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Abstract  Covid-19 has put education in a challenging place. With millions of chil-
dren out of school, education needs to reinvent itself. During the pandemic, communities 
have used this opportunity to support children’s education in various ways, including the 
launching of new online classes. This article takes the social capital theoretical model as 
its framework and applies it to help communities strengthen their education support sys-
tems. It also looks at models from the literature as best practices to operationalize social 
capital. The article highlights various models for community participation that could con-
tinue after the Covid-19 pandemic. It urges the school system to be flexible and incorpo-
rate community-driven parental engagement with project-based and experiential learning. 
These community-driven educational programs must be supported to provide much-needed 
place-based supplementary education opportunities to students.

Keywords  Social capital · Community education · Parental involvement · Supplementary 
education · Covid-19

As of May 19, 2020, UNESCO (2020) noted that 58% of the world’s student population 
was out of school, affecting 1,009,085,427 students, with 135 countries facing closures, 
and hundreds of schools affected. Many children were not likely to return to school, and the 
ones who would were likely to lag in their learning levels. Before the pandemic, education 
systems followed a traditional path: children went to school and learned what was required 
for each grade level. However, during the lockdown, many different types of learning have 
been taking place. Children are learning empathy from their parents’ collective action. 
They are learning life skills by staying at home and helping in household chores (Burke 
and Dempsey 2020). They are also learning digital skills by using TV, radio, smart/feature 
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phones, computers, and laptops (Livari et al. 2020). Parents have become co-facilitators in 
their children’s learning process more than ever before. This nonlinear learning model has 
made children adapt their learning styles and learn from various sources.

For the post–Covid-19 scenario, I make the case that schools should build on the 
momentum and make schools more community resourced. Schools should focus on build-
ing a strong volunteer base that can help with students’ learning. Many schools have par-
ent-teacher associations (PTAs) or school-based management committees (SBMCs) that 
take on the task of school functioning (e.g., infrastructure developments and meals provi-
sion) through volunteer roles. However, the pandemic has shown how the community can 
be engaged in meaningful learning activities for children. All learning activities need not 
be school based; many activities can be done in communities with or without technology, 
as well as in homes.

In this article, I look at ways in which communities can be involved in children’s educa-
tion. I first discuss the social capital framework and use it as a theoretical underpinning for 
community engagement. The literature review operationalizes the social capital framework 
into eight models and shows various ways communities can be engaged in students’ learn-
ing. I conclude by discussing lessons learned from the Covid-19 pandemic experience that 
can help educators rethink school curricula.

Theoretical framework

The theoretical framework used for this article is the vast literature on social capital. The 
use of informal community networks in education has been an underrepresented area of 
research. Informal networks form a big part of social capital (Sampson et al. 1999). This 
“neighborhood activism” (p. 207) translates into household-level networks within the 
family, and informal horizontal relationships that include neighbors talking to each other, 
church members interacting, and school parents discussing soccer and other such interac-
tions (Schneider et al. 2000). Therefore, living in the same neighborhood provides incen-
tives for people to be informally connected (Smrekar 1996). These informal connections, 
or social networks, are a source of cheap and useful bits of information (Schneider et al. 
2000; Smrekar 1996). Parental exchanges without deep friendship can have an important 
effect on children’s education (Schneider et al. 2000). Children in these types of commu-
nities share common values and have some support system that their parents can tap into 
(Adams 2006). In communities were more parents talk to each other, children benefit from 
added guidance and tend to have higher math scores (Adams 2006). In these ways, collec-
tive socialization has proven to be a powerful tool to shape children’s education.

