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TODAY’S 

PURPOSE

How you can use scenario planning to 
help governments develop robust 
strategies for immediate responses or 
mid-term recovery in times of deep 
uncertainty? 

How Ministries of Education can 
effectively co-create solutions with 
stakeholders across the delivery 
chain, including frontline staff, 
students and parents to safely reopen 
and operate schools?



In June 2020, the Romanian 
Ministry of Education and 
Research (MER) was facing a 
challenging task: how to bring 
children back to schools 
safely in September? 

• Schools had already been closed for 3 months 
due to Covid-19

• Economy was hit, parents needed to return to 
work

• … but, Covid-19 cases started to be on a rise 
again

Would the situation improve? Would kids start 
getting sick? Was it worth investing into 
containers? What plan to go for? 



Decision-makers around the world: no right set of answers! 
Trade-offs based on country situation

• 1 out of 4 teachers in Romania is not 
ICT literate

• More than 900,000 kids do not have 
access to a proper learning devices

• Kids and parents also suffer from lack of 
ICT literacy

• 30% of schools operate in 2-3 shifts. Many 
schools are overcrowded especially in 
Bucharest.

• Around 14% of school buildings do not 
have sanitary authorization, 22% do not 
have an adequate water source, and 30% 
do not have indoor toilets.  



GSG

Role of the General Secretariat of the Government in 
responding to the health pandemic

Public 
policy unit 

• GSG: strategic 
management role

• GSG’s Policy Lab – space 
for testing innovations

• Pro-active role in 
mobilizing cross-sectoral 
evidence into the 
decision-making of the 
Education Ministry

GSG

1 GSG Policy Lab expert
1 Education Ministry expert
1 Public Health Institute expert
2 ICT experts and teachers
4 School Inspectorate officials
1 local administration official
1 student
1 parent 
1 school manager
1 World Bank education expert

GSG-mobilized multidisciplinary expert panel



What is scenario planning? How to use it to future-proof 
your policy?

What plan to put in place?
a. you already have the plan/policy ready and you will 

be testing it in different scenarios
b. you want to use the scenarios to generate ideas for 

policy options 

Policy 
options

Scenario 1 Scenario 2 Scenario 3 Scenario 4

Option 1 Robust Robust Modify Robust

Option 2 Redundant Modify Redundant Redundant

Option 3 Robust Modify Redundant Redundant

YOUR END 
PRODUCT

CONTINGENCY STRATEGY
Scenario-specific options that you activate 

when certain future starts to happen

PRIMARY STRATEGY
Composed mainly of the no-regret options



How do you build the scenarios



We started the process: 
expectations were high…

Clear plan

safe

“ Romanian students need to 
feel safe. Many want to 
return to school. - students

“ Students need concrete 
solutions, not only the 
superficial scenarios which 
were in the media.” – parents

“We want to benefit from the 
experience of those who 
work in schools and 
inspectorates… to start 
building on the alternatives
that we deem feasible and 
useful, based on types of 
schools.” – Ministry of 
Education

We need a clear vision of 
what needs to be done and 
the budget. The procurement 
cannot happen overnight.” –
local administration



Public pressure on the Education Ministry to have a 
plan was mounting
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The expert panel identified 27 trends 
impacting positively or negatively on 
school reopening.

How we built scenarios for reopening schools

The expert panel voted on the two 
key uncertainties, as the most 
significant and at the same time 
uncertain trends in terms of how they 
would play out. 

What would the second 
wave of Covid-19 look like 

across Romania? 

Will the authorities get the schools ready?  
(with sanitary and social distancing safeguards; 

also with the ability to deliver the classes 
online if needed?)
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We started with the assignment from the 
MEC, to imagine

“What would the start of the academic 
year look like in September 2020 for 
primary and secondary students in 
urban and rural areas?”



Scenario matrix: combinations of 
the alternatives of the two key 
uncertainties: 

• schools are ready/not ready; 

• the second wave of Covid-19 is 
marked by its presence/the 
second wave is strong and leads 
to school/city/region or whole-
country lockdowns).  
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How we built scenarios for reopening schools



ROMANIA IS 
LEARNING! 

COVID-39 –
SCHOOLS WITHOUT 
CHILDREN

For each scenario, the experts created a catchy 
title, a picture, and a story depicting the future in 
fall 2020 if this scenario were to materialize. 

