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Historically, pandemics have forced humans to break with the past and imagine their
world anew. This one is no different. It is a portal, a gateway between one world and
the next. (Roy 2020)
The COVID-19 pandemic has sparked a global educational emergency.
Communities worldwide have struggled to provide education in ways that keep
educators, students, and families safe; respond to ongoing uncertainty and
trauma; and account for increasingly unequal access to educational and finan-
cial resources. For some, the global pandemic also compounded and exacer-
bated existing crises, furthering threats to education. Scholars and practitioners
of comparative and international education (CIE) have responded to this drastic
disruption by leveraging their educational expertise and contributing to a mul-
titude of efforts that address the myriad, shifting educational challenges.

In rupturing the status quo, the global pandemic offers a moment to rad-
ically rethink the purposes, practices, and paradigms of education itself. Con-
sequently, we invited scholars from across CIE to consider “new problemati-
zations and modes of questioning” (Aradau and VanMunster 2011, 2) for the
field. The reflections that follow suggest that the pandemic has revealed and
accelerated a slow softening of traditional binaries within CIE and a blurring
of the field’s many silos while simultaneously cementing and exacerbating in-
equities within and across countries.

The participants in this moderated discussion are writing from altered
living conditions, entrenched in a still-raging pandemic and great political
upheaval even as vaccinesmake theirfirst appearance in theGlobalNorth (and
remainnotably absent from theGlobal South). Embedded in the ongoing crisis,
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MODERATED DISCUSSION
we are studying our own acute condition of uncertainty. Yet despite writing from
an epistemology of crisis—where we do not and cannot know beyond the in-
tensity of this moment—we are hopeful that, as Cooper and Pratten (2015) sug-
gest, this uncertainty can nevertheless be productive and generate action to-
ward change. This was the motivation for the dialogue that follows.

Our initial intention was for this moderated discussion to explore how the
upheaval brought on by this global pandemic has impacted our conceptuali-
zations of “emergency”within the education in emergencies (EiE) scholarship
and how this might alter EiE practice. We invited Sonja Anderson, Sarah
Dryden-Peterson, Nelson Masanche Nkhoma, Ritesh Shah, Prachi Srivastava,
and Frances Vavrus to engage in this dialogue. These scholars situate their work
across the field of CIE, with Anderson, Dryden-Peterson, and Shah more cen-
trally focused on emergency education, and Nkhoma, Srivastava, and Vavrus
positioned in international educational development. We asked each of them
to reflect on EiE in light of COVID-19 by addressing the following questions:

• How has the global COVID-19 pandemic reshaped the theoretical and
geographic conceptualizations of EiE?

• What are the implications of these reconceptualizations for theory and
practice?

The answers we received pushed the discussion far beyond the traditional
boundaries of EiE, and revealed how thismoment is pushing scholars from across
all spheres of CIE to rethink their understandings of and approaches to their work.

The following essays challenge the artificially rigid divisions between edu-
cation in emergencies, education in development, and educationmore broadly,
suggesting that processes and practices of education previously considered
unique to one domain may apply fluidly to all three. The authors further dis-
rupt the field’s sticky binary of Global South and Global North, pushing for
wider conceptualizations of educational theory and practice that account
for shared conditions of economic inequity and political disenfranchisement
amidst differing historical, social, and political contexts. They illuminate how
the shared condition of uncertainty across contexts and through the humani-
tarian/development/developed divides pushes us to rethink the purpose of
and pedagogies employed in education. They call for new politics, pedagogies,
and resilience practices, among others, that account for the certainty of un-
certainty everywhere, whether during an acute emergency such as the out-
break of war or a sudden earthquake, an ongoing crisis sustained by colonial
legacies and/or structural racism, or the daily uncertainties increasingly ren-
dered ordinary. Amidst these suggestions is also a sharp reminder that, despite
the shared global uncertainty, we must not neglect those communities facing
compounded vulnerabilities in traditional emergency settings of violence and
natural disaster.
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This moderated discussion furthers the work of deconstructing EiE and
CIE more broadly while also making strides toward reconstructing the field’s
study andpractice (Rodriguez-Gomez andBermeo 2020; Takayama et al. 2017).
The implications for reconsidering the work of education fall along a contin-
uum of change with some participants calling to modify scholarship and prac-
tice within the existing structures, some calling for reform without a full break
from existing structures, and others arguing that a total transformation of eco-
nomic, political, and other power structures is needed to move forward (Hop-
wood et al. 2005).

