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Introduction

On 17 July 2021, the Ministry of Education (MOE) announced
the reopening of schools on 1 September 2021 after taking
the vaccination rate in Malaysia into consideration!. This
announcement was met with much concern as many
students, parents and teachers worry about their increased
exposure to the coronavirus2 Former education minister Dr
Maszlee Malik has urged the MOE to address public concerns
over the ministry’s ability to handle the reopening of schools
amidst the Covid-19 pandemic3. On 15 August 2021, Senior
Education Minister Datuk Radzi Jidin announced the
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postponement of reopening of schools to 3 October 2021 based on the latest information*.

Taking only the vaccination rate into consideration may not be sufficient, given that, as of 29
August 2021, only 44.9% of the Malaysian population have been fully vaccinated and all
schoolgoers aged 17 and below have yet to be vaccinated at all5. In England, there was a surge in
Covid-19 cases in educational settings among staff and students when primary and secondary
schools were fully reopened in September 2020 before anyone had been vaccinatedé.

This article discusses the risks in reopening schools and suggests some strategies and
contingency plans to avoid outbreaks of school clusters, given that the pandemic situation does
not seem to be improving quickly enough. Whenever schools reopen, it is of utmost importance
to prevent resurgence like in the United States where the number of cases is increasing among
students as they start school”.

Risks of reopening

We recognise that reopening schools brings increased risk to the health of schoolchildren, school
staff and their families, due to prolonged contact with high numbers of people from multiple
households. Risks notwithstanding, not opening schools at all could cause developmental and
educational losses in children that could have exponential effects in later years.

As of 29 June 2021, 116,378 children aged 17 and below in Malaysia have tested positive for
Covid-198. The former Health Minister and the current Minister of Science, Technology and
Innovation, Datuk Seri Dr Adham Baba mentioned that although children make up 15% of the
total cases, they tend to exhibit no or milder symptoms and are less likely to develop serious
illness®. Similarly, severe Covid-19 disease is rarer in infants, children, and young adults as
compared to older adults and large epidemiological studies suggest that children make up only 1
to 2% of all Covid-19 cases!°.

However, in many of these studies, only individuals who were symptomatic or required
hospitalisation were tested!l. There are several hypotheses why Covid-19 affects children
differently from adults. One of them is that children have different immune system and clotting
functions from adults!2. Even if Covid-19 cases among schoolgoers increase, the cases should not
be severe. Hence, medical evidence suggests that reopening schools for children is relatively safe.
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While the risk to the children themselves may be relatively low, the risk to adults involved in
reopening schools, from student-facing staff to the families of the schoolgoers, may be high. Dr
Anuar Ahmad from the Faculty of Education in Univerisiti Kebangsaan Malaysia has questioned
the need to reopen schools in September, citing the risks of reopening schools to schoolgoers and
suggested that remote learning be continued until the end of this year as remote learning is
practical and appropriatels.

But reopening schools is especially important for students from underprivileged and vulnerable
families. Remote learning has proven to be a challenge due to inequalities seen in the lack of
access to a conducive learning environment, gadgets, and internet connection. The digital divide
and difficult learning environment have set underprivileged students back in their education4.
Reopening schools offers a return to better educational opportunities in a more structured
environment. Reopening schools also allows access to other benefits such as school feeding
programmes and socialization activities. Thus, carefully thought out standards of operations and
guidelines are needed to address the concerns of reopening schools safely.

Strategies to mitigate risks

Early planning can help address the risks and challenges of reopening schools. We recognise that
different strategies may be needed for different age groups, due to the differences in risks and the
challenges of enforcing standard operating procedures among children. Clear and proactive
communication of these strategies builds trust and confidence that all involved in reopening
schools can be protected.

Communication with key stakeholders—school staff, parents, and students—is essential to
ensure smooth operations and processes when reopening schools. All parties involved need to be
informed on processes and plans in case of an emergency. It is important to note that strategies
will likely change over time as the virus and our understanding of it evolve. School authorities
should develop a communications protocol to convey important information to stakeholders.

Vaccination priorities

Several Malaysian health experts have acknowledged the risk of students bringing home the virus
and infecting vulnerable elderly members of the household!5. Vaccination is currently the leading
public health prevention strategy to end the Covid-19 pandemic. Promoting vaccination can help
schools safely return to in-person learning as well as extracurricular activities and sports. We
thus advocate for the prioritisation of school staff including teachers, cleaners, bus drivers and
eligible students in the vaccination queue.

In June 2021, the National Covid-19 Immunisation Programme Coordinating Minister Khairy
Jamaluddin announced that Sijil Pelajaran Malaysia (SPM) and Sijil Tinggi Pelajaran Malaysia
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(STPM) 2021 candidates will be vaccinated with the Pfizer-BioNTech vaccine starting in July, with
schools being used as vaccination centres!6. However, in July 2021, Dr Adham Baba reported that
those sitting for their SPM examinations will not be getting their Covid-19 vaccines anytime soon
as they belong to an age category vulnerable to possible side effects!?. The former health minister
also said healthy adolescents would receive their vaccine only after Phase Three of the National
Covid-19 Immunisation Programme!8. Then, on 13 August 2021, Khairy Jamaluddin announced
that adolescents aged 12 to 17 will receive their vaccines soon, with priority for those with
underlying medical conditions?°.

