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Introduction

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UN CRC), Article 12 states: “Parties shall assure to the child 
who is capable of forming his or her own views the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, the 
views of the child being given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child.”

Globally, UNICEF marked World Children’s Day 2020 on November 20 as a major moment within its global “Reimagine” 
effort to listen to how children and young people want to improve their future. UNICEF Jamaica is committed to facilitat-
ing this process, and to help ensure the right of every child to form and express his or her own views in matters concerning 
them, as stated in articles 12 and 13 of the UN CRC, to which Jamaica is signatory, and as mandated by the Education Regu-
lations, 1980 in the form of the National Secondary Students’ Council (NSSC). 

In 2020, the Prime Minister of Jamaica established the National Education Transformation Commission to undertake a 
sweeping review of the current education system. The Commission is tasked with recommending actions for change and 
advising the Government on how to create an inclusive, world-class education system that enables all Jamaicans to fulfill 
their potential and develop the skills base and human capital required for Jamaica to compete successfully in the 21st-centu-
ry global economy.

STUDENTS REIMAGINE
THE JAMAICAN
EDUCATION SYSTEM



2 Reimagine Education Report 2021

Introduction

Message from UNICEF

Message from The NSSC

About the consultation

Summary of findings
 Why reimagine education?
 Why students disengage

Learing reimagined
 Equity and inclusion
 Relationships in learning
 Curriculum content
 Teacher capacity and lesson delivery

U-Report poll results

Conclusions

Mapping solutions

Acknowledgements

10

24
3634

8
13

22

40

16 19

3

6
45
11

Final Report Submitted to UNICEF Jamaica - March 2021
By: Renée Rattray Ed.D. - Education Consultant

Table of contents



3Reimagine Education Report 2021

Introduction
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UN CRC), Article 
12 states: “Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his 
or her own views the right to express those views freely in all matters 
affecting the child, the views of the child being given due weight in 
accordance with the age and maturity of the child.”

Globally, UNICEF marked World Children’s Day 2020 on November 20 as a 
major moment within its global “Reimagine” effort to listen to how children 
and young people want to improve their future. UNICEF Jamaica is 
committed to facilitating this process, and to help ensure the right of every 
child to form and express his or her own views in matters concerning them, 
as stated in articles 12 and 13 of the UN CRC, to which Jamaica is signatory, 
and as mandated by the Education Regulations, 1980 in the form of the 
National Secondary Students’ Council (NSSC). 

In 2020, the Prime Minister of Jamaica established the National Education 
Transformation Commission to undertake a sweeping review of the current 
education system. The Commission is tasked with recommending actions 
for change and advising the Government on how to create an inclusive, 
world-class education system that enables all Jamaicans to fulfill their 
potential and develop the skills base and human capital required for 
Jamaica to compete successfully in the 21st-century global economy.

With no youth delegate assigned to the Commission, UNICEF sought to 
fill that gap through the Reimagine Education initiative – which aims to 
include the views of high school-age Jamaicans in the deliberations of 
the Commission. In partnership with the NSSC and using different means 
of outreach, UNICEF consulted with hundreds of children and youth, 
including children with disabilities and children in state care and juvenile 
detention. 

Reimagine Education builds on a partnership between UNICEF Jamaica 
and the Ministry of Education, Youth and Information (MOEYI) for World 
Children’s Day 2019. Through this collaboration, a group of children 
became the first in history to address a sitting of Parliament – sharing their 
experiences of violence and the actions they want the Government of 
Jamaica to take to prevent and reduce violence against children. Reimagine 
Education was designed to help ensure that the Government of Jamaica 
continues re-engaging with its beneficiaries, and for children and youth 
themselves to build their capacity to co-create solutions to their challenges.
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Message from UNICEF

“Children should be seen and not heard,” is a philosophy that both 
UNICEF and the NSSC agree has no place in a Jamaica which values its 
children and takes seriously its obligation to protect and fulfill their rights 
– which include their right to a quality education and their right to be 
heard. That is why we approached the Education Transformation 
Commission to ensure that their recommendations will be included in 
our “Reimagine Education” report to the Prime Minister.

To all the students, who in the words of NSSC General Secretary Jadon 
Hewitt gave us their “full-ticipation” – UNICEF says a heartfelt thank you. 
We learned so much from you and the many situations in which you are 
trying to maintain your education. We want you to know that your voice 
is not only your right, it is essential for you to be heard. You are the real 
experts on what it is like to be educated within the Jamaican system and 
how it needs to improve. 

Now that the consultations are complete, we will submit this report to the 
Prime Minister and the Commission of which you the students are 
co-authors. And when the day comes that your children enter school, we 
hope that you can reflect with pride on the part you have played and that 
collectively your creativity, your ideas and your voices can be the loudest!

