
WASHINGTON: Faced with long school closures
because of the coronavirus pandemic, many US parents
have taken to homeschooling to ensure their children’s
education continues despite the massive disruptions of
the past year. “It’s all me: I make the lesson plan, exe-
cute the lesson plan, then do it again the next week,”
said Catherine Strokes, whose daughter’s school shut
last year because of the pandemic.

Homeschooling “exploded” when the virus caused
school closures across the country in March 2020,
according to the National Home School Association,
based in Colorado. The number of children being taught
at home in the United States rose from between four
and five million in 2019 to almost 10 million last year, the
NHSA estimates. Nearly 51 million students, from
kindergarteners to 12th graders, were supposed to have
gone to public schools after the summer of 2020, but
most schools opted for online instruction instead.

Strokes, 37, who works part-time, made her decision
in July, when school officials in Fredericksburg, Virginia
were still undecided on how to start classes the follow-
ing month. More than fear of COVID-19, it was this
uncertainty that pushed her into homeschooling. 

“Like most people with a part-time job, I had to
know what day my kids would go to school, but they
kept canceling school at the last minute, lengthening
break or going all virtual, it was this instability for me
and my daughter,” she told AFP. Isabelle, aged seven
and in second grade, therefore joined her big brother
Aidan, 10 and in the fifth grade, who had already been
studying at home for more than a year with his mother, a
member of the Organization of Virginia Homeschoolers.
Many parents do not want their children to spend the
day staring at a screen, believing it is bad for their

health, or find it too difficult to supervise online courses,
Andrea Cubelo-McKay, president of Virginia
Homeschoolers, told AFP. Some religious communities
also educate their children at home. This type of
instruction affords a certain “flexibility,” said Strokes. “I
decide when school starts, when our day is done, I
decide when we take a break,” she said. She takes on all
subjects on the curriculum-reading, writing, science and
math-so that Isabelle doesn’t fall behind her in-school
classmates, but she does concentrate on what she con-
siders most important.

A ‘challenge’ 
But NHSA President J. Allen Weston said the transi-

tion can be “a challenge” for children used to traditional

school. There is a “huge difference” between home
instruction and virtual lessons, he told AFP. It is also dif-
ficult for parents who must juggle their job and their
role as teacher, while lacking benchmarks for perform-
ance, said Cubelo-McKay. “Every day is different and
challenging,” said Strokes. “One will have a good day
while the other... may or may not be cooperative, some
subjects are harder to teach than others.” A massive
campaign to vaccinate teachers is underway in the
United States, which should make it possible to safely
reopen schools. 

The cities of New York, Los Angeles and Chicago,
with the three largest school districts in the country,
have plans to gradually reopen, but some parents are
reluctant to put their children back in school next year.
“For next year I really don’t know, it will depend on how
the school handles the fall, the sanitary measures, and
how they make up for lost learning for virtual students,”
said Amber Lancaster, the mother of a third-grader who
has been homeschooling in Richmond, Virginia, since
September. She said her son gives her a “nine out of 10”
for this year, even though he misses class discussions
with his friends. 

Currently unemployed, Lancaster is ready to carry
on homeschooling for another year. “I’m not opposed
to one more year of homeschooling, it will be third
grade, not too complicated,” she said. According to
the Urban Institute think tank, local authorities fear a
drop in the number of students, believing that home-
schooling is not a substitute for classroom education.
This youthful brain drain from schools could also
affect the funding allocated to school districts, which
is calculated each year in part based on enrollment
numbers. — AFP
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What’s next for 
Trump, Republican 
Party and Biden?
WASHINGTON: The US Senate acquitted Donald
Trump on Saturday of the charge of inciting the
January 6 assault on the US Capitol in an unprece-
dented second impeachment trial. Trump’s acquittal
raises questions about what’s next for the 74-year-
old former president, the Republican Party and
President Joe Biden.