3 Specific personas (a teacher, parent, student, and 
how their lives would be impacted in each of the 
scenarios) were included. 



The Plan…



GUIDING PRINCIPALS
STRATEGIC OPTIONS 

for learning approach

A.  IN-PERSON
all children, 
physical distancing (1.5 m)
one shift, staggered program
shorter time in school
1 student group = 1 classroom

B.  HYBRID
secondary level students rotate 
at 1 or 2 weeks,
webcam in the class

C.  ONLINE
connectivity, devices, 
affordability, education 
content, mode of delivery

PLAN

1. Immediate steps for 
reopening

2. Recommendations 
for mid-term plan 
(resilient, fair, high-
quality education 
system)

1. Control of the infection 
spread in the 
community

2. Young children and 
children with special 
needs need face-to-face 
courses

3. Need to comply with 
Public Health institute 
recommendations 

4. Compensate for learning 
loss and support 
vulnerable

Plan for reopening schools co-created in scenario workshops4



One size does not fit all – flexibility of the approach

“My school does not meet the 
hygienic standards to open. 
What should I do?”
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SHORT-TEM MEASURES (in-person/hybrid/digital) MEDIUM-TERM MEASURES

• Increase education budget
• Greater autonomy to principals in 

the use of resources
• Retrofit school buildings at seismic 

risk
• Use modular space where needed
• Modernize school buildings
• Foster positive school climate

Plan for reopening schools co-created in scenario workshops4

[excerpt]



GSG and Education Ministry experts got certified in running 
a scenario planning exercise
Online course and experiential learning



So, which of the futures 
took place?  

Were the authorities 
ready? 



Education and health authorities issued guidelines for 
reopening

• The recommendations of the scenario panel were 
taken into consideration, further expanded with 
details for operationalization at different levels of 
schools (few exceptions, e.g. social distancing for 
1m vs. the 1.5 recommended; or using plexiglass 
vs. reducing the number of shifts or pupils per 
class). 

Risk level Number of new 
Covid-19 cases in 
locality

Learning approach

GREEN Less than 1 case per 
1000 inhabitants in 
14 days

IN-PERSON for all students
- physical distancing (1 m 

between desks) 
- splitting classes, staggered 

program, 
- shorter time at schools
- assigned seats

YELLOW 1-3 cases per 1000 
inhabitants in 14 
days

HYBRID
- kindergarten/primary: open
- 8th and 12th grade will go to 

school
- Secondary students rotate 1-3 

weeks
- Webcam in class

RED More than 3 cases 
per 1000 inhabitants 
in 14 days 

ONLINE only. 
Schools will be closed. 

Epidemiological triggers: 



Governance of application of the guidelines 

Other standards:
• wearing masks (not for 

preschoolers)
• uniflow on halls
• staggered program
• assigned seats
• bubble groups
• 1 meter rule 
• cleaning between 

shifts
• hand-sanitizers
• free testing is provided 

for teachers and 
students in Bucharest

Ministry of Education and 
Research (MER) and Ministry of 

Health (MH) guidelines

MER endorses

County Committee for 
Emergencies approves

School Boards in consultation 
with Association of Parents 

propose the learning approach

ASSESSMENT CRITERIA

❑ Number of shifts at school
❑ Number of students in class
❑ Hygiene and sanitary conditions
❑ School transportation
❑ Number of Covid-19 cases in

community
❑ Medical cabinet at school
❑ Students’ access to IT equipment,

connectivity
❑ Teachers’ access to IT equipment,

connectivity
❑ Additional spaces provided by

local authorities and others
❑ IT specialist at school
❑ Online teaching resources



While most school reopened with in-person attendance, the 
number of those closing is rising



Conclusion: What this 
means moving forward?



Going forward: Recovery plans – using scenario planning to 
navigate future opportunities for reform in times of deep 
uncertainty

• Scenario planning typically used 
for planning 10+ years ahead

• Replicability in various sectors

• Scenario planning – short-term 
horizon: 1 month to produce

• Scenario planning – mid/long-
term time horizon: 4 months to 
produce

• Doable fully online

Source: UK Tackling 
obesity - future 
choices, 2007. 

Source: Future of 
healthcare using 
scenario planning, 
FGI, 
2018. 



Thank you for your attention! 


