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Context

The United Nations urges that “Education is both a human right in itself and an indispensable
means of realizing other human rights” (Lee, 2013). Realizing this, nations around the world
have included education as the human rights agenda in their policy documents. Several
campaigns have started to translate this vision into practice. Education for All (EFA) is one of
the campaigns initiated in 2000 with the aim of achieving universal primary education for all
children by 2015. In order to ensure the access to quality education as a fundamental human
rights, government of Nepal has also implemented several reforms through different projects
that include Primary Education Project - PEP, Basic and Primary Education Project (1997

- 2002), Education for All — EFA (2000 - 2015), Secondary Education Development Project —
BPEP (2000 - 2004), School Sector Reform Program - SSRP (2009 - 2015) and School Sector
Development Program - SSDP (2016 - 2023) at school level and Higher Education Project -
HEP, and Higher Education Reform Project - HERP (2016 — 2020) in higher education.

Efforts have also been made to integrate information and communication technology (ICT) and
digital tools in education with a view to foster quality in education delivery. Several policies
including Information Technology Policy of Nepal (2000), IT Policy (2010), ICT Master Plan
(2011-2013), Nepal's National ICT Policy (2015) and 2019 Digital Nepal Framework have
been formed to create conducive environment to create digital Nepal and embrace digital
innovations in quality education. In this connection, in order to provide access to quality higher
education to those people who cannot attend face-to-face mode of education, Open and
Distance Education Center (ODEC) of Tribhuvan University (TU) and Nepal Open University
(NOU) have been established. In these initiatives, digital connectivity, online tools and
resources along with the access to the ICT equipment are absolutely crucial. This shows that
Nepal is gradually progressing both in technology and education keeping in mind the role of
digital resources at the core of her development agenda. Endorsing these commitments, The
Constitution of Nepal (2015) mentions “Provided that nothing contained in this clause shall be
deemed to prevent the making of an Act to regulate radio, television, online or any other form of
digital or electronic equipment, press or other means of communication” (Part Il, Article 19 (1-3),
p. 13). However, there is a long way to go to ensure ICT infrastructure and digital connectivity
across the country and there is still a big digital divide in Nepal and people particularly living

in the rural areas have access only to the mobile device and its limited services. This position
paper briefly outlines the evolving context of digital Nepal initiative, pertinent issues observed
in technology and education and future course of actions that we need to take towards
embracing digital citizenship in a more systematic manner.
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Education, Human Rights and Digital Citizenship

The rapid development of digital technology has brought a tectonic shift in human behavior.
Access to information via online platforms, importance of the data stored in the virtual

world and connectivity through digital tools have become indispensable for everyone in the
contemporary society. Our life has been almost digitized most of the education is going online.
Technology has dominated all aspects of human life creating a technoculture (Pinar, 2013)

and citizens, whether by choice or by compulsion, are now expected to be better stewards of
digital technology. Digital navigation skill is a must for all, and we are heading to a technology
future that we do not know. Adaptation of the ever-growing dimensions of digital literacy is
the new challenge and digital turbulence is norm of our life. The education we impart through
our formal education system needs to recognize this fact and students need to develop skills to
navigate in the complex digital world. All children deserve the right to information literacy in a
safe and secure online environment. They need to learn how they could be digitally responsible
and accountable. Digital citizenship is, thus, an emerging discourse across the board and
many countries have officially introduced this as a part of formal education in schools and
colleges. It is important that today’s “educators must consider children’s virtual home in order
to positively impact their well-being” (Bennett, Aguayo & Sherry, 2016 p. 191). In Nepal too,
the conversation on digital citizenship has started and some efforts have been made to touch
upon some elements of digital citizenship. In this connection, digital Nepal framework outlines 8
domains that need to be addressed to make Nepal a digital-friendly state.

Dimensions of Digital Nepal Framework - 2019

Despite the policy framework in place, there is still a lot to do to realize the true spirit of digital
citizenship in every aspect of the society including education in Nepal. Focus has so far been
laid to the access of the digital tools and resources rather than on their judicious use. It is the
time now to consolidate the past efforts and create a new chapter ahead for the digital future.
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COVID-19 Pandemic, Education and Digital Initiatives

Education sector has suffered a lot by the COVID-19 pandemic since March 2020. Classes
were disrupted, exams were on hold, teaching learning process became stand still and a

lot of confusion arose in the education space. As the situation became worse unpredictable
government, universities and schools started responding to COVID-19 by switching the
educational programs using the online tools and resources as the crisis management strategy.
Discussions were held to find out the alternative means and government of Nepal issued a
guideline entitled “Facilitating Student Learning System through Alternative System —2077"
(in Nepali language) which paved the ways for schools to run classes using alternative tools
such as radio, television, internet, email and so on. The curriculum, textbooks, teachers guides,
and other learning resources are uploaded on the webpage of the Curriculum Development
Center (https:/moecdc.gov.np/) and teachers can access them online to prepare their lessons
for the learning facilitation. Efforts were now being made to teach school children through
national and local TV channels, local FM radio, online tools and so on. In higher education too,
University Grants Commission (UGC) and universities were engaged in reaching the students
and teachers to establish communication through various means and spontaneous initiations
were observed to resume the class using the available digital and online platforms.