That the pandemic will serve as an accelerant of change for education is
certain; what remains uncertain is the nature and directions of these changes.
It is our hope that we in the field of CIE can take themomentum generated by
this acute emergency to reimagine the theory, study, and practice of education
to better attend to the ongoing emergencies of racism, neocolonialism, and
climate change, among others. We invite you, readers, to break with the past
and imagine the field anew. Join us in the work of deconstructing and recon-
structing education.
Resilience Thinking in the Time of a Global Crisis in Education

Ritesh Shah

The pandemic has exploited existing fissures and disruptions in our eco-
nomic, political, and social structures and deepened educational inequalities.
In countries across the Global North and South, households, schools, and com-
munities have had to fend for themselves at a time when the need for adaptable,
responsive, and trustworthy state institutions such as education is more critical
than ever. As the impacts of the novel COVID-19 virus on education systems
globally becomemore visible, there are growing calls for us to use this moment
as an opportunity to rethink the “business as usual” approaches and to “build
back better.”

Yet, it is not the first time we have heard this mantra. For over a decade
now, the EiE community has stressed the importance of strengthening edu-
cation sector resilience to avoid the types of impacts we are now seeing world-
wide. We have known that children affected by the adverse impacts of conflict
and natural disaster are most likely to have diminished or no access to quality
education for quite some time. We have argued that we need to do a better job
preparing for and responding to the impacts of such disasters. Yet, the global
pandemic has led tomore than 95 percent of theworld’s school-age population
being out of school, and with tens of millions of children unlikely to return,
questions are being asked about how effective we have been at strengthening
resilience. Our failures, I argue, are due to a lack of critical introspection on
the dominant ontological anchors by which we understand resilience in our
efforts to date. I contend that a problem-solving and tightly bounded approach
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to resilience has impeded our capacity to imagine another future—a point also
stressed by several other colleagues in this moderated discussion.

Within the EiE community, resilience has largely been favored because it
affords individuals, communities, or schools “agency” to respond to the situa-
tion at hand, often by strengthening (and teaching) a set of capacities or traits
such as grit, tenacity, hopefulness, self-reliance, and self-sufficiency. This is re-
flected in the increasing prominence given to supporting learners’ socioemo-
tional learning skills and teacher well-being and to providing psychosocial
support to children affected by trauma. Many key bilateral and multilateral
actors, as well as national governments, promote resilience-strengthening ef-
forts as a way to manage the increasing complexity and uncertainty of our
contemporary condition. Yet, these approaches operate with insufficient criti-
cality or attention to the systems and structures that have made learners vul-
nerable in the first place (Shah 2015).

While teaching resilience may address the immediate problem, it ignores
the root causes of the complex crises we face ( Joseph 2013). This might be
because we have lacked insight into the ontological anchors of the dominant
understandings of resilience in the EiE community (Shah et al. 2019). If we see
resilience as a set of individual traits, behaviors, and attitudes—a view largely
influenced by the field of educational psychology—it places the locus of at-
tention and responsibility on individuals rather than on systems and structures.
This view of resilience does little to change the status quo. Now is the time to
rethink how resilience could transform education in the following three ways.

First, resilience can offer the potential and promise of systemic change if
we conceptualize it within an ecological and complexity-oriented ontology
(Chandler 2014). Taking this view renders resilience as a process rather than
an end result. It is a continuous journey of improvement and evolution prior
to, during, and in the aftermath of a crisis and shifts our attention to identi-
fying inherent strengths and capacities that already exist across an ecosystem.
The aim is to recognize how we might learn from and build on these endog-
enous capacities (Béné 2018). For example, there are scores of heroic educa-
tors who have shown incredible tenacity and perseverance to support learners
and their caregivers throughout a prolonged period of school closure. Howdo
we ensure that we build on these promisingpractices and that these individuals
and relationships are supported through stronger institutional structures?