A vast literature explores the concept of social capital and ways to measure its impact 
on education. In a study based in Bogota, Knaul (1999) measured both family (numbers of 
hours spent with children, activities of engagement) and community social capital (gangs, 
drugs, measures of violence). The study reported that both family and community social 
capital had an impact on school dropout rates, controlling for household financial and 
human capital. In a similar study, Grootaert et al. (2002) investigated low school attend-
ance in Burkina Faso and concluded that limited community participation in education was 
one of the main reasons for poor attendance. This study tapped into the concept of social 
capital through households, schools, and other non-formal settings and proposed the use of 
social capital to improve educational outcomes (attendance, in this case).
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Social capital is dependent on the cultural and contextual setting. The kinds of networks 
families establish have a long-lasting impact on their children’s education. Research has 
shown the impact on children’s completion rates in inner-city neighborhoods (Ainsworth 
2002; Ensminger et  al. 1996). This type of cultural capital also is labeled a “neighbor-
hood effect” and acts a strong mediator for schooling-related indicators (Ainsworth 2002). 
Gugerty and Kremer (2002) attempted to understand if development aid for schools has 
helped to build social capital in Kenya. They conducted an experiment that compared three 
interventions: only textbooks were provided for 2 years, grants were given to the school 
committees as a part of a block grant, and the aid was provided through a local women’s 
group. Their study revealed that it is difficult to build social capital from external interven-
tions; rather, interventions should be organically present in communities.

Figure 1 shows the different areas where education can take place, and where the notion 
of social capital can be operationalized. Schools, communities, households, and nonformal 
spaces of education have social networks that are connected. These networks, both for-
mal and informal, need to be tapped to make nonlinear education possible. Communities 
can support community library programs, expert-led professional seminars, open learn-
ing opportunities, and such community projects as gardening and services. This area also 
includes business owners, who can provide learn-play spaces. Educators in schools need 
to reflect on how to make education more holistic by incorporating classes on environ-
mental education, disaster preparedness, health education, as well as mental well-being. 
PTAs need to help with students’ learning. At the household level, parents can continue 
to support through life skills and activity-based learning. At the nonformal level, library 
programs, museums, zoos, and wildlife parks can continue to conduct online classes. These 
four quadrants form a seamless web of learning that can coexist, with the various areas 
complementing each other.

• Remedial educa�on 
programs

• Library programs
• Museums and arboretum-

based programs 
• E-modules on various 

subjects 

•Parent-based 
educa�on 

•Ac�vity-based classes
•Lesson sharing 
•Informal WhatsApp-

based discussions 

• A�er-school classes 
• Health-educa�on modules
• Parent educa�on 

programs 
• Examples from 

communi�es shared 
through PTOs

•Community library
•Expert-led seminars
•Community projects 

(e.g., gardening, service)
•Business groups, eco-

friendly vendors 

Community Schools

Nonformal Households 

Figure 1   Operational framework
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Operationalizing the definition of social capital

In this section I discuss the existing literature on volunteers and community groups 
and their impact on education. Volunteers or parental groups are involved in many 
forms of education in communities. The responsibilities of volunteers and communi-
ties vary from country to country. For instance, community volunteers organized reme-
dial education classes in a rural district in India. Volunteers complemented the school 
curriculum by introducing an alternative curriculum (School for Life Curriculum) in 
Ghana. They also campaigned for the use of indigenous languages in New Zealand. 
Multiple countries have used community-based libraries to foster the reading habits of 
all children. Volunteers in Honduras used a peer-tutoring model with youth residing in 
communities. In all these forms, the essential role of the community education volun-
teer is to support the existing formal school system and not to replace it. The commu-
nity volunteer conducts community-based education-related activities that serve as an 
incentive to increase school enrollment or provide remediation to improve primary and 
secondary school completion.

Should educational activities spill over into communities? In most developing coun-
tries and especially in rural areas, parents are left out of the educational process. One 
reason for this exclusion is parents’ lack of confidence because they are not educated 
themselves; other reasons include parents being busy with their daily chores during 
school time, and parents feeling their responsibility toward the education of their chil-
dren ends when the children are enrolled in school. On the school organization side, 
the PTAs and SBMCs become ineffective because prior capacity enhancement of the 
parents is needed to make these administrative bodies functional. In such cases, the 
parents are not involved in their children’s education, and even if they want to be, they 
do not know how. Parent engagement is critical to demanding quality education from 
the schools. One way of making children’s education more accessible to their parents 
is to bridge the divide between the community and the school. Often, these education 
initiatives succeed because of intensive efforts to mobilize communities, resources, 
and local professionals.