To the Commission, we turn this report over to you with the expectation 
that you will take the views within it seriously. We urge you to consider 
and integrate the students’ perspectives in your deliberations and your 
final recommendations, knowing that they have entrusted you with this 
task. We all look forward to seeing the ways in which the Commission 
plans to truly transform the education system for the benefit of all 
Jamaican students. 

Thank you, and good luck!

UNICEF Jamaica Representative

Mariko Kagoshima
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‘Message from NSSC Jamaica

“Children should be seen and not heard,” is a philosophy that both 
UNICEF and the NSSC agree has no place in a Jamaica which values its 
children and takes seriously its obligation to protect and fulfill their rights 
– which include their right to a quality education and their right to be 
heard. That is why we approached the Education Transformation 
Commission to ensure that their recommendations will be included in 
our “Reimagine Education” report to the Prime Minister.

To all the students, who in the words of NSSC General Secretary Jadon 
Hewitt gave us their “full-ticipation” – UNICEF says a heartfelt thank you. 
We learned so much from you and the many situations in which you are 
trying to maintain your education. We want you to know that your voice 
is not only your right, it is essential for you to be heard. You are the real 
experts on what it is like to be educated within the Jamaican system and 
how it needs to improve. 

Now that the consultations are complete, we will submit this report to the 
Prime Minister and the Commission of which you the students are 
co-authors. And when the day comes that your children enter school, we 
hope that you can reflect with pride on the part you have played and that 
collectively your creativity, your ideas and your voices can be the loudest!

To the Commission, we turn this report over to you with the expectation 
that you will take the views within it seriously. We urge you to consider 
and integrate the students’ perspectives in your deliberations and your 
final recommendations, knowing that they have entrusted you with this 
task. We all look forward to seeing the ways in which the Commission 
plans to truly transform the education system for the benefit of all 
Jamaican students. 

Thank you, and good luck!

UNICEF Jamaica Representative

Mariko Kagoshima

Undeniably, COVID-19 has had a major impact on the education system 

which caters to over 300,000 high school students. Rising to the occasion, 

all stakeholders: teachers, students, parents and other officials of the 

Ministry of Education, cooperated to make the adaptations. 

It was by no means easy, as online teaching and learning proved difficult 

for most. The lack of required devices proved the first major obstacle in 

this endeavour. On the other hand, uncontrollable factors such as 

internet access and electricity supply fluctuations proved discouraging 

for many. Mental health was also affected and stress levels skyrocketed. 

Committed to youth advocacy, the National Secondary Students’ Council 

(NSSC) was pleased to partner with UNICEF and the Ministry of 

Education, Youth and Information (MOEYI), in conceptualizing the 

Reimagine Education initiative. Of the six priority areas of the National 

Youth Policy of Jamaica (2017), which promotes youth involvement at all 

levels, education and training is perhaps one of the most important. We 

feel that the time has come for the fortification of our education system 

and that Reimagine Education is the way to achieve the desired outcome.

One of the guiding principles of the NSSC highlights the importance of 

student representation and involvement in decision-making processes. 

Students’ participation is therefore vital to the transformation of the 

education system. We believe that the best way to bring about change is 

to capture the views and interests of those who are most affected by it – 

the students. We believe that the Reimagine Education initiative is the 

kind of revolutionary thinking that is needed.

The Council wishes to thank all the youth who participated in the 

island-wide consultations. Your uncensored opinions and timely 

recommendations have indeed aided in charting the way forward. A 

special thank you to UNICEF and the MOEYI for including us from the 

very start and for providing the requisite resources and guidance. We are 

most grateful. 

General Secretary, NSSCJadon Hew�t
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About the consultations
Between January and February 2021, UNICEF Jamaica and the National 
Secondary Students’ Council (NSSC) held a series of consultations with ten 
(10) groups of high school students across the island, including students 
with disabilities, students in juvenile centres and in state care, student 
leaders from various schools and a general representation from students 
in urban and rural Jamaica. A total of 74 students participated in the focus 
group discussions, 44 of whom were girls and 30 were boys. The sessions 
were facilitated by a combined team of adult educators, including UNICEF 
and MOEYI staff, and student leaders of the NSSC who ensured that 
students’ voices were heard. The energy, spirit and views of the students 
were captured, and key concerns and recommendations are highlighted in 
this report.

In addition to focus group consultations, UNICEF conducted a U-Report poll 
(UNICEF’s two-way mobile messaging service to engage children and youth 
about issues that impact their lives), to gauge the views of a wider group of 
high school age children on reimagining education. Of the 516 high school-
age Jamaicans who responded to the poll, 73 per cent were female and 27 
per cent male. The poll was co-designed with the NSSC and aligned with 
questions used in the consultations. The findings from the U-Report poll are 
also distilled in this report.

“We must take bold steps now, to create inclusive, resilient, 

quality education systems fit for the future.” 