Second, resilience is not about returning to stasis but evolving as the con-
text around us continues to change. As scholars and practitioners, our role is
to identify where and how “deviances” from the norm might help transform
education for the better. One example of this is the flexibility and adaptability
that many national education systems have shown on assessments of learning
in the pandemic that might be something to continue rather than abandon.
Doing so would address some of the hidden practices of exclusion, which have
led to groups beingmarginalized and stigmatized within our schooling systems,
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and return some autonomy to teachers and schools that have been lost in
recent years under the drive to measure learning and govern teachers’ work
from afar.

Third, a resilient education system relies on robust public institutions and
structures (in health, social welfare, governance), but these public institutions
are simultaneously strengthened by an education system that promotes collec-
tive responsibility and action (Shah 2019). The pandemic has made interrela-
tionships within an education system, its constituent parts, and other sectors
quite visible. This creates opportunities but also presents new chasms and vul-
nerabilities. For example, decisions about school closures and reopening have
been shaped as much by the faith that the public has in our governance and
health systems as they are about their confidence in the quality of learning and
teaching. In countries where responses to COVID-19 are shaped by evidence
and a concern for public welfare and equity rather than political or economic
imperatives, we have seen that confidence in public education has been main-
tained. Simultaneously these same countries are often positioning education
as key to strengthening social capital and redressing some of the inequalities
that COVID-19 has exacerbated. “Building back better” requires recognition
that our education systems do not operate in a vacuum and that what is hap-
pening in society both affects and is affected by what happens for learners. If
we seek transformations in the status quo, wemust elevate the role of education
beyond that of individual human capital development but, simultaneously, not
pretend that education on its own can offer a solution to all of society’s woes.

In the midst of the pandemic, reimagining our own views and understand-
ings of resilience toward one that gives as much attention to the systems as it
does to individuals, and recognizing that our goal is not to return to normal but
to adapt and evolve constantly might offer up the changes we desperately need
in both the Global North and the Global South. It could help us resolve a pre-
scient and real challengewe face in the education anddevelopment community
at present: that of reproducing the status quo and perpetuating modernist,
teleological, and “educationalist” solutions that continue to marginalize and
disenfranchise learners across the world.
How to Have Pedagogy in a Pandemic

Frances Vavrus
Yes, an element of abstraction, of a divorce from reality, entered into such calamities.
Still, when abstraction sets to killing you, you’ve got to get busy with it. (Camus [1948]
1991)
Introduction.—In her groundbreaking book, How to Have Theory in an Epi-
demic: Cultural Chronicle of AIDS, Paula Treichler reminds us that language does
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not reflect reality so much as construct it through abstraction and representa-
tion. “Linguistic constructs,” she notes, “generate meaning and simultaneously
facilitate and constrain our ability to think and talk aboutmaterial phenomena”
(1999, 4). The terms pandemic, COVID-19, emergency, and trauma describe ma-
terial conditions that have induced tremendous suffering anddeathworldwide,
withmore than 95million confirmed cases and 2million deaths to date ( Johns
Hopkins University and Medicine 2020). Why, then, when teachers need im-
mediate, tangible recommendations for action in the midst of an emergency,
might we want to step back and consider how abstraction in the form of theory
might enable new meanings, and thus new practices, in education policy and
practice?

Much like with theHIV/AIDSepidemic, language is themeans bywhichwe
have come to know the COVID-19 pandemic; it is made real through the ab-
straction of metaphor (e.g., “battling the virus,” “frontline workers”) and has
palpable effects, such as President Donald Trump’s use of the term “Chinese
virus” and the subsequent attacks on East Asians in the United States. With this
inmind, I want to consider,first, howwemight employ theory in themidst of this
pandemic to reconceptualize pedagogy from a set of practices predicated on
stability and predictability to a set of conditions premised on unfolding emer-
gency and multiple crises. Second, I propose several ways in which such a discur-
sive shift might lead to policy and practice changes that recognize the common-
place condition of uncertainty. If we view schooling as laden with uncertainty
andmarked by imbricated crises, we will be better able to prepare teachers for
the exigencies that current and future conditions will increasingly demand.