Community-based initiatives are an effective means to operationalize national and 
sub-national government policies. They support, rather than duplicate, the school-
based educational services offered by governments. However, thriving community-
based pilot programs are often highly dependent on local initiatives and commitment 
that are difficult to replicate on a large scale. It is also essential to keep in mind that 
community-based educational initiatives can take many forms. However, they are most 
often dependent on the community’s needs and social capital. For instance, a com-
munity that has a large population of children out of school would need to focus on 
educational incentives (e.g., enrollment drives, school information sessions with par-
ents) to bring those children to school. For communities with a large population of 
children lagging in literacy or numeracy skills, providing remedial education classes 
in the community, providing technical training assistance to government teachers on 
reading skills and numeracy, and community-based libraries would be appropriate 
interventions.

In this review, I provide examples of some such successful community-based vol-
unteer models across the globe. I present a wide range of educational services that use 
the community volunteer model. The appropriate model should be selected based on 
the educational needs of the communities.
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Model 1: Community‑based education volunteers conduct reading 
remediation in India

Policy initiatives involving communities are considered key in improving students’ reading 
skills (UNESCO 2010). One such successful initiative is the remedial reading camps run by 
volunteer trainers to achieve impressive improvements in early reading in Uttar Pradesh, India. 
Such remediation activities help to mainstream students into formal schools with adequate 
learning preparation (Banerjee et  al. 2007). In the post–Covid-19 world, learning gaps are 
expected to rise (Azevedo et al. 2020). Thus, community members getting together to conduct 
their own remedial camps could be one way of getting children ready for their grade level 
learning.

Model 2: Addressing educational deprivation in northern Ghana 
through complementary education

Many such community-based initiatives reach out to the marginalized student population. 
These programs are designed to accommodate the work schedules of students. They also help 
to make education more relevant to the students’ lives. The goal of these short-term programs 
is to improve students’ learning levels and mainstream them into the formal school system 
(Casely-Hayford et  al. 2007; Hartwell 2006; Mfum-Mensah 2009). In the post–Covid-19 
world, this model of understanding the needs of the students and making education relevant 
and contextual holds strong. The Covid-19 pandemic has left many students without adequate 
technology stranded (Livari et al. 2020) with no educational support. Reaching the hardest to 
reach in the post–Covid-19 world will require community members to develop support sys-
tems for schools.

Model 3: Impact of educational campaigns on the community: New 
Zealand’s Māori renaissance

New Zealand’s kōhanga reo movement has demonstrated the impact on the broader educa-
tion system by an educational campaign. Educational campaigns, such as the revitalization of 
indigenous language, are beneficial for the large-scale implementation and adaptation of an 
educational agenda. These campaigns are mostly organized and planned by nongovernment 
organizations (NGOs) or community-based organizations with sizable volunteer support and 
community mobilization skills (Te Ko-hanga Reo National Trust 2009; New Zealand Ministry 
of Education 2008a, b, as cited in UNESCO 2010). As we rethink education systems in the 
post–Covid-19 world, sustaining the interest of community-based support for language to be 
inclusive should be a priority. Continued community support can be sustained if local lan-
guages are included as a medium of instruction in schools.



442	 R. Iyengar 

1 3

Model 4: Demanding accountability: A community‑based approach 
in India

Community-based initiatives also help to demand accountability from schools. In the case 
of Janaagraha, an NGO in India, the parents, along with the NGO members, kept track 
of schools’ budgetary allocations and expenditures. This process made the schools more 
accountable in terms of the educational services they promise to deliver vis-a-vis their 
budgets (Iyengar 2010). This model suggests that NGOs and community members need 
to be included in school budget negotiations. In the post–Covid-19 scenario, making com-
munity members integral to the functioning of schools should be a priority. This will help 
communities be an integral part of school functioning, rather than on the periphery.

Model 5: Community‑based libraries

Community-based libraries support the reading skills of children in the community. Many 
countries are implementing low-cost scalable models. Having libraries in the community, 
rather than in schools, helps to reach children not enrolled in school and to inculcate good 
reading habits among all children, as well as their parents. The pandemic has seen more 
parents circulating books (Iyengar 2020). After school closures, many community-based 
libraries started virtual classes for all ages. They also started to provide children’s activity 
kits at the library. The library became the central place for many forms of education. This 
support system should continue, and libraries should become a community-based model 
for supporting children’s education.