UN Secretary General, Antonio Guterres (August 2020)
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Methodology 

The consultations for students in schools were organized with the 
assistance of the MOEYI/NSSC. Additionally, UNICEF partnered with the 
Child Protection and Family Services Agency (CPFSA), Department of 
Correctional Services and the Peace Management Initiative (PMI) to arrange 
for separate consultations with students living in state care, juvenile 
detention centres and those excluded from school. All consultations 
were held online. Facilitators informed students of the reason for their 
engagement and advised of the recording of each session for the purposes 
of transcription, with an assurance that their images would not be used on 
public platforms without their consent and necessary notification, except 
in the cases of children in state care whose likenesses would not be used 
at all. A team from the Special Education Unit of the MOEYI supported 
students with special needs, who were afforded the necessary translations/
interpretations.

Each consultation included a message from UNICEF Jamaica 
Representative, Mariko Kagoshima, the General Secretary of the NSSC, 
Jadon Hewitt, and remarks from facilitator and consultant, Renée Rattray. 
The students were asked to give their feedback on the questions provided 
in breakout rooms, followed by general reporting in the main room after 
each breakout session. 

A combined team of NSSC student leaders and personnel from UNICEF 
and the MOEYI facilitated the breakout rooms. The process was designed 
to strengthen the capacity of NSSC student leaders, who expressed 
their appreciation for the participatory nature of the consultations and 
shared that they developed skills in facilitation, patience in listening and 
experienced deep empathy for their peers whose experiences were, in 
some instances, overwhelming and different from their own. For many 
students, it reaffirmed the need to increase their advocacy as youth leaders.
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Summary of findings
The consultations revealed the resilience and resolute determination of the students. They were 
unafraid, confident and eager to share their views about the education system – the way they 
experience it now, how they and their peers are impacted by it, and their vision for a reimagined 
education. The youth of Jamaica have big dreams of what they want to see, feel and be. 

Students were engaged around four grounding questions:

 a. Why should we Reimagine Education?
 b. What do you think the purpose of school should be? 
 c. Is the education that you are receiving achieving that purpose and keeping youth 

engaged? If not, why?
 d.  Is there anything that is not taught in school that you would like to learn?

Student feedback to the first question overwhelmingly revealed a general feeling that there is 
a need to reimagine education because the traditional classroom is rapidly changing, especially 
with the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. They were all clear that education was vital to their 
success in the world – and for some, the only way out of poverty. Their feedback to questions 
two, three and four were aligned across all schools: students imagine a more equitable classroom, 
enthusiastic and empathetic teachers, expanded curriculum and engaging lessons.

The students identified priority areas of focus for the future of education which could be grouped 
into four distinct pillars:

i. Equity and Inclusion 
 1. Inclusive education catering for diverse learners

ii. Relationships in Learning 
 2 Teacher-student collaboration
 3. Empathy and compassion
 4. Parent and teacher motivation

iii. Curriculum Content
 5. Real-life experiences
 6. Varied curriculum that caters to interests
 7. Leadership skill development
 8. Physical and co-curricular activity

iv. Teacher Capacity and Lesson Delivery 
 9. Active engagement
 10. Blended learning

Students were highly appreciative of the opportunity to express themselves in a safe, non-
judgmental space and felt that their opinions were valued and mattered.  
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What they told us during 10 online consultations

Students say...
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“Education is what builds a better society.”

“We need to level up to meet the needs of a changing world.”

“Children are the future, and we can be innovative and move forward in a 
changing world.”

“The world is changing. We have to think ahead and make it better.”

“We need to mold our future innovators and leaders.”

“Education is the most powerful thing a person can have and how we can 
change the future.”

“We are a part of a digital evolution and now a part of history, so we 
need to make history.”

“We need to be taught how to dream big and think out of 
the box, allowing us to take up space in society in the 
most effective ways possible… to be spontaneous, full 

of energy and empowered.”

Students say...
We must Reimagine Education because…
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Students say...
Why they disengage or drop out of school...

The consultation revealed that some students fail to 
succeed in school or become disengaged from school 

due to several in-school and out-of-school factors, ranging 
from lack of family and community support, unmet emotional and 

social needs and schools’ inability to provide the kind of supportive 
environment they need to thrive. Many find themselves in classrooms where 
they do not feel a sense of belonging and do not see themselves and their 
rich cultures reflected in the school environment. The following is a summary 
of the reasons for disengagement posited by students:

   Poor family support and home/community environment

   Poor teacher-student connection

   Ineffective teaching

   Curriculum not aligned to students’ interests 

   Family financial constraints 

   Little appreciation for the value of education

   Peer pressure 

   Bullying

   Limited or no government financial support
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“Education is outdated and achievement-based.”

“Teachers sometimes make students teach themselves.”

