
Background
The Centre for Services and Information on Disability (CSID) 
has been supporting children and adults with disabilities in 
Bangladesh since 1997. 

Its work, which covers four regions of the country, focuses 
on ensuring the protection of children with disabilities, 
providing a range of therapies, advocating for inclusive 
education, addressing the stigma surrounding disability and 
supporting young people and adults with training and 
employment opportunities. 

Introduction:  
COVID-19 context

As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, Bangladesh went through 
a five-month period of national lockdown between March and July 
2020. Schools closed at the end of March 2020 and at the time of 
writing in April 2021, have not yet reopened. Unemployment rates 
have risen in Bangladesh due to the pandemic, with workers in the 
informal employment sector particularly affected. For many families 
this has worsened existing levels of poverty. 

Children with disabilities have been adversely affected by COVID-19  
in a number of different ways. Many children rely on home visits from 
professionals to receive the regular therapeutic interventions or vital 
medication that they need. These visits could not continue during 
the lockdown and as a result the physical and mental health of many 
children deteriorated significantly. Accessibility has been another key 
issue for adults and children with disabilities that has come to the 
forefront during the pandemic. Many of the food relief initiatives 
organised by local government or civil society organisations have 
been held at venues that are not accessible for people in wheelchairs 
or with other physical disabilities, meaning that they have been 
excluded from receiving vital food packages. Adults and children in 
wheelchairs cannot generally access sinks or hand sanitisers to 
wash their hands in public buildings. Furthermore, there is a view 
amongst some people that children with disabilities are more 
vulnerable to contracting COVID-19; as such, many children have 
experienced stigma in public, due to the assumption that they are 
infected and therefore pose more of a risk.

CSID was forced to adapt its work in order to continue supporting 
children with disabilities and their families during this difficult time. 
This practitioner guidance paper highlights the adaptations that  
the organisation made and identifies their impact, as well as the 
challenges faced, with the aim of providing a learning resource for 
other practitioners. CSID also shares tips for non-specialist 
organisations on how to become disability-inclusive.
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Programme adaptations
During the COVID-19 pandemic many of the families CSID supports 
struggled with a lack of income due to a rise in unemployment. This 
is particularly true in southern Bangladesh, one of the regions where 
CSID works, where there were already high levels of poverty prior to 
the pandemic. CSID provided food parcels and hygiene kits directly 
to the families affected to support them at this time. 

Before the outbreak of COVID-19, CSID staff regularly visited families 
of children with disabilities in their homes to provide basic physio, 
speech and occupational therapy as well as counselling, medication 
and training for parents in looking after their children. Home visits 
had to stop during the lockdown period so instead staff delivered 
toys and education materials for families and provided counselling 
support for children over the telephone and through video calls. 

Mothers are the primary caregivers in Bangladesh so it has fallen to 
them to support their children’s home learning. For mothers of 
children with disabilities this responsibility comes with additional 
challenges. Recognising that the lockdown situation was putting 
increased pressure on mothers of children with disabilities, CSID 
staff have been providing psychosocial support sessions to mothers 
over the phone and through video calls, listening to their concerns 
and helping them to support their children. The toys and books 
provided by CSID support mothers to learn alongside their children 
and help them enjoy time together. 

Schools in Bangladesh have been closed since March 2020 and 
haven’t yet reopened. This has been very difficult for children with 
disabilities, both physically and psychologically. For children with 
physical disabilities, staying at home highlighted some limitations in 
their home environments. CSID has been able to support some 
families to make their bathrooms more accessible for their children 
with disabilities. For children with autism and neuro-diverse children, 
the sudden closure of schools was traumatic, representing a huge 
change in their daily routine which has been difficult to adjust to. 
CSID has been providing psychosocial support to children with 
limited communication, including deaf-blind children, to help them 
adapt to the new situation.
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Impact
• 700 families have been supported with food parcels. 
• 500 families have been provided with hygiene kits. 
• Bathrooms have been adapted in 20 family homes to make 

them more accessible to children with physical disabilities.
• 200 children with disabilities have received virtual psychosocial 

support.
• 120 children with disabilities have received nutrition support.
• 344 children with disabilities have received orientation on health 

and hygiene to protect them from COVID-19. 
• 475 children and youth with disabilities have received cash 

support.

Next steps
CSID is continuing to provide psychosocial support to children and 
families remotely and envisages that this is likely to continue for at 
least another six months. 

Although the COVID-19 vaccination programme began in 
Bangladesh in January 2021, the majority of the more than 1,000 
vaccination centres are not accessible for people with disabilities. 
There have also been reports that people with disabilities are being 
questioned about whether they need to have the vaccine. CSID is 
concerned by these issues so will be advocating with local and 
national government to ensure that the vaccine is accessible to 
people with disabilities, and supporting families of children with 
disabilities to access their rights.



CONTACT DETAILS
Find out more about CSID at  
www.familyforeverychild.org/the-centre-for-services-and-information-on-disability

or contact Iftekhar Ahmed, Director  
iftekhar.program@gmail.com 

Challenges 
• Being unable to support children’s health and well-being 

through home visits has been very frustrating for CSID staff. 
They have felt helpless knowing that many children’s 
conditions worsened and three passed away during the 
lockdown period.

• CSID has received several reports of girls with physical or 
intellectual disabilities being abused by their relations while 
staying at home. Cases have been referred to local 
community-based child protection committees, but being 
unable to help further has been challenging for CSID.  

Top tips
 1     All organisations, not just specialist organisations, 

should consider integrating support for children with 
disabilities into their work. Disability is a priority in the 
UN Sustainable Development Goals so we have a 
shared responsibility; there are not enough specialist 
organisations to be able to reach everyone. 

 2    The first step to integrating children with disabilities into 
your programmes is to review your working policies to 
make sure they are inclusive of children with disabilities. 

 3    The next step would be to learn from specialist  
organisations about how you can provide support  
to children with disabilities: observe the work of these 
organisations and meet the families and children  
they support.

4     It is important to be open to making adaptations  
to your practice, for example in the way that you 
communicate or in order to make your physical  
spaces more accessible.

• Holding virtual psychosocial support sessions with children 
with disabilities has been very difficult. The children lack 
understanding of why they cannot go to school or why  
CSID staff cannot come to their house. Some parents do  
not own mobile phones so this has compounded the issue 
further as they have had to rely on borrowing phones from  
a neighbour.

• The Bangladeshi government has a positive approach 
toward children with disabilities and is particularly 
dedicated to improving their quality of life. While the  
national government has taken initiatives in this direction, 
there is still a lot to do to address harmful attitudes and  
lack of awareness in the general population as well as in 
local government and school authorities.
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Inclusive education
A key component of CSID’s work is supporting children 
with mild disabilities to attend mainstream schools. CSID 
advocates with schools on behalf of parents of children 
with disabilities. It provides training for teachers and 
raises the awareness of parents whose children are 
already at the school, as well as of pupils themselves, to 
ensure that everyone at the school is ready to welcome a 
child with disabilities when he or she arrives.

CSID also helps schools to become more accessible for 
children with physical disabilities, for example, by 
adapting toilet facilities. It provides lessons for teachers in 
braille and sign language, as well as in the best ways to 
communicate with children with autism (for example, by 
using shorter sentences). Sometimes communication is 
the only barrier preventing children with disabilities from 
integrating into mainstream schools, so CSID’s work is 
vital to help break down these barriers. In total, CSID has 
supported 260 children with disabilities, including 25 with 
mild autism, to enrol in mainstream schools between 
January 2020 and March 2021.
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