Uncertainty, emergency, and crisis ordinariness.—The terms uncertainty, emer-
gency, and crisis have become ubiquitous since the beginning of the pandemic
and throughout the economic recession it has wrought. In the United States,
these conditions have been coupled with widespread protests against police
brutality and a turbulent presidential transition period.Withmillions currently
living in precarious situations owing to illness, unemployment, structural rac-
ism, or the three combined, it is little wonder that the urgent language of
emergency permeates public discourse, including discussions of education.

Commonsense understanding of these discursivemarkers—emergency, crisis,
uncertainty—connotes danger, risk, and misfortune in unusual circumstances
rather than the everyday conditions of existence inwhichwenowfindourselves.
Moreover, they are rarely associated with positive attributes, such as flexibility,
adjustment, and prudence. Yet an emerging area of research takes uncertainty
as its focal point andexplores howpeoplemanage to adjust and act in thepresent
as well as plan for the future, even when their ability to anticipate forthcom-
ing events has been sharply curtailed (Cooper and Pratten 2015; Vavrus 2021).
From this perspective, uncertainty is generative rather than unproductive.

Moreover, meanings associated with emergency and crisis typically suggest
the exceptional rather than the banal. Yet, as Nkhoma and Shah’s essays make
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clear, the inequalities magnified by the pandemic are vestiges of highly racial-
ized and long-enduring social systems such as apartheid and colonialism. Lau-
ren Berlant’s notion of “crisis ordinariness” speaks to this view of crisis as part
of a longer process by which most of us learn to adapt: “Crisis is not exceptional
to history or consciousness but a process embedded in the ordinary that unfolds
in stories about navigating what’s overwhelming. . . . The extraordinary always
turns out to be an amplification of something in the works, a labile boundary at
best, not a slammed-door departure. In the impasse induced by crisis, being
treads water; mainly, it does not drown” (2011, 10). Together, a generative view
of uncertainty, coupledwith aquotidian conceptualizationof crisis and resilience,
provides a theoretical framework for a different teaching and teacher education
approach. It is built on the foundational premise that exigency and contingency
are the cornerstones of instruction rather than constancy and regularity, and it
eschews the false promise to aspiring teachers that carefully sequenced syllabi
and detailed lesson plans will ensure student progress and performance.

Teachers and teaching amid uncertainty.—If we begin with a view of crisis as
“a process embedded in the ordinary” (Berlant 2011, 10), then we can develop
policy and practice that acknowledge the likelihood of uncertainty in various
contexts. There are two domains in which this shift to schooling as uncertainty
is most urgent.

First, we need to support teachers’ work demanding greater recognition
of the challenging working conditions that already existed before this crisis.
The inexcusable teaching situation without personal protective equipment is
an extreme example of the health risks many teachers face every day, including
physical violence, teaching in buildings with high levels of contaminants, and
high levels of stress and concomitant trauma. In addition, teachers are com-
monly underpaid relative to professionals with similar education levels—11 per-
cent lower in the United States, for example—and their hours of work only
increase during emergencies, as they have during the COVID-19 pandemic
(Perry 2020).

Second, teacher education programs in the Global North and South need
to bring crisis and uncertainty into the preparation of teachers. As Dryden-
Peterson, Anderson, and Srivastava note in this moderated discussion, there is
a great deal to be learned from the comparative study of EiE regarding flexi-
ble instruction, teaching with limited resources, and trauma-informed teaching.
These should be integrated into core courses in teacher education programs
instead of only in a comparative education module about the challenges faced
by countries other than one’s own.