“Some students are distracted. Teachers aren’t really engaging, and 
classrooms are not comfortable. This makes students feel overwhelmed.”

“We sometimes use drugs as an escape.”

“The current system stifles creativity and suffocates students’ self-expression.”

“Bad things happen ‘round you – family members kill someone and they want to kill you 
and so we have to defend ourselves,  and sometimes it is hard to take you mind off it 

even though there are good things happening too

“Other people cause us to drop out of school, cause dem draw
yuh out and change yuh focus.”

“The current societal construct of a man in our culture hinders 
males from wanting to be involved in education.”

The education system doesn’t reflect their realities.
Students say...
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1

Learning reimagined: 
Student advice to the Education Transformation Commission

Students want an inclusive education system that caters for all 
types of learners

The ‘one size fits all’ mode of engagement is a recurring concern among students, 
causing some to lose interest in school and too many to be left behind. No child 
should be denied the opportunity to learn because of disability, gender, race or 
poverty. Every child has the right to go to school and to be included, regardless of 
their differences. All must feel a sense of belonging and benefit from the support 
of well-trained teachers and resources that best respond to their needs. 

The UN estimates that 10-15 per cent of the population of any country has 
a disability. Based on the enrollment data of the 2018/2019 Schools’ Census 
conducted by the MOEYI, there were 427,938 students in the Jamaican school 
system. Ten to fifteen per cent of the student body would therefore translate to 
between 42,000 to 64,000 students with disabilities in the education system. 
During the consultations, students with disabilities shared their desire for more 
inclusiveness, access to more vocational training and creative inputs in the 
curriculum. 

The students recommend:
 Plan lessons to include activities that will engage all types of learners. This 

requires effort, resources and support from school administration. It is understood 
that personalized lessons are challenging in large classrooms, but a mixed learning 
approach can help cater to different learning styles. 

 Give consideration to changing the current system which designates (as a 
result of perception) some schools superior to others and provide equal access to 
resources across all schools. 

 Make provisions for the early detection and assessment of students with 
disabilities and sufficient training of teachers to identify and support their needs.

 Establish school to work transitions for students with disabilities in partnership 
with schools, families and communities.

 i. Equity and inclusion
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“Every child deserves the chance to self-actualize, 
not every child learns the same way. We need to cater to 

everyone.”

“Students with disabilities are left by the wayside and don’t get the care
they need.  We need to learn too.”

“The school system is more interested in the grades and not so much if students are 
actually understanding, learning or interested in what they are doing.”

“This current system has a lot of loopholes – doesn’t cater to everybody.”

“We must remove the stigmatization of schools that make one school better 
than the other.”

“Show the rural kids that they matter. Give them the same 
things that urban kids have.”

Students say...
The education system needs more humanity.
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2

“We would like teachers to incorporate exciting videos in 
subjects and use popular images like memes to convey 

messages clearly to students.”

“Student evaluations should include reflective assignments 
to apply what we are learning, and they should be discussion-based.”

Students say...
Make teaching more dynamic.

Teacher-student collaboration for a better learning experience

An effective classroom environment promotes collaboration with teachers and students, 
as well as student-to-student engagement. Building these relationships has a direct impact 
on how deeply students engage in school and with learning. Students reported that the 
COVID-19 pandemic has presented an opportunity for them to support teachers in ways 
they have not been encouraged to do before. Many have been invited to provide support 
in the virtual classroom by sharing their knowledge of technology with teachers, some of 
whom had not been comfortable incorporating technology in the teaching space prior to 
the pandemic. 

The students recommend:
 Enlist students as co-designers and co-facilitators of learning by enabling exchanges for 

students to develop strategies alongside teachers that best suit their learning styles and 
needs. 

 Design projects and group activities for students to interact with each other and express 
their opinions in face-to-face as well as remote teaching formats.

 Ensure teachers utilize constructivist theory, enquiry-based learning, reflective practice 
and collaborative learning approaches in classrooms in order to promote discovery and 
engagement in students.

 Prioritize self-reflection as a critical part of the learning experience for students and 
teachers and normalize the practice of receiving and providing feedback and support 
among peers.

ii. Relationships in learning
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Students want empathy and compassion 

Teachers and wider school administration must consider and appreciate the varying socio-
economic backgrounds of their students and take into consideration the circumstances that 
may influence student behaviour in the classroom. 

The issue of mental health was raised repeatedly during the consultations. Students 
expressed strong views about the value placed on their social and emotional well-being and 
shared openly about the prevalence of depression, anxiety, bullying and substance abuse 
among their peers. They suggested that students who present with these issues are generally 
labelled as “troubled” and find themselves engaged in behaviour that results in them being 
suspended, expelled or ultimately dropping out of the school system.

For example, gas-lighting a student who falls asleep in class when that student may be 
genuinely tired from overworking at home, or school travel, creates discomfort for the 
student and does not encourage such students to connect with the teacher or the content.