Donald Trump 
Although Trump’s acquittal by the Senate was a

near certainty, the verdict must have come as a relief
to the former president. In a statement, Trump
denounced what he called a “witch hunt” and talked
about the future. “Our historic, patriotic and beautiful
movement to Make America Great Again has only
just begun,” he said. “We have so much work ahead
of us, and soon we will emerge with a vision for a
bright, radiant, and limitless American future.” Trump
has flirted with the idea of running for the White
House again in 2024 and a conviction would have
likely barred him from holding federal office again.

Since leaving the White House on January 20,
Trump has been holed up in his Mar-a-Lago resort,
deprived of the Twitter account he used to communi-
cate with his many millions of followers. Capri Cafaro,
executive in residence at American University in
Washington and a former Democratic member of the
Ohio state senate, said the acquittal could be a “rally-
ing cry” for Trump and his backers.

But, Cafaro added, “the legacy of Donald Trump
for many at this point may be the events of January 6,
regardless of acquittal.” “There will be Americans
who think that Donald Trump had some kind of role,”
she said, and that could carry over to the real estate
tycoon’s activities in the private sector. “It’s almost
like he has no choice but to continue to try to be in
politics,” she said.

Wendy Schiller, a professor of political science at
Brown University, agreed that Trump’s future may be
limited. “If a corporation were to offer him a speaking
appearance, the social media backlash would be swift
and severe, with possible boycotts of their products,”
Schiller said. “Even holding conferences or events at
Trump properties will be a problem for large publicly
traded companies, or companies that provide a direct
to consumer product,” she said.

The Republican Party 
The fact that the vast majority of Senate

Republicans voted to acquit Trump is a clear signal
that he retains a grip on the GOP, the Grand Old
Party. “The party is his,” Georgia Representative
Marjorie Taylor Greene, one of his most fervent sup-
porters, said last week. “It doesn’t belong to anyone
else.” But seven Republican senators voted to convict
the former president and 10 Republican members of
the House of Representatives voted last month to
impeach him, including the party’s third-ranking
member, Liz Cheney, daughter of former vice presi-
dent Dick Cheney.

Republican Senate Minority Leader Mitch
McConnell voted for acquittal but said Trump was
“practically and morally” responsible for the January
6 violence. A number of Republicans have distanced
themselves from the former president and are lining
up to take their own shot at the White House in 2024.
Among them is former South Carolina governor
Nikki Haley, who said Republicans were wrong for
supporting Trump’s campaign to reverse the election
results, a course that led to the January 6 attack on
Congress. “He went down a path he shouldn’t have,
and we shouldn’t have followed him,” Haley said in an
interview with Politico magazine.

Haley also dismissed speculation Trump will seek
the presidency in 2024. “I don’t think he can,” she
said. “He’s fallen so far.” But the Republicans advo-
cating a complete break with Trump are in the minor-
ity and most remain fearful of the power he holds
over his base. “GOP senators who vote to acquit may
be protecting themselves against primary challenges
from the more extreme wing of their party in 2022, or
even 2024,” Schiller said. “But they may simultane-
ously make themselves more vulnerable to defeat in
the general election.” Cafaro said Republican law-
makers remaining faithful to Trump were making an
“incredibly risky” gamble. “They’re making a decision
based upon a snapshot in time that may not exist for
them in two years,” she said. A group of anti-Trump
former Republican officials has raised the idea of cre-
ating a center-right third party but it is unlikely to
gain much traction.

Joe Biden 
Trump’s impeachment trial has been hanging over

the start of Biden’s presidency and the Democrats
must be glad it took just five days. The Senate will
now be in a position to swiftly confirm Biden’s cabi-
net appointees and work on his legislative agenda as
the country struggles with the Covid-19 pandemic
and severe economic woes.

“President Biden has done a very good job of
separating himself from the impeachment trial pro-
ceedings and keep his messaging on the Covid-19
crisis and the accompanying economic crisis,”
Schiller said. But Trump remains a force to be reck-
oned with. “There’s no saying that we’re immune from
more protests, demonstrations, activism from the far
right,” Cafaro said. “If and when that happens how
Joe Biden deals with them will be something to
watch.”— AFP 

LOS ANGELES: High school student Jocelyn Hernandez
has been distance learning at home since August 2020
in Los Angeles.