In sum, the call for pedagogy in a pandemic means that we consider the
opportunity before us to rethink the prevailing meanings of crisis and emer-
gency as well as the conditions of teaching and teacher preparation. Though
uncertainty may seem like an abstraction, it is time for the field of comparative
education to get busy with it.
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Pedagogical and Practical Humility in Crises

Nelson Masanche Nkhoma

On March 29, 2020, Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, director-general of
theWHO, tweeted out a single word that is useful for reconsidering education
in the context of emergency: humility (Ghebreyesus 2020). Humility, which
acknowledges limitations to human comprehension and control and reminds
us of our responsibilities to all beings with whom we share the planet, is rarely
recognized as a core value within education or development. Yet, rethinking
education in thewake of theCOVID-19pandemic requires what Jasanoff (2005)
calls “technologies of humility.” These, Jasanoff (2005) says, are “methods, or
better yet institutionalized habits of thought, that try to come to grips with the
ragged fringes of human understanding—the unknown, the uncertain, the am-
biguous, and the uncontrollable” (227). While traditional approaches to devel-
opment and education center human advancement and progress, these have
too often been contorted for selfishness and economic self-worth in a growth-
driven global marketplace. In contrast, imbuing educational development pro-
cesses with humility reminds us to remember humans’ fallibility, interdepen-
dence, and connectedness and has clear implications for theory and practice.
I submit that the COVID-19 pandemic pushes us to rethink our approaches to
education, development, and crisis as necessitating humility, which requires
us to strive modestly with concern for and in relation with each other and all
other beings.

Humility is an attribute that fosters a high degree of modesty, openness,
andequality. As a capability, it reminds us of our interconnectedness and thereby
enables trust, cooperation, and the pursuit of a common purpose to solve
shared problems. Yet, when COVID-19 hit, cooperation was all but abandoned,
leading to deepening inequalities both within and between countries. For ex-
ample, rather than cooperating in developing health or educational responses
that wouldmeet the urgent needs of all, governments have been driven by fear
and a selfish, competitive preoccupation to buy up technologies such as venti-
lators and vaccines. This focus on procuring technology seems to have over-
ridden the effort to strive together for humbler, people-centered solutions to
the many health and education challenges that COVID-19 has brought. Hu-
mility reminds us that while such technical advances bring benefits, they are not
a panacea andmay also generate new uncertainties and failures as they depend
on people to distribute and use them equitably and effectively. With this un-
derstanding of humility in mind, I suggest the following three ways that we can
approach education with humility in development and crisis contexts.

First, the way we understand crisis itself needs retheorizing with humility
in mind. In spurring us to acknowledge our species’ responsibility, humility
makes visible the connections between acute crises such as COVID-19 and on-
going crises such as neocolonialism, racism, and climate change, and how they
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mutually reinforce each other inequitably exacerbate conditions of poverty and
crisis. Recognizing humans’ role in labeling crises deters us from arbitrarily
separating development and crisis in educational responses. Similarly, humility
reminds us that the state of emergency for specific communities is often not
what “experts” at the top declare it to be, nor does a crisis start or end when
such actors say so (Macomo 2017). Such an acknowledgment would result in
tangible implications for funders. For example, it could provoke the need for
flexibility around the time needed to solve educational problems and spur
generosity with resources dedicated to managing the effects of crisis.

Second, our practical approach to educational provision in development
and crisis contexts requires us to exercise humility. Althoughwe are obsessively
focused on sophisticated technologies such as vaccines, effectively addressing
emergencies like the COVID-19 pandemic also requires “humble” ways of gen-
erating knowledge and use of low-cost, everyday strategies like washing hands
andwearing locallymademasks.Humility helps us focus on these simple, local,
and effective responses to educational issues instead of deferring to growth-
driven practices that heavily depend on extractive industries, for example,
flying in “experts” from the Global North. Humility pushes us to rethink the
participation of and cooperation with local actors in developing education
solutions, as Anderson calls for in her contribution to this discussion. In cen-
tering openness and modesty, humility also allows for greater intellectual hy-
bridity across actors in creating strategies for dealing with emergencies in and
beyond education. Such hybridity would recognize that the Global South has
valid knowledge for dealing with emergencies just like the Global North, dis-
rupting categorizations of some as “saviors” and others “the saved,” or some as
“knowers” and others “the known.”

