevalent educational disruptions in low- and middle-income countries due to natural and human-induced events, suitable homebased learning ideas or solutions remain very limited. This policy brief reports evidence of a “low-tech” distance education intervention from a
randomized controlled experiment conducted in 200 Bangladeshi villages. Results of this study show improved learning outcomes of treated
children who received mentoring and homeschooling support delivered by university student volunteers via basic feature phone, as available
to most households in low- and middle-income countries. The impacts on learning are driven primarily by the direct mentoring of children
and to some extent also by the increased homeschooling involvement of mothers. Academically weaker children and households from lower
socioeconomic backgrounds benefitted the most from this telementoring intervention.
Key Messages
Key Message 1: Telementoring significantly improves the learning outcome of the children in all domains of learning i.e., numeracy, literacy and general
knowledge.
Key Message 2: Parental involvement is a significant mediator in reducing learning loss, therefore, both children and mothers should be targeted in
designing an educational intervention.
Key Message 3: Avoidance of negative parenting and higher aspiration about children’s educational attainment contribute to better learning outcomes.
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INTRODUCTION
One of the largest education crises in recent times occurred during the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic when 1.5 billion students
worldwide were affected by partial or full school closures. Because of prolonged school closures, many countries adopted online education
and homeschooling measures to help address their educational challenges. However, children, particularly those coming from a low
socioeconomic background and those living in developing countries, find learning difficult during school closure due to the lack of access to
Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs).
Moreover, effective educational guidance and support at home is also an issue. As many children in developing countries are first-generation
learners, their parents usually do not have the ability, confidence, or skills to support their learning at home. Thus, the pandemic has
disproportionately worsened the learning of these children and led to calls for better leverages on low-cost and widely accessible ICTs, such
as basic feature phones, to improve educators’ engagement with these children and their parents (Muralidharan and Singh, 2021).
In this study, we evaluate one such intervention – telementoring – that relies on volunteer mentors to provide primary school children and
their mothers in rural Bangladesh with mentoring services via basic feature mobile phones to help with the learning of children at home.
Earlier evidence suggests that in-person tutoring, or mentoring is very effective in mitigating the learning gap. However, in-person tutoring
that requires computing facilities and internet access is often not available for children in low-income, low-resource settings. Our findings,
thus, demonstrate that phone-based distant mentoring can mitigate such instruction delivery challenges that are prevalent in most low- and
middle-income countries.
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The Telementoring Intervention
In July 2020, we recruited student volunteers from various local universities as mentors via social media pages (e.g., Facebook). With 267
interested student volunteers, we conducted a half-day training session via videoconferencing to discuss the telementoring program and its
objectives. These mentors were given mentoring guidelines.
From September 2020, mentors started to provide learning support and mentoring to primary school-age children and their mothers. Each
mentor called the mother at least once a week at a pre-determined time and day to provide support to the child on home-schooling over the
phone. During sessions, children were provided with textbook solutions “on-demand”, guiding the mother in setting weekly goals (such as
weekly time involvement and curriculum target), and homeschooling assistance for both the child and the mother (such as learning plans,
solution keys, and answering any questions they have). The mentors provided tuition on two core subjects: Mathematics and English. Each
mentoring session lasted approximately 30 minutes and the intervention ran for 13 weeks. Mentors also provided structured guidance and
support every week to treated mothers over the phone and via text messages to facilitate and improve home-schooling. There were 10
weekly session themes. Each session theme provided mentors with guidance regarding the discussions to have with their mentees in a
particular week.