 The students recommend that teachers should: 
 Be sensitive to special circumstances affecting students’ lived experiences and be able to 

use their discretion when dealing with individual cases.

 Be supported and equipped with the relevant skill sets to know when to shift from 
empathy to compassion, actively making a difference in students’ lives.

3

“Sometimes adults say we are children and so 
have no reason to be stressed.”

“When school feels like less of a burden, students will begin 
to enjoy learning.”

“Teachers have an important role in showing care especially for students 
who may have a toxic home environment.”

“Some teachers see teaching just as a job.”

“Only some teachers respect us and treat us fairly.”

“Formally assess teachers’ ability to connect with students.”

“The best teachers are those who go over and beyond to ensure that
we are doing well in every aspect of our lives.”

Students say...
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Students want parent and teacher motivation

Students thrive on words of encouragement and kindness from teachers and 
caregivers. They are motivated by positive reinforcement and acknowledgement 
in school, at home and in their communities and so would welcome systems 
of rewards to celebrate small accomplishments in the classroom. There was 
overwhelming consensus among those interviewed that the words and actions 
of some adults communicated very low expectations of young people. They 
argued strongly for parents and teachers to be more conscious of the powerful 
impact their belief in their potential to achieve has on their self-confidence and 
performance in school.

Students welcomed the increased engagement of parents in their children’s 
education since the COVID-19 pandemic, as many have been forced to become 
co-teachers as a result of the move to online schooling. They underscored the 
importance of maintaining parent engagement post the pandemic. 

The students recommend:
 Teachers should do more to solicit as much information as possible about 

students’ families and find multiple ways to reach out to parents on their terms. 
Parents have important information about students that teachers will find useful 
to enrich a child’s learning experience. 

 Frequent two-way communication between parents and teachers in order to 
facilitate a welcoming environment in which parents can participate and help 
to motivate student learning. Such engagements should not happen only when 
students get in trouble.

 Teachers, parents and students must be partners in setting and monitoring goals 
for student learning, always ensuring the highest expectations for all.

4

“Parents and teachers must continue to be 
co-teachers.”

“Create incentive programme for teachers as motivation 
to engage students more.”

“Discussions should be increased so that teachers and parents can know 
whether or not students are grasping information before it is too late.”

Students say...
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Students want real-life experience in the classroom

Students want the opportunity to make sense of the world around them and 
desire real-life experiences as part of their education – including as they suggested, 
a new course on “adulting” to prepare them for experiences in their personal 
and professional lives. Many did not find that they were being given the tools 
to navigate the many challenges that they see ahead. They believe experiential 
learning outside of the classroom will allow them to encounter authentic problems 
and challenge them to solve and interact with real-life people and projects. “We 
want to learn the art of thinking big; putting goals on paper; communicating 
effectively and public speaking,” explained one student. They want to learn more 
of what will enable them to be highly functional adults. 

The students recommend:
 Include project-based learning and simulation-based learning and real-world 

experiences in the curriculum. This will be highly valuable to students. Giving 
them a chance to test their abilities while in school, through internships, is one 
way of preparing them for the future. 

 Engage students in work that matters to them, their schools and the world 
outside of school. Allow opportunities for students to pursue their passions within 
the curriculum.

 Create partnerships with professionals from the local and global community 
who would enter the classroom space, whether virtually or face-to-face, to share 
experiences and mentor students while in school.

 Expose students to the world of entrepreneurship through career talks and 
real-world business leaders.

5

 

“Teach us how to build a brand for ourselves.”

“We want to learn about becoming an adult: household 
budgeting, financial planning, investment and how to navigate 

that space.”

“We need to be prepared for applying to college and work and becoming 
responsible citizens.”

“Teach us how to be good to the environment and how to be good parents.”

Students say...
Prepare us for adult life.

iii. Curriculum content
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Students want a varied curriculum that caters to their interests

The “one size fits all” culture of education is a thing of the past, and schools must 
provide students with a broad curriculum which ensures that they are fully immersed 
in a wide array of experiences that are relevant to the changing world in which they 
live. Students are better able to enjoy all subjects when they are relatable to their 
everyday experiences and peak their interests. There are also benefits to expanding the 
curriculum to include more technical and vocational subjects, especially for children 
with disabilities. Students stressed the importance of teaching skills and content 
that prepare them for life, such as self-empowerment, self-management, rights and 
responsibilities of citizens. 

The students recommend:
 Include an elective/option for 5th and or 6th formers with suggested options 

including driving lessons, parenting, entrepreneurship and investing.

 Expose teachers to best practices in project-based learning and infuse real-world 
examples in teaching.

 Provide a varied curriculum to include technical subjects for alternative careers.

6

“Students should start to engage with subjects 
that feed their career goals as soon as they enter 

high school.”