Finally, the techniques of generating and sharing knowledge in crisis con-
texts require humility. The COVID-19 pandemic reminds us that as crises un-
fold, we cannot know beyond the crisis; educators similarly cannot know the
best ways to personally adapt and educate others for coping with this crisis.
Pedagogical humility means that teachers across all grade levels, from early
childhood education to higher education, need to commit to unlearning and
learning different teaching strategies, and especially learning from thehardest
hit on how to grieve, heal, cope, and transcend all the unknowns that pan-
demic and postpandemic life will bring (see the contributions to this discus-
sino by Dryden-Peterson and Vavrus). As educators, we need to be attentive
yet flexible and avoid peddling cookie-cutter approaches to teaching. Without
a humble reimagination of educational strategies, education will reproduce
old structures that are unequal and oppressive because they are conditioned
by the enduring historical, social engineering, and disputed neocolonial geog-
raphies and their economic ranks.

Embedding humility in educational responses compels us to acknowledge
that much about emergencies such as the COVID-19 pandemic will remain
364 May 2021



MODERATED DISCUSSION
ambiguous anduncontrollable. But crises that wehave confronted before, such
as HIV/AIDS and apartheid, have shown the value of “technologies of humil-
ity”: cooperative habits; trust in local, community-driven education; simple,
cheap, sustainable, modest, and effective approaches to crisis management;
an emphasis on equality and a recognition of our interconnectedness. By cen-
tering humility in educational responses in crisis and development, we make
space for citizens of all nations to convey their ways of knowing, cultures, and
values, thereby encouraging fuller participation in efforts to address education
during COVID-19 and beyond.
COVID-19 Is Not the Only Education Emergency

Sonja Anderson

The COVID-19 pandemic has demonstrated that no country and no edu-
cation system is immune to crisis. The scope of school closures in 2020—affect-
ing nearly 90 percent of the world’s student population—was unprecedented
(UNICEF 2020).

But having children and youth out of school or denied access to quality
education due to crisis, conflict, and disaster is not a new reality. Education
data reveal that in 2019, before the COVID-19 pandemic, 127million children
and youth were out of school in crisis-affected contexts (INEE 2020). This ac-
counted for nearly half of the global out-of-school population. These children
and youth are now faced with a double emergency.

Past emergencies teach us that multiple shocks or compounded emer-
gencies increase the risk of school dropout and reduce access to and quality
of education. This pandemic has specifically highlighted the digital divide.
The poorest households suffer most from lack of access to education through
remote technologies. Additional disparities can be seen across race, disability,
gender, and so on, with girls less likely to have access to digital technologies than
boys and 250million fewer womenonline thanmen (EQUALSResearchGroup
2019). At least one-third of schoolchildren worldwide (an estimated 463 mil-
lion) are not reached by digital or broadcast remote education (UNICEF 2020).
Projections suggest that almost 10 million children may never return to school
postpandemic, among them the most marginalized, including young people
with disabilities, refugees, and girls (Save the Children 2020). This global edu-
cation crisis will have longer-term impacts on those children in years to come.

All countries must be prepared with emergency response plans, including
education sector plans that are appropriate to the resources, capacity, and tech-
nology available to the general public. But it is imperative that the EiE sector
advocate for and prioritize the most vulnerable and hard to reach children
and youth who were already out of school prior to the COVID-19 pandemic.
This is even more critical as high-income or traditional donor countries turn
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their focus inward to manage the pandemic at home and reduce budgets for
international aid, the United Kingdom being a recent example (BBC 2020).

The COVID-19 pandemic has also demonstrated the need for strength-
ened coordination across all sectors of humanitarian response. The education
response must be intentionally linked to and informed by child protection,
WASH, health, and so on, and vice versa. Due to school closures, we have seen
an increase in protection risks such as abuse, violence, and exploitation (INEE
and Alliance for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action 2020). Though
schools can be the target or place of violence, in crisis and conflict-affected con-
texts, schools and education can and often do provide physical protection, sta-
bility, and access to health, sanitation, and nutrition services and information, all
while enabling parents and caregivers to maintain or recover livelihoods. Quality
education amidst crisis offers hope and provides students with the skills needed
to imagine and create a better future, not only through learning outcomes but
also through social and emotional development (Dryden-Peterson 2015).

