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The COVID-19 pandemic will have lasting global impacts, but it
presents greater obstacles for low- and middle-income countries,
and the rapid transition to distance learning has further
disproportionately affected those nations most struggling to
improve their education systems.

KEY FEATURES
Location: Senegal
Project/Program Name: 100 Mille
Etudiants Contre COVID-19 (100,000
students against COVID-19)

In Senegal, the poverty rate, educational quality, and information
and communications technology adoption rates have limited the
Initiative Website:
capacity of the nation on its journey to self-reliance.1 The impact of
http://www.etudiantscontrec19.sn/
COVID-19 has added stress, with schools, universities, and
Case Theme: Youth Engagement in
research institutions ordered to close in mid-March.2 Though the
Higher Education
Ministry of National Education launched a national effort to deliver
instructional material at all education levels via television and radio,
which enabled some learners to keep learning, albeit on a
diminished scale, many more were hindered by inequitable access to televisions, Internet, and other elearning technology.3
Institutions were not the only partner in the nation’s response to COVID-19. Students at the nation’s
public universities came together to assist with the transition through the organization 100,000 Students
Against COVID-19.4 This case study examines the practices and impacts of this initiative and showcases
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how a positive youth development approach5 can be utilized in higher education to provide youth the tools
to leverage their agency and contribution to respond to current and future crises.
USAID’s Youth Development Policy empowers similar initiatives in pursuit of its primary goal: “Improve the
capacities and enable the aspirations of youth so that they can contribute to and benefit from more stable,
democratic, and prosperous communities and nations.”6

APPROACH
The 100,00 Students Against COVID-19 initiative
created a platform for youth civic engagement on
COVID-19. Developing youth’s assets, agency, and
contribution, and holistically fostering an enabling
environment across the positive youth development
framework is key to increasing civic engagement at
the local and national level. The role of young citizens
in fighting the spread of a pandemic was previously
seen as a success during the Congolese response to
Ebola.7
Through this Senegalese youth-serving initiative,
emerging youth leaders are identified and nascent
societal shifts are embraced as part of a larger
discussion of the nation’s development. The initiative
was founded through a consortium of eight public
universities in Senegal.8 The initiative is spearheaded
by the Virtual University of Senegal, as well as the
University of Gaston Berger St Louis; a faculty
director at the latter coordinated all efforts.9

Figure 1. Graphic of the PYD framework. A larger version of this
image can be found on the YouthPower website.

The initiative used volunteerism and commitment to national well-being as motivating factors for
engagement, fostering partnerships not only with the country’s public universities but also with private
universities, government, finance, healthcare, and development stakeholders across the nation. Bringing
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together these various groups strengthened, legitimized, and sustained outcomes. Funding and engagement
from leaders across each of these institutions helped the initiative achieve sustainable success.
The initiative has four primary objectives, communicated on its webpage (translated from the original
French):10
1. Community Surveillance: Initiate community-based surveillance by training and taking
responsibility for sensitizing those around them to self-surveillance; send alerts to health authorities
through toll-free numbers and health staff in huts, posts, centers, and hospitals.
2. Awareness and Prevention: Extend awareness and prevention activities as part of the response
to the disease by: relaying the right information on social networks, fighting against rumors and
disinformation, and managing the “infodemic;” promoting the viral pandemic slogan “Stay at home!”;
and developing information and advisories in all local languages.
3. Identification of Opinion Leaders: Identify influential local community leaders who are capable
of communicating risks, particularly through community radio stations.
4. Innovation and Initiative: Share new ideas and experiences from elsewhere, and develop
practices more suited to Senegal and its cultural, social, and health environments.
The Health Emergency Operation Center serves as the primary beneficiary and dispatcher of the youth
volunteers.11 The center is a government agency, launched in 2014 in response to the Ebola crisis. It was
designed to mitigate the impact of future infectious diseases and improve the health system’s response time.
The center received support from USAID and the World Health Organization (WHO) in 2016.12
Students register as volunteers via the initiative’s webpage. After signing an ethical compliance document
and taking training provided by the center’s professionals and students specializing in medicine,
pharmacology, public health, biology, psychology, and epidemiology, volunteers engage with local public
health efforts.13
The initiative maintains a social media presence on Facebook and Twitter, as well as utilizing its own easily
navigable website14 for dissemination of relevant information such as public health information,
seminars/webinars, and government communications. Students are encouraged to further their own
involvement in the local community by either becoming influencers and distributing this information
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(through social media or word of mouth) or by finding and engaging with local community influencers and
accessing their networks to increase the spread of this information.
In evaluating 100,000 Students Against COVID-19, it is clear that the initiative offers opportunities for
increased youth contribution and agency in addressing their nation’s challenges. Through the COVID-19
crisis, Senegal’s youth demonstrated their value to the survival and development of the nation.