“As students are now technologically minded and informed,
Technology should be a compulsory subject like Math and English.”

“All schools should have technical subjects as part of their curriculum and not just 
reserved for special schools.”

“How will we know what our passions are, if we can’t make a decision for ourselves?”

Students say...
Teach us what we need for our careers.
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7 Students want leadership skills and to be heard

Student leaders were appreciative and enthusiastic about the opportunity 
afforded them through these sessions, to engage their peers and shadow adults in 
leadership. Students in the consultations also expressed a desire to be mentored 
in the area of their career choice as well as leadership. They believe effective 
leadership will allow both the student population and their schools to flourish. 

As co-designers and co-facilitators of the consultations, NSSC student leaders 
reaffirmed the need for students to be included in charting a new, inclusive and 
innovative approach to education. They urged decision-makers to make space for 
student voice, to empower youth and give them agency. 

The students recommend:
 Create a national mentorship programme to include peer to peer mentors, 

and adult to student mentors. Mentorship is critical to building and sustaining a 
pipeline of leaders.

 Require all principals to meet with the NSSC school-based executive regularly 
and be required to report back to the central NSSC.

 Task the NSSC to design and offer a course on leadership.

 Build leadership training into Guidance programmes.

“We need exposure to people who are leading 
effectively.”

“We need more role models.”

“Sometimes, as student leaders, we are given a seat at the table just to 
check a box, but our inputs are not truly taken onboard.”

Students say...
Leadership, mentorship and imput are key.
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Students want to be engaged in physical activity

Physical activity and a focus on healthy lifestyles and well-being are vital to the 
development and growth of children. It therefore should be prioritized and made a 
provision of every school environment. 

The students recommend:
 Provide opportunities to move around classrooms and to engage in practical 

subjects that do not find them remaining in one place for prolonged periods. 
Participants in the consultations shared that activity levels often decline as 
students move into adolescence. 

 Expand opportunities for physical activity, before, during and after school and 
build in a health and wellness programme that expands beyond the school into 
the communities in which they live. 

 Support students to build healthy lifestyles – emphasizing this in Health and 
Family Life Education (HFLE) and in short courses offered for all students to take 
online.

8

“We don’t want to sit at our desks all day and 
continue to learn using the same old ‘chalk and talk’ 

approach.”

“We do not like sitting before our 
computers all day long. We like to be active.”

Students say...
Learning experience is too rigid.



22 Reimagine Education Report 2021

Students desire active engagement in the classroom

For students to be fully engaged or to “full-ticipate” in lessons, teachers must have high 
expectations for student learning and performance and create environments that encourage 
their full involvement. They desire to have a front row seat in their learning journey. 

The students recommend:
 Incorporate a variety of hands-on-activities inclusive of experiments, projects and field 

trips that are relevant to studies and the real world. 

 Shift classroom discussions from the passive listener culture, where students sit quietly 
in class for long periods of time, to an active learning environment that is challenging and 
stimulating.

 Allow students to take some control over their own learning. This means giving students 
the opportunity to make decisions about what they learn and how. Build in opportunities for 
self-reflection.

 Assist students in creating learning goals that are consistent with their interests, learning 
styles and future aspirations.

9

“Teachers who are interested and who go the extra 
mile to ensure learning are great motivation.”

“Learning style is standard and teachers only teach in 
one monotonous way and so, it is hard for various students

to grasp…”

“Teachers must be more positive, remove limitations and expect good from students.”

Teachers can inspire us.
Students say...

iv. Teacher capacity and lesson delivery 



23Reimagine Education Report 2021

Students want a blended learning environment

The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated Jamaica’s educational and digital divide. It 
has pushed the majority of the nation’s children outside of the classroom into homes 
and communities with little to no connectivity, limited access to devices and very little 
support and supervision for online learning. Online schooling has benefitted only few and 
created further learning losses for some who are already disadvantaged. The students who 
participated in the consultations were attuned to their own realities in this regard, as well 
as to the plight of many of their peers, and highlighted the urgent need to find appropriate 
solutions to bridge this gap. As students, parents and teachers adjust to this “new normal”, 
some have embraced the new approaches to learning while online but are clear that 
nothing can replace being in school, interacting with teachers and peers. 

The students recommend:
 Create a hybrid learning experience and blended classroom – utilizing synchronous and 

asynchronous approaches to teaching and learning. This might be part of the answer to a 
reimagined education system.

 Provide universal access to Wi-Fi and digital platforms to facilitate greater access to 
information.

 Infuse computer and media literacy across the curriculum.

 Train all teachers from early childhood to tertiary in the delivery of blended learning 
approaches.

10

“Tea, “I don’t like online school because when you are 
online, you stare at a tablet from morning till afternoon,  
but when you are face-to-face you get to move,  talk and 

socialize with friends.”