Model 6: Community‑based pre‑primary centers

Preschools are often neglected, both in implementation and national educational poli-
cies. In most developing countries, preschools are not part of compulsory education, and 
therefore most primary schools do not include preschools on their school premise. In such 
circumstances, government-run preschools are located outside the schools, or NGOs rent 
out small spaces in the communities to run preschool centers (Porta and Laguna 2007). In 
reimagining the post–Covid-19 world, educational spaces such as preschool centers run 
by the government or by cooperatives in the community will be needed to continue early 
childhood education. Such community spaces are important for an easy transition to formal 
school. Post pandemic, an enhanced version of these preschools will be needed to ensure 
that learning gaps are met.

Model 7: Para‑teachers: A volunteer model to support teachers in schools

Para-teachers, or teacher helpers, are commonly used in countries that have teacher 
shortages. The role of para-teachers is primarily to assist full-time teachers in classroom 
teaching. Since classrooms in most developing-country settings have large class sizes, 
para-teachers help to manage the classrooms and provide assistance to children needing 
remedial education. In some cases, para-teachers are selected and recruited by community 
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members, along with the school administration. This model helps to improve classroom 
teaching; however, the downside is that full-time teachers can become dependent on this 
temporary arrangement, or in some cases, give a lot of their teaching load to the para-
teachers (UNESCO 2005). This model could be further explored to hire youth from the 
community to teach in their local school, where they already have a rapport with the village 
children.

Model 8: Volunteers provide psychosocial support

Communities can provide targeted psychosocial support to students. Community mem-
bers could provide recognition to the “best student in school” or the “model girl-child” 
in school. Getting recognition in the community encourages students, especially girls, to 
perform well in school. It also motivates parents to send their children to school (Brook-
ings Institution 2011). Iyengar and Shin (2020) provided one such model that provided 
psychosocial support to students through an “eco-ambassadors” program during the pan-
demic. Daily check-in via Zoom calls to discuss environmental concerns also led to com-
munity building among like-minded people and developed a sense of community. Such 
informal conversations help to achieve educational goals—in this case, environmental edu-
cational goals—to build collaboration between students, and to create a sense of learning 
together. These informal communications will build psychosocial support and be vital for 
the post–Covid-19 world.

Model 9: Peer tutoring and leadership development

Peer tutoring has a positive impact on the learning of the two students involved. In most 
developing countries, teenagers who are recent graduates from secondary schools are 
engaged in teaching primary school students. These teenagers are gainfully employed 
while they pursue their higher degrees in education. The primary school students feel moti-
vated to get extra support from someone in their community (Brookings Institution 2011). 
The pandemic has taught us about empathy, care for each other, global citizenship, and 
care for the planet, and these value-driven educational models will be much needed in the 
post–Covid-19 world. Model 9 shows a pathway to continue these value-driven education 
systems; peer tutoring not only improves teaching and learning skills but also develops 
important competency areas, such as psychosocial skills. Placement in leadership positions 
through volunteering to teach junior students is a useful model to enhance the learning lev-
els of students during summers or through afterschool sessions.

Discussions and conclusion

These models demonstrate the different ways communities can be involved in their chil-
dren’s education in the post–Covid-19 world. Not all the activities mentioned in these mod-
els need to be school based. Parents and community members can be engaged in com-
plementary activities, depending on their social capital. The models involve parents and 
community members in ways that help children’s education. These activities have the 
potential to build local ecosystems and connect real-life issues to the school curriculum. 
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Students get the required exposure to project-based learning opportunities that are con-
nected to their lived realities. The objective of presenting these models was to understand 
that different pathways of social capital in neighborhoods can be operationalized to make 
the link between social capital and education stronger. In the post–Covid-19 world, it will 
become imperative for various forms of social capital to be used both in and outside school 
to ensure that children learn. These models capture existing pathways to act as a bridge 
between communities and schools.

These models provide different ways that communities can be engaged, including dif-
ferent ways of engagement between communities and schools. However, these models have 
not become the norm and standard practice. This paper urges the education community to 
rethink their own community models of engagement. Acknowledging that the community 
can be engaged in organic and nonlinear ways is a first step in this direction. Acknowl-
edging that the community is integrated into the school system and can find ways to sup-
port students’ learning is the need of the hour. The community members will help in mak-
ing school education relatable and contextual to the local schools. The children will get 
more opportunities to apply their textbook-driven knowledge in their communities and 
neighborhood.