CHALLENGES
While some challenges facing the initiative are not unique to Senegal (e.g. disinformation campaigns,
immigration and mobility challenges of the infected, or limited financial sources for continued economic
livelihood), 100,000 Students Against COVID-19 must also counter challenges stemming from digital
accessibility and usage, governance and funding, and disparate healthcare supplies.15
According to data collected by the World Bank, only 46 percent of Senegal’s population used the Internet
in 2019.16 While 100,000 Students Against COVID-19 developed digital content to help vulnerable
communities, the lack of Internet access is a roadblock. Allowing in-person volunteering is important to
reaching rural and dispersed populations. Adequate budget planning and having a forward-looking strategy is
also a challenge.17 The inclusion of private universities, private organizational partners, and local community
donations offers new funding to add to government sources.
Despite advance planning and early warning systems put in place by the Health Emergency Operations
Center after the Ebola outbreak, COVID-19 presents a significantly new challenge to the Government of
Senegal in stemming the spread. Disparate healthcare facilities, resources, and personnel require
strengthening and repurposing to mitigate the spread, not just among city populations around Dakar and St.
Louis, but also in the more rural and cultural communities of the country.18
The initiative designed an awareness campaign to reach people in these regions and provide them with
simple training on effective prevention measures in combating the virus and by reaching previously
unreached populations.
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LESSONS LEARNED
The 100,00 Students Against COVID-19 initiative succeeded in raising awareness of the virus’ impact,
increasing the availability of public health resources and prevention knowledge,19 and prompting a surge of
innovation and engagement by the nation’s higher education students. Efforts launched or led by learners
included:
•

Students at the University of Gaston Berger in St. Louis, the host institution for the initiative,
designing and producing visors and new alcoholic gel sanitizers that were distributed to local
communities.20

•

Students at the Ecole Superieure Polytechnique (ESP), a part of the University Cheik Anta de Diop
Dakar, inventing a robot for use in local hospitals to bring meals and necessary items to patients
and take temperature or blood pressure without doctors entering the room.21

•

Students at the University of Thies designing, prototyping, and testing a fully automatic sink and
hand dryer.22

The young leaders found and fostered through this initiative are developing the skills and understanding
required of leaders within a nation (assets) and embracing this charge to take ownership over their own
futures (agency). Youth involvement in the initiative is increasing the ability of the Senegalese government
to respond to this pandemic, increasing the sense of engagement and commitment among the nation’s
young workforce. This ultimately increases Senegal’s resilience and capacity.23
A few lessons from this case study include:
•

Active communication and engagement with educators, communities, and other
stakeholders is essential to understanding local needs, generating buy-in for decisions,
and building trust within communities. 100,000 Students Against COVID-19 engaged a host
of actors from within the higher education system in Senegal as well as local communities to deliver
updates, information, and support in combating COVID-19. Locally led and owned communication
efforts provide information in a way that the community can understand and respond to. This
creates more effective crisis response messaging and engages social networks more meaningfully in
generating positive response outcomes.
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•

Youth have the capacity to be changemakers and invaluable assets to the success of a
community’s response in a crisis. Through this initiative, Senegal’s youth population was
directly engaged in the country’s response to COVID-19. Students received information on the
virus, the risk of transmission, and mitigation strategies that would keep them and their community
safe through virtual training. They were then challenged to disseminate this information through
their social networks and heighten awareness of effective strategies to combat the spread. Finally,
students were active in, in some cases leading, response efforts in their community through
volunteer work and the creation of innovations addressing challenges posed by the virus.

The vision behind 100,000 Students Against COVID-19 directly aligns with that of Positive Youth
Development: a healthy, productive, and engaged youth. However, while the initiative fosters improvement
of two of the four key domains in Positive Youth Development (Contribution and Enabling Environment),
there is an opportunity for additional planning and programmatic design to empower youth with increased
skill development (Assets) and sense of personal agency. Investment in educational and social programs can
continue to improve the human capital of Senegal’s youth both before and during their higher education
years. Imbued with skills, belief, and an environment that fosters and values engagement will improve the
chances for future productivity, to react to and diffuse future crises, and opportunities as emerging leaders
of country-wide development efforts.
In the words of Professor and Deputy Dean Mame Penda Ba, the COVID-19 crisis must be seized as an
opportunity for the nation to design and implement a more just, equitable, and resilient society in the postCOVID-19 world.24 The initiative she leads and the increase in youth civic engagement is certainly a strong
step in that direction.

This case study was developed by Josh Dockser (Tufts University), a master’s student participating in the
Summer 2020 Virtual Student Federal Service internship program. Recommended citation:
Dockser, J. 2020. “From the Classroom to the Frontlines: How an Initiative to Engage 100,000 of
Senegal’s University Students has improved COVID-19 Response and Country Capacity Building.”
United States Agency for International Development.

USAID is actively assisting countries that are affected by or at risk of the novel coronavirus disease,
COVID-19. USAID is working directly with host country governments and through organizations
responding on the ground to contain and combat the outbreak. For additional resources, please visit
https://www.edu-links.org/COVID-19.
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