“I love the flexibility of learning online.”

“I don’t like online school because there are always internet problems,  especially 
with the teachers and so it is more difficult to learn online than in a physical space.”

“Students are more relaxed and don’t show up for class in online school 
and also, most of the students don’t have devices, 

so, I prefer face-to-face because it is easier for us to learn.”

“I would make face-to-face learning to controlled numbers available on a 
schedule. Everything else is going on. So why not school? 

Students say...
Online is a mixed experience.
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U-Report poll results 
U-Report is UNICEF’s social messaging service for youth and allows youth to share their 
views over popular messaging apps like WhatsApp. More than 500 high school age 
Jamaicans responded to this poll. Results can be found on the U-Report Jamaica website:
https://jamaica.ureport.in/opinion/2195
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How well is high school preparing you for the 
future?

0% 0%

4% 4% 3% 3%

10% 10%

17%
15%

34%

Thirty-four per cent of students agreed that the education system is preparing them very well 
for the future, while 25 per cent of respondents agreed they were sufficiently prepared for the 
future and 41 per cent disagreed that the education they presently receive is preparing them 
well.

On a scale of 0-10, with 0 being NOT AT ALL and 10 
EXTREMELY WELL, how well is high school preparing 
you for the future? Reply 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9 or 10”
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“What is your preferred way of learning?”

6%

48%
47%

Among respondents, 48% want a return to 
in-school learning, 47% a hybrid and only 
6% are ready to transition to online only.
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Our high school students remain resilient. U-Report data revealed that 69 per cent of 
students are hopeful about their future, while 31 per cent are either undecided or doubtful 
about a bright future. Throughout the series of consultations, students emphasized the 
urgent need to reimagine the education system to reflect their interests and to make it more 
modern, relevant and accessible to all.

STRONGLY AGREE

AGREE

UNDECIDED

DISAGREE

STRONGLY DISAGREE

40%

29%

24%

3%

3%

How much do you agree with the following statement:

“I am hopeful about my future”?
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“Since school moved to distance learning last
March, have you experienced danger online”

78%
22%

Young Jamaicans polled by U-Report have 
consistently expressed concen about online 
dangers with previous poll results revealing 
cyberbullying and impact on their mental health.
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Conclusions
The children and youth of Jamaica have a dream of a reimagined education that 
is inclusive, relevant and modern. They dream of classrooms that are filled with 
discovery and cater to their diverse interests. Students reimagine safe schools, 
sufficient resources, caring and engaging teachers and supportive parents. 
They expect to build a successful future with a solid education. In his charge to 
the Education Transformation Commission, Prime Minister Andrew Holness 
reminded commissioners of their mandate:

First to advise us as to what we need to do as a Government to create a world-class 
educational system geared towards enabling our people to fulfill their potential 
and develop the skills base and human capital required for Jamaica to compete 
successfully in the 21st century global economy. 

Second is to ensure inclusivity. The system we build must ensure that all our 
children and learners have access to this world-class education system that we 
build. If we build a world-class education system, but it is still not accessible to the 
ordinary Jamaican child, we would have failed. 

The call to ensure equity and inclusion for all Jamaican children was echoed 
by the students who participated in the Reimagine Education consultations. 
Students spoke passionately about their dreams and hopes for a bright future, they 
openly shared their reflections on the present education system and made bold 
statements about how to create the best outcomes for Jamaica, with the well-being 
of children being central. Students emphasized the need to address disparities in 
schools by exploring ways of funding schools to ensure all Jamaican students have 
access to the necessary resources for learning.

It is recommended that more focused attention be paid to children who are 
most vulnerable. Currently, there are approximately 4,000 registered students 
with special needs in our education system and it is imperative that others are 
identified and that all be given equal opportunities to fulfill their potential. 
Additionally, adequate accommodation is required for young persons with special 
needs who are transitioning into the world of work.

The connection students have with their teachers is vital to their achievement. 
Students reported the most memorable teachers genuinely care, listen, encourage, 
show compassion, never give up on them, are genuinely invested in the whole 
person and are passionate about the work they do. Students who had spent several 
years in school struggled to identify many teachers who they felt possessed these 
qualities. Focused attention must be placed on recruiting, deploying, supporting 
and enriching teachers as facilitators of a new kind of learning, which includes 
ongoing sensitization to social and emotional learning and leadership that will 
nurture, awaken and empower youth to innovate and find solutions.
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Consideration should be given to expanding the curriculum to include real-life 
skills, internships and mentorship programmes, creating space for partnerships 
in the schools and in the teacher training colleges. A review of the national 
curriculum to ensure a balance of theory and practical based lessons reflecting 
real-life situations and modern agendas is recommended.

Teacher capacity, lesson delivery and assessment methods are to be given focused 
attention, particularly in a COVID-19- induced blended learning environment. 
This must be matched with the strategic provision of access to connectivity and 
suitable devices.