EDINBURGH, United Kingdom:  It’s been more than
16 years since Debora Kayembe fled her home in the
Democratic Republic of Congo after learning that a
gun-running militia group that she had helped to
expose wanted to kill her.

Since then, Kayembe sought asylum in Britain,
started a family and settled in Edinburgh, where she
worked as a human rights lawyer and political activist.
Despite a life filled with hardship and achievement, she
said nothing could have prepared her for the message
she received on the afternoon of February 1.

The previous November, she was asked if she
would consider accepting a nomination to be the new
rector of the University of Edinburgh, which was
founded in the 16th century. If she was appointed, she
would be the university’s first-ever black rector. She
accepted the offer, believing she stood little chance.
When the message came that she had been confirmed
for the role — 162 years after William Gladstone was
made the first rector-Kayembe, 45, was speechless. “It
is something in my life I never imagined would happen
to me,” she told AFP. “I never went looking for it. It
came onto my plate and I welcomed it. “So... (on)
February 1 at 12:30 pm when I was officially notified
that I am the only valid candidate... I thought ‘oh my
God. This is it. It has happened’.”

Racism to activism 
Months before the nomination came, Kayembe had

found herself embroiled in a conflict that she had ini-
tially wanted to avoid. She had been a target of racism
before in Scotland. But the abuse came to a head in
June last year as anti-racism protests erupted around
the world after the death of an unarmed black man,
George Floyd, in US police custody. Kayembe was
driving to a meeting when her car lost control and
veered violently off the road. She inspected the vehicle
and found that nails had been driven through all of her
tires. “The previous times I had kept quiet,” she said. 

“Sometimes you have to have a big heart to let
things pass in the common interest, but what hap-
pened to me that day was unacceptable.” Kayembe
announced what had happened to her on social
media. But instead of confrontation, she chose to
adopt a message of tolerance and dialogue with the
perpetrators of the abuse. “I said ‘listen, these things
are from the past’,” she said. “We have passed that. If
you still don’t understand that, I need a dialogue with
you. That was my message. Nothing else.” Not long
after the incident, Kayembe’s daughter returned
home from school and cried because she had been
asked by a teacher to perform a slave dance in front
of her classmates. 

After confronting the school, Kayembe petitioned
the Scottish Parliament to urgently address racism in
education in Scotland. Parliament has agreed to the
request and will debate the matter in the coming
months.  It was Kayembe’s message of dialogue and
tolerance that caught the attention of the University of
Edinburgh, which counts prime ministers, Nobel laure-
ates and Olympians among its alumni. “They said as
the rector of the university, your message will go far
and the whole world will listen,” she said. “This is why
we want you to take this position.”—AFP

Edinburgh University
appoints first 
black rector

BONNYRIGG, United Kingdom: Debora Kayembe, 45,
a human rights lawyer born in the Democratic
Republic of the Congo who lives in Scotland, poses
for portraits at her home in Bonnyrigg, southeast of
Edinburgh. — AFP 

Moscow: A social worker at Miloserdie (Mercy), one of Russia’s best known charities, prepares free food
parcels at the Martha and Mary Convent in central Moscow.— AFP 

Russia’s rising 
poverty fuels 
political discontent
MOSCOW, Russia: Since the start of the coronavirus
pandemic, crowds have grown at the Martha and Mary
Convent in central Moscow. The white-walled women’s
monastery houses one of Russia’s best known charities
that gives out free food parcels, among other projects.
“Before the pandemic we had around 30 to 40 people a
day,” Yelena Timoshchuk, a social worker at Miloserdie
(Mercy) told AFP, leaning against a table loaded with
bottles of sunflower oil. “Now we get about 50 to 60
people daily. It’s a heavy workload.” Many of the visi-
tors who queue for packages containing buckwheat,
sugar, and tea are retired but there are also those who
have lost their jobs or had their salaries cut. 

The coronavirus pandemic has delivered a new blow
to Russia’s stagnating economy, which was already
chafing under Western sanctions, low oil prices and
weak corporate investment. Observers say that rising
poverty, falling incomes and lack of tangible government
support during the pandemic are fuelling discontent
with President Vladimir Putin’s two-decade rule and
strengthening the opposition. Answering the jailed
Kremlin critic Alexei Navalny’s call, tens of thousands of
people have protested across Russia over the past few
weeks, and his team plans more protests ahead of par-
liamentary elections in September. 