The Randomization and the Data
We collaborated with a local NGO, Global Development and Research Initiative (GDRI), to reach out and offer free telementoring service to
children whose families were part of surveys before the pandemic. We randomly offered half of the 838 households with children at early
primary school age (grades 1-3) in 2020. The remaining half did not receive any intervention. We targeted early graders as these children
should learn foundational literacy and numeracy by Grade 3, and most parents would be able to support them after receiving basic support
from the volunteer mentors. At the endline, a total of 814 households completed both the assessment and survey.
We develop children’s assessment tests with grade-specific questions considering the national curriculum. Answers to the questions were
intentionally kept dichotomous to reduce assessment biases. Survey and assessments were done in-person following Covid19 protocol.
We measured children’s cognitive ability using the standard one-on-one assessment. We also conducted surveys to understand parental
investments in children’s educational and non-educational activities, and parental perceptions about their children’s education.
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Results
Key Message 1: Telementoring significantly improves the learning outcome of the children in all domains of learning i.e.,
numeracy, literacy and general knowledge.
We find significant improvements in both aggregate test scores and subject-level test scores. Figure 1 shows the subject wise average
points (standardised to 100) of the treatment and control groups. Specifically, we find that the intervention led to an improvement in the
total score by 0.75 SD, which is 35% improvement in total score of treatment group children compared to their counterpart in control group.
The largest and smallest effect sizes are for English literacy (0.66 SD or 52% improvement) and general knowledge (0.50 SD or 22%
improvement), respectively (see Figure 2).
Figure 3 depicts the comparison as a percentile-to-percentile mapping of the total points distributions of treatment and control groups. The
30th percentile of the treatment group distribution corresponds approximately to the 60th percentile of the control group distribution. This
implies that the effect of telementoring intervention would be equivalent to moving a child at the 30th percentile of the control group to the
60th percentile.

Key Message 2: Parental involvement is a significant mediator in reducing learning loss, therefore, both children and mothers
should be targeted in designing an educational intervention.
As exhibited in Figure 2, we observe significant improvements in parental involvement due to the treatment in both homeschooling their
children (0.64 SD or 26% improvement) and spending leisure time with them (0.16 SD or 15% improvement). The impact on time spent on
homeschooling is more than twice the impact on time spent on doing leisure activities together. More importantly, these added times due to
the intervention did not cause any reduction of earning and deterioration of mental well-being of the mothers.
Although the total effects of the intervention are primarily driven by the direct effects of telementoring, effect sizes due to the higher parental
involvement are between 0.07 and 0.10 SD (or 12.6% to 14.1% of the total effects). Since these indirect effects of parental involvement are
sizable, these results corroborate findings in earlier work that suggests training and guiding parents can lead to significant improvements in
children’s academic achievement (Tam and Chan, 2009).

Figure 2: Treatment effects on standardized outcomes
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Figure 1: Assessment test performance of the children by subject

CDES Policy Brief Series
Key Message 3: Avoidance of negative parenting and higher aspiration about children’s educational attainment contribute to better
learning outcomes.
Parental advice given to the mothers in the intervention includes avoiding the use of strong punishments on their children (or ‘negative
parenting’). Our results show that the prevalence of negative parenting decreased by 0.26 SD (22% decrement) among the treated mothers
(see Figure 2). We also test whether our intervention increased mothers’ aspirations about their children’s academic future and find that a
0.18 SD improvement in the mothers’ aspirations at the endline, which is 5% improvement compared to control group. More importantly,
these factors have an indirect effect on children’s learning outcomes.

Figure 3. The difference in point distribution by treatment group
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CONCLUSION
This study shows in a randomized controlled experiment that telementoring delivered by volunteer mentors to primary graders and their
mothers in a low-resource setting can significantly improve the learning outcomes of children and increase their mothers’ involvement in their
education. The intervention increased the treated children’s learning outcomes and homeschooling support provided by the mothers, while
also improving their parenting style and aspirations about their children’s education. Our causal mediation analysis shows that the effects of
the intervention on the learning outcomes of the children are primarily driven by the direct effects of the mentors on the children. The indirect
effects channel through parental involvement is around 12.6 to 14.1 per cent, which is sizable in absolute terms. We also find that noncoercive interaction with children and parental aspirations about the academic attainment of children is as important as time involvements in
homeschooling for improving the learning outcomes of children.

Policy Recommendation
Although widespread school closures and learning disruptions are unique to the COVID-19 pandemic, school closures and learning
disruptions due to political unrests, teacher strikes, and natural disasters have always been a major source of learning deficits and
losses, especially for children living in developing countries. Therefore, our study has both immediate and long-term policy implications.
Globally, a significant portion of children is kept out of school due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Given the high penetration of mobile
phones, our low-tech, low-cost intervention that utilizes educated volunteers as mentors can potentially provide a scalable and effective
solution. This type of intervention can also be utilized in non-pandemic contexts to address learning deficits experienced by children in
developing countries.
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