As evidenced by the rich contributions of students in the consultations, the views 
of children must be elevated and given prominence in any deliberations about 
their learning and their future. Overwhelmingly, students were appreciative 
of the opportunity to share their ideas about how to Reimagine Education and 
expressed that they felt valued and empowered by the engagement. Students 
were resolute about their need to be seen and heard, and to be active participants 
in their learning. 
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UNICEF continues to support efforts to Reimagine Education in Jamaica through 
numerous programmes. As part of the way forward, the recommendations from 
this consultation should, where possible, be integrated with existing programmes 
supported by UNICEF and other agencies within the Education sector. This will 
serve to strengthen and inform policy and interventions, simplify decision-making 
and enable exploration of the best solutions to create a modern, responsive and 
inclusive education system. The following is a list of UNICEF-supported initiatives 
in Jamaica aligned to the recommendations made by the students outlined above:

 Digital divide: Learning Passport (learning at home platform by Microsoft, 
University of Cambridge and UNICEF) and GIGA project (to connect every school 
to the Internet)

 Child-Friendly Schools (CFS) course with National College for Educational 
Leadership (NCEL)

 National Curriculum for Students with Moderate to Profound Intellectual 
Learning Disabilities

 Tablets provided to 530 students with special needs in partnership with 
Unicomer and Digicel

 Ongoing support to the National Parenting Support Commission (NPSC) to build 
out parenting resources

 UNICEF-funded creation of NPSC and National Parenting Support Policy and 
Parents Place Strategy

 The Jamaica School Readiness Assessment (JSRA) administered nationally at 
age four Relationships in learning

 Mental health: Ministry of Education Youth and Information (MOEYI) Guidance 
Counselling Unit and Ministry of Health and Wellnesss (MOHW) tele-therapy 
system; and U-Report mental health chatline – in development with the Ministry 
of Health and Wellness and Caribbean Child Development Centre (CCDC) at the 
University of the West Indies (UWI) Mona

 Health: Ministry of Health and Wellness Teen Hubs are being expanded 
(currently only in Kingston, UNICEF is helping expand to St. Thomas and western 
Jamaica)

 Bridging the gaps: Towards a national system of early years care and support 
(mapping of services for children with disabilities)

 i. Equity and inclusion
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 Return to Happiness (RTH) psychosocial support programme with the Jamaica 
Teaching Council (JTC) and the University of the West Indies (UWI) Department of 
Social Work

 Health and Family Life Education (guidance curriculum) – UNICEF contributed 
towards its creation and ongoing updating

 Investigating the prevalence and impact of peer abuse (bullying) on the 
development of children; participation in multi-agency anti-bullying task force; 
and ongoing Kids Online study

 Updating of the Safe Schools Policy

 The Child Health Development Passport

 Support to the Early Childhood Commission (ECC)  First 1,000 Days strategy and 
First 1000 Days mobile app

 Survival: Staying Schooled in Rural Jamaica – best practices towards an 
attendance policy document from the Western Union-funded project

 ‘Resilient Schools’ Water, Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH) project upgrading 
school infrastructure by UNICEF, Food for the Poor, Scotiabank and UNICEF

 UNICEF-supported National College for Educational Leadership (NCEL) course:
 o Child-Friendly Schools (CFS)

 School Wide Positive Behaviour Intervention and Support (SWPBIS) framework 
scale-up

 National Guidance Counselling Policy

 EduSport Manual and training of all physical education (PE) teachers in the 
sports for development (S4D) approach which includes games that focus on 
literacy, numeracy and life skills

 Game-based and Interactive Learning Activities for Early Years curriculum for 
grades 1-3 available online at the MOEYI site

ii. Relationships in learning

iii. Curriculum content
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 Jamaica Moves in Schools is supported by UNICEF with funding for a 
consultant employed at the Ministry of Health and Wellness 

 Play and Learn kits distributed to children in quarantine affected communities 
by the Early Childhood Commission (ECC), the University of the West Indies (UWI) 
Department of Child and Adolescent Health and Food for the Poor

 Online free-to-access, Introduction to Special Needs Course for Early Childhood 
Practitioners by the Early Childhood Commission (ECC)

 Child Development Therapy programme (CDT) – soon to be available virtually 
via the University of the West Indies (UWI) Mona

 UNICEF-supported National College for Educational Leadership (NCEL) courses:
 o Leadership for Safer (LSS) (in progress)
 o Virtual Instructional Leadership (VIL)
 o Teaching Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)

 Support to scale up the child-centred, discussion-based, positive behaviour 
support-focused Irie Classroom Toolkit training at for Early Childhood 
Practitioners.

iv. Teacher capacity and lesson delivery 
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Thanks to our young contributors

You have all helped to 
Reimagine Education in Jamaica
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