Russians’ real disposable incomes have been falling
for the past half-decade, and contracted by 3.5 percent
in 2020, while the cost of basic foodstuffs surged.
Aware of growing anger over falling living standards,
Putin in December ordered ministers to introduce emer-
gency measures to cap prices. Despite government
efforts to rein in inflation, the cost of sugar was 64-per-
cent higher in January than it was a year earlier. 

Wearing a red cap over long braids, 66-year-old
Sandra said she had stopped going shopping and
instead turned to Miloserdie’s free food parcels. “You
can’t buy anything anymore,” said the pensioner, who
did not give her last name. “Before I could afford to feed
the birds but now even grain is expensive.”

‘Risks have increased’ 
“From the point of view of political consequences,

the current situation does not look good,” said Igor
Nikolayev, head of  strategic analysis at FBK Grant
Thornton. “The risks for the authorities have increased.”
Older Russians were particularly “very sensitive” about
rising prices because they brought to mind runaway
inflation that followed the collapse of the Soviet Union
in 1991, Nikolayev said.  He suggested the Russian gov-
ernment might unveil a new economic package to
dampen social discontent ahead of the parliamentary
polls.”They have to do something,” added Nikolayev.

According to a recent poll by the independent
Levada Centre, 43 percent of Russians do not rule out
protests motivated by economic demands, a level last
seen in 1998. The study also found that 17 percent of
respondents were ready to take part in those protests

themselves. Denis Volkov, deputy director at Levada,
said recent protests showed that anger at the authori-
ties was no longer limited to the marginalized opposi-
tion and that many demonstrators were motivated by
economic hardship.

The protesters wanted to “express their disappoint-
ment with the authorities, concern over a lack of
prospects and the dead end in which our country has
found itself according to them,” Volkov wrote in the
Russian edition of Forbes last month. “Authorities have
nothing to offer to those who are unhappy over their
policies,” he added, pointing to “ostentatious wealth” of
the Russian elites and growing divisions in society.

Eighteen-year-old Yekaterina Nikiforova, who joined
pro-Navalny rallies in the Pacific port of Vladivostok,
said the country was stagnating. The political science
student told AFP she could not see “any prospects of
economic and political development” in Russia. Arseny
Dmitriyev, 22, who rallied on the other side of the coun-
try in the second city Saint Petersburg, struck a similar
note. The sociology graduate said he understood “how
things are going for the county”. “Just looking at the
statistics I understand that real disposable incomes are
falling and the quality of life is not improving”.— AFP

UN to debate 
challenge of 
vaccine access
UNITED NATIONS: At the initiative of Britain, which
boasts of having an effective vaccination program, the
UN Security Council on Wednesday will debate the
problem of global access to COVID-19 vaccines, raising
issues likely to underscore sharp differences between
council members. How, for example, can vaccines be dis-
tributed fairly-without, as has been the case, going first
to the richest countries in the North while those in the
South suffer? Should blue-helmeted UN peacekeeping
troops in some 15 countries, along with other UN
employees deployed around the world, be declared
essential workers and receive vaccine priority-including
in countries yet to receive vaccine doses? 

If so, who should provide the jabs-the United
Nations, the troops’ countries of origin or those where
they are deployed? “Vaccine, vaccination is not really
the job of the Security Council,” said one ambassador,
speaking on grounds of anonymity. The Security
Council, with a mission of maintaining peace and securi-
ty around the world, has no special health expertise, the
ambassador noted, adding, “the Security Council can
just have a contribution.”

He added that no resolution on the matter is likely to
come this week. The Security Council’s only direct
involvement in the pandemic came in July 2020 when,
after long and difficult negotiations to resolve sharp US-
Chinese tensions, it passed a resolution encouraging
cease-fires in countries in conflict in order to limit the
spread of COVID-19. Britain recently shared with a few
other countries a draft resolution on vaccine manage-
ment, diplomats said. —AFP