The Inter-agency Network for Education in Emergencies (INEE) and the
Alliance for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action have been working to
better align the education and child protection sectors. The COVID-19 ex-
perience underscores the urgent need to improve collaboration; ensure chil-
drens’ well-being; strengthen planning and preparedness; and engage in on-
going capacity sharing to build teacher, administrator, and caregiver skills to
support learning and mental health and psychosocial support needs, includ-
ing their own.

The COVID-19 pandemic demonstrates that the existing structure of the
humanitarian sector is out of date. This is recognized in the 2016 Grand Bar-
gain (IASC 2016) and subsequent localization agendas (Global Education Clus-
ter 2020). The current structure reproduces colonial narratives, relying on prac-
titioners and scholars from the Global North to lead in the response and create
“rigorous” evidence. As Nkhoma notes in this CER discussion, it is not ethically
or environmentally sustainable to continue parachuting in humanitarian re-
sponders. Instead, local actors should be supported with the tools and flexible
funding needed to generate knowledge and lead the response, thus building a
sustainable solution for future preparedness and response.

The global humanitarian community committed to the Grand Bargain to
ensure (by 2020) that at least 25 percent of humanitarian funding is distrib-
uted directly to local and national actors. Yet, data suggest that the portion of
funding channeled to local responders in the COVID-19 response (as of May
2020) was just 0.1 percent (Charter for Change 2020). As international aid is
reduced and funds are increasingly focused inward, humanitarian funding for
education must continue to be prioritized, but directed to local and national
actors in a flexible format that strengthens capacities and builds long term
preparedness. To “build back better,” the localization agendamust serve as the
foundation to our new way of working.
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Because COVID-19 is a global pandemic, education is impacted every-
where, but this impact is not felt the same globally. The reconceptualization of
EiE as applicable in developing and developed contexts brings significant
implications for EiE research and practice. Wemust continue to prioritize the
most vulnerable children and youth to ensure that they are not neglected in
the scope of the COVID-19 global education crisis; meanwhile, we must glob-
ally strengthen our preparedness and response plans; improve collaboration
across humanitarian sectors, specifically child protection and education; and
work to localize our humanitarian response.
Considering Politics: “Big P–Small p” Interactions and Assumptions
Framing the Global Education Emergency

Prachi Srivastava

Education disruption due to COVID-19 is an urgent global problem. With-
out aggressive action, it may quickly become what UN Secretary-General An-
tónio Guterres termed a “generational catastrophe.”Education disruption will
have institutional and individual level effects. Institutionally, education and edu-
cation systems disruption will heighten disparities within countries and across
them. Individually, inequities will be compounded on marginalized, racialized,
and poorer groups disproportionately affected by the health, education, and so-
cial welfare effects of COVID-19.

While education is approached in a technical manner in many high-level,
policy, and planning fora, it is, in fact, deeply cultural, social, economic, and
political. It is embedded in every facet of our societies. It defines us as indi-
viduals and collectives. It is reflective of our values and ambitions. Education
systems are the formal institutionalizations of what our societies privilege,
who they privilege, how, and on what terms—in short, they are imbued with
assumptions. These assumptions inform how systems are structured. They also
frame collective and individual interactionswithin systems andhow individuals
are inserted therein. Assumptions are crucial to understanding policy action
and inaction—the windows to the “whys” underlying education governance
processes and to the inextricable role of the interplay between what I call the
“big P–small p” politics of and in education.

In the first iteration of the framing explicated here, I refer to the big P as
comprising the macrosystems of decision making and governance, the formal
institutions and rules, and a multitude of state and non-state actors and their
activities in mitigating and mediating education systems and governance. I
refer to the small p as the codification of informal norms andmicronorms that
structure and guide organizations and decisions or facilitate inaction. The
messy interplay between the small p with the big P and the consequences for
systems, institutions, and actors lie the heart of the politics of and in education.
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Big P–small p interactions direct pandemic education responses. They re-
mind us that, despite the reductive, technicist, “objective”discourse increasingly
used to characterize education and education systems and governance, fun-
damentally, education is, and will remain, a profoundly political sphere. This
understanding may have been obscured in the preceding few decades by the
increasingly dominant discourses of “evidence” and “expertise” and the deep-
ened intermingling of state and nonstate interests. However, it is clear that
pandemic responses have been imbued by certain actions and inactions and
legitimizations and delegitimizations of particular knowledges. The responses
signal whose futures and life opportunities we value and whose we do not. We
cannot assess education policy responses to the pandemic without considering
the underlying assumptions framing the global education emergency. I outline
and critique three assumptions below.