The structure for community involvement is already in place in many countries and 
schools. In many countries, it is mandatory for every school to have PTAs and SBMCs. 
However, these committees are not adequately used. Moreover, a big divide exists between 
the community and the school. The prevailing mindset is that education takes place in 
schools. Parental support is limited to their children. During the pandemic’s time of 
social isolation, many educational networks were formed. Many volunteer-based online 
classes started, and parents took help from each other to fill in the school gap. Children 
used phones to chat and check in with their peers. Many different technological devices 
were used, including TV, radio, and laptops. Many kinds of software originally not used 
for educational purposes became educational communication software, including What-
sApp, Zoom, FaceTime, Facebook, and Skype. Others that were used widely included 
Khan Academy, YouTube, and Google classrooms. Many impromptu classes by commu-
nity members were free for others, including free story sessions, yoga sessions, and piano 
classes.

Professional artists opened their homes to let technology be the medium for thousands 
to participate in their art. In the United States, universities such as Columbia and Rutgers 
had free webinars for kindergarten through grade-12 students on environmental sciences 
and sustainability practices. Other community-based professionals continued to teach using 
technology at a discounted rate. Rangers from national parks conducted online classes 
for free or for a small donation. Many students from across the United States joined these 
classes. Book authors conducted sessions on drawings and book reading.

This community-based model may have created more inequalities and is dependent on 
the type of social network a family has. However, it is important to note that community 
ownership of educational models, irrespective of the type of community, is an important 
factor in furthering and contextualizing education. Each community has its own social 
capital, and in the post–Covid-19 world, it will become increasing important to use it to 
improve learning gaps. Overtime, many of these inequalities will be addressed through 
technology reach, and we foresee many online educational degree programs emerging as a 
pathway forward.

Accessing these unconventional educational opportunities also depends on technology. 
Many communities may not have the technology that would be needed to serve as an equal-
izer. Going forward, here are some steps that ought to be taken. First, community-based 
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assessments need to be carried out to assess the type of devices the majority of residents in 
the community have. Educational materials need customization to whatever device is most 
commonly used. The assessment should include the number of devices, the primary person 
owning the device, and the availability of the Internet. Second, a mapping of all educa-
tional opportunities, both free and paid, is required for parents to have full information in 
their own towns. Third, small-group classes on storytelling, book clubs, book exchanges, 
and exchanges of gardening skills should continue. Fourth, to make community members 
feel more connected to their neighborhood, community-based action or activism needs to 
be promoted. Fifth, more peer-to-peer learning and senior students teaching younger stu-
dents should take place. Sixth, parents should be given an educational role to play that 
is not limited to conducting extracurricular activities at school or fundraising exercises. 
A more comprehensive network of parents needs to be established based on their inter-
ests. Seventh, cross-pollination of ideas across schools needs to be promoted. This network 
would make the social capital of students wider and not just limited to one school. Frequent 
opportunities need to be created district wide. Student-led online and offline events could 
be organized. Eight, mapping of community-wide (environmental, social, and other) needs 
can align students to address those needs. For example, if plastic is an issue, student groups 
can organize to do community-based activism and run campaigns. Nine, not everything 
needs to be organized beforehand; many activities can be planned last minute, and the 
school system and parents should be flexible to incorporate these opportunities. Ten, this is 
an excellent opportunity to build experiential and place-based learning into the curriculum. 
Problem-based activities connected to the lives of students can be integrated as projects 
into the school curriculum.

The closing of schools led to the opening of other educational avenues. This directs 
us to the question: what do children miss when schools open? This educational experi-
ence was very different from the traditional linear education model that connects the school 
to the child. The parents became more involved in their children’s educational goals, and 
many resources were available to fill the school gap. Many networks were established, and 
many new connections were formed. This nonlinear educational model needs to have a 
place in the post–Covid-19 world. Parents, online resources, and technology-based com-
munication media need to find a place in education. Education cannot go back to being 
only school based.
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