These mixed messages can lead to confusion and lack of trust in government among the public.
Thus, the Ministry of Health (MOH) should immediately draw up clear and firm guidelines for
vaccinating schoolgoers. As mentioned earlier, student-facing workers should receive vaccine
prioritisation. On the bright side, 73.5% of school staff have received at least one of the vaccine
as of 27 July and Khairy Jamaluddin has announced that all staff will receive at least one vaccine
dose by 1 September 2021 in time for schools to reopen20.

Affordable testing

As of 26 July 2021, there are five Covid-19 self-test kits available from registered pharmacists, or
private healthcare facilities?!. The public can purchase self-test kits using the MySejahtera
application from 1 August 202122, However, according to the Medical Devices Authority (MDA),
the use of Covid-19 self-test kits shall be limited for screening purposes only and all test results
need further confirmation using reverse transcription polymerase chain reaction (RT-PCR)
tests23. Nevertheless, the availability and affordability of test kits on the market are essential in
identifying and isolating infected persons.

In order to reopen schools safely, affordable testing needs to be expanded to entire school
populations, not just close contacts or those who exhibit symptoms. Self-test kits could potentially
be used to regularly test students and staff as a precautionary measure. MOE and MOH should
consider making self-test kits affordable and available at schools for this purpose.

Cohort system

An innovative way to reduce the risk of transmission is through cohort systems. A cohort is a
group of students and staff who learn, work, and dine together. Cohort members have little or no
contact with others outside their group. Cohorts decrease transmission risk by limiting the
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number of contacts any one person has in a school day. Since cohorts do not mix, if someone in
the cohort is suspected of having Covid-19 then only that cohort needs to be quarantined.

Schools could implement a cohort system with staggered scheduling to space out school pick-up
and drop-off times or put in place other protocols to limit contact between cohorts. The cohort
system does not totally eliminate the risks of transmission because students and staff will
eventually come into contact with people outside their cohorts, such as their family members.
However, the cohort system can reduce the chances of needing to shut the whole school down in
case of infection. Alternate schedules with fixed cohorts of students and staff could decrease class
size and promote physical distancing?+.

In June 2021, the MOE announced the recruitment of 18,702 teachers on a one-off initiative to
address the shortage of educators in the country?s. Since a cohort system would require
additional staff, the MOE could also consider hiring unemployed graduates as teaching assistants
to reduce the student-teacher ratio, which would create jobs for graduates?2s.

In all cases, standard operating procedures still apply. On top of mandatory mask-wearing and
good hygiene practices, classrooms should have proper ventilation, and activities, from group
work to meal breaks, should be held outdoors whenever possible.

Contingency measures —what if someone tests positive?

Should a student or school staff test positive for Covid-19, contact tracing is vital to prevent
further transmission. Thus, schools should develop contact tracing guidelines before reopening
and review and update the guidelines regularly. Contingency plans should also involve clear
communications protocol, strategies for how to continue classes for affected cohorts, and metrics
for quarantine and return to school. For example, clear benchmarks on when to quarantine a
cohort versus closing the whole school should be set before schools reopen. These should be
developed to meet the needs of the local community.

Schools need to work with local public health authorities to develop a system for tracking and
sharing data about cases and outbreaks while maintaining privacy. Parents and teachers need to
be forthcoming about reporting positive cases to school and public health authorities.
Withholding information could put other students and the whole community at increased risk of
infection. Disciplinary or legal actions may need to be taken against individuals who falsify or hide
their infection status as they are putting lives in danger. Figure 1 shows a proposed flow of
reporting and action once a positive case has been identified.
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Figure 1: Contact tracing and quarantine flowchart

Positive case reported to school

Infected individual self-isolates

School leadership determines which cohort or
contacts need to quarantine

Individuals quarantine, school leadership
determines when they can safely return to school

Infected Individuals return to school from self-
isolation

Source: Authors’ visualisation
Planning for the future: hybrid learning

Whether due to cohort systems, detected infections, or digital transformation more generally,
online learning of some form is likely here to stay. In the short term, students and teachers need
to be equipped with the digital infrastructure and skills needed to adapt to hybrid learning, which
combines online and in-person learning. This could include recording or streaming lessons,
improving digital libraries and other reference resources, and reassessing how students are
evaluated. Different types of homework and assignments may be needed with priority given to
the quality rather than the quantity of classes and exams taken.

In the long term, digital pedagogy, digital content and digital resources will need to be reviewed
and revised to improve education programmes and syllabi. Additional teacher training may be
needed to equip teachers to manage hybrid classes. Needs assessments for students with
disabilities or from underserved or underprivileged backgrounds can help to ensure that hybrid
learning is inclusive.
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Conclusion

The decision to reopen schools goes hand-in-hand with risk assessment and strategies to
overcome these risks. Although there is a risk that reopening schools will worsen the state of the
pandemic in Malaysia, there are also good reasons to reopen schools to ensure that education is
not too severely interrupted.

Thus, we need to mitigate the risks of reopening schools, which includes proactive strategies and
contingency plans in case of infection. This pandemic has forced societal change in many aspects,
and we should recognise that many of these changes, such as online and hybrid learning, are long-
term. As society adjusts to the possibility of Covid-19 being endemic, education and the well-being
of future generations need to be prioritised.
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