This guideline encompasses the details of the minimum standards that higher institutions

in Nepal need to ensure for e-learning platform. The parameters for the standards included
the establishment of the information technology department in each teaching units; required
infrastructure such as servers, connectivity, security and equipment; dedicated IT staff;
allocation and registration of online education domain; official email IDs for all faculty, staff and
students; appropriate policies and descriptions; credit transfer system within and beyond the
university departments; integration of online pedagogy in the teaching and learning process
through a proper learning management system (LMS); and codes of conduct for the users.
The guidelines also indicated the possibility of conducting examinations using the alternative
modes as per the circumstances.

Key Lessons Learned

The year 2020 has been “a year of turmoil but also hope in education” (Vegas & Winthrop,
2020) as it brought a shift in the image of education and provided the pathways for the
alternative modes of education delivery. The educational context created by COVID-19
pandemic contributed to question the earlier assumptions that quality education was possible
only on face-to-face classes. Vegas and Winthrop (2020) succinctly summarize that improved
students’ agency, game changing role of parents in education, new education allies, the
potential of education technology, school emergency preparedness and public support for
schools and teachers are the highlights observed as the result of the current pandemic in
education space. The pandemic has also created a conducive atmosphere to foster alliance
among the stakeholders that include government, tech companies, academic institutions, and
education practitioners. Realization among teachers to upgrade their digital literacy and follow
the undercurrents in their subjects made them proactive learners to try new technology. Many
local governments encouraged their schools to use their ICT facilities and increased investment
in the ICT/digital infrastructure. Teachers who were ICT proficient helped others in using ICT
tools and motivated them to learn more in the future. Teachers have shared that the online



https://moecdc.gov.np/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/education-plus-development/2020/12/22/2020-a-year-of-turmoil-but-also-hope-in-education/
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class experience has been an eye-opening moment and a productive professional learning
experience as far as ICT/digital literacy is concerned. Students also developed independent
learning habit and learner autonomy was promoted.

Issues and Challenges That Still Persist

Despite the fact that Nepal, like other developing countries, is gradually experiencing
technological transformation, very little progress has been made in the implementation of

ICT related policies in general, and ICT education in particular. The existing policies still lack
education focus and schools and universities are yet to develop ICT/digital education policies,
strategies and action plan for educational purposes. There are also privacy and security issues
in the existing digital resources and technological tools for their sustained implementation.

There is a wide variation of ICT/digital literacy competence among the teachers i) some of

them are proficient users of ICT in education, ii) some of them are learners and they are very
interested to learn iii) some of them did not have their email addresses and they lack even basic
ICT skills, and iv) some of them are reluctant to learn new things with the excuses of being in
the retirement age. Connectivity is still a big challenge in many parts of Nepal and access to the
digital devices is a huge bottleneck to ensure the access to the digital world for all. There are
issues with the netiquettes among the users of the digital tools and cases of inappropriate use
of the digital tools have been reported. Safety, security, privacy, cyberbullying, and copyrights
are some of the issues that have made the headlines in the media. The education system in
Nepal has not been able to address these issues in a methodical manner. Additionally, the
issue of self-motivation among the teachers and lack of institutional commitment have further
exacerbated the problem. Most of the educational institutions lack technical staff to help
teachers and students in the digital issues and there is a lack of organized structure in the
institutions to provide backstopping support.

Way forward

Digital citizenship is a buzz word in the global education discourse and Nepal government is
also committed to it. In order to implement this agenda from social justice and human rights
perspective, digital citizenship must be treated as a part of the overall eco-system of the
country’'s development as outlined in the 2019 Digital Nepal Framework and that needs to be
implemented in its true spirit. To minimize digital divide, government needs to make investment
in setting up the infrastructure for digital facilities and virtual learning platforms should be
developed. Data center, internet connectivity, intranet connection, Wi-Fi zone development,
cloud services virtual lab development is the common ground for online learning. Existing ICT
facilities in the local government offices need to be strengthened (structurally, functionally,
and operationally) with the required hardware and software in coordination with the internet
providers, tech education experts and practitioners.

Capacity building of the technical and academic human resources is another area that need

to be addressed immediately. Thus, a realistic HR empowerment plan to address the diverse
needs of the people working in education space is the need of the day. For this, government
needs to collaborate with the higher education institutions to design and implement customized
modular training and academic programs. Teachers at school and universities should be
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connected with the wider network and their access to the online resources need to be

ensured through digital tools such as RemoteXs so that teachers could utilize the global online
resources both for their own professional development and enhancing their digital pedagogical
competence. The best practices in the non-state sector should be documented and scaled

up with the required level of adaptation. Digital awareness and sensitization campaigns to

the parents, heads of the academic institutions and community leaders to create appetite for
embracing ICT and creating supportive environment for digital citizenship need to be organized
massively.

In addition to the investment in the infrastructure, for effective digital citizenship, the urgent
need of the hour is also the provision of the appropriate legal framework to govern the evolving
digital landscape and their timely enforcement. Globally, some efforts have been made in this
regard “in mapping the rights of the child in ways that help illuminate their relevance to digital
agency” (Green, 2020) and there are cases of the success stories in different parts of the world.
Nepal needs to learn from them and adopt a two-pronged approach that include a) develop
strategies to provide access to the digital resources in order to address the equality deficit
created by the digital divide, and b) provide safe and secure environment in the utilization of the
digital tools and resources through the legal framework. Thus, it is now time to act to embrace
the ideas of Digital Democracy in education and take A new path to educational reforms
(Hirsh-Pasek, K. et al 2020).



https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/Big-Ideas_Hirsh-Pasek_PlayfulLearning.pdf
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