“We simply do not know.” The pandemic thrust the world into uncharted territory,
which requires entirely new knowledges to prompt action.—The pandemic has caused
the most extensive mass education disruption in modern history. However, it
is simplistic to stress that there are no applicable knowledges. This is dangerous
discourse. It legitimizes inaction and confusion, providing a veil for inade-
quate policy responses. We have a rich scholarly comparative literature of an
entire discipline of study—some 50–60 years of modern literature, and more
going further back in education—on pedagogy, learning, governance, inequi-
ties, and social cohesion, to name a few. We have a global education archi-
tecture comprised of systems, governments and institutions, laws, covenants,
and frameworks. There is a wealth of experience to draw from and across
emergency-affected contexts and a range of global institutions that have
produced and commissioned specialized knowledge. This assumption ignores
the history of educational research and the discipline, institutions and actors,
global education systems, and architecture that can be (re)appropriated, de-
colonized, localized, made more inclusive, and applied.

The pandemic is the great equalizer. We are all in this together. The pandemic does
not discriminate.—However, early research shows that it does. The pandemic
has more severe effects on certain populations, groups, and countries, than on
others. Certain inequities will harden. New ones will appear. Initial education
experiences have been uneven—500 million children had no access to remote
learning (Giannini 2020), and 900 million either did not reenter or reentered
in precarious conditions after the first phase. Inequities are likely to worsen for
the nearly 260 million children and young people already excluded from ed-
ucation before the pandemic, 30 percent of whom were affected by existing
emergencies and conflicts (see Anderson, in this discussion). They will be
severe for those facing “hardcore” exclusion (Kabeer 2000) due to multiple
intersecting factors such as gender, race, language, and disability. We need to
ensure that these individuals and groups arenot silenced, and that educational
research and aggressive policy action efforts begin with them at the center.
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Evidence will inform policy action.—We have seen this is manifestly not the
case regarding which macroresponses have been implemented by most gov-
ernments, and how. The uptake of evidence is political. It can be couched in
resource constraints, which may be more valid in some contexts than others.
It can be ignored. It can be delegitimized in favor of other interests. While
discursive practice has amplified technicist discourse in education, there is
compelling scholarly literature in the politics and sociology of education
showing the complexities of how “evidence” is framed and how and what type
of evidence is valued and legitimized. This should come as no surprise re-
garding pandemic responses.

Going forward, explicating the assumptions and critically assessing big P–
small p dynamics facilitating or hindering education policy action for recovery
are essential to seizing a new moment for education. This is because assump-
tions guide our decisions—they shape our systems. When woven together,
assumptions shape the “metanarratives,” that is, the totalizing explanations
or grand theories (Lyotard [1979] 1984), characterizing the form and func-
tion of our education systems. They will also frame recovery. Metanarratives,
used to explain complex social phenomena, are attractive. They reduce other-
wise complex disparate, fractious, and intricate ideas, events, and phenomena
into seemingly comprehensive explanations that signal universal “truths” or
values. Metanarratives render complexities comprehensible. They are, in the
truest sense, discursive.

Assumptions can be dangerous because they may be incomplete, uncriti-
cal, or colonial and can mute certain voices. Their legitimacy is accepted by
propagating dominant discourse that rests on seemingly neutral assumptions.
When critically analyzed, these assumptions favor the interests of maintaining
established power structures. There is room for agency in rejecting dominant
assumptions or crafting new ones; however, this route is contested and sub-
ject to broad-based delegitimization. But, if inclusive, consciously critical, and
reconsidered, assumptions can provide a reorienting framework—the capac-
ity to reimagine education and its role in society and recovery.
Considering Politics: “Interactions and Assumptions
Framing the Global Education Emergency

Sarah Dryden-Peterson

Two interrelated questions have guided my thinking on how education
during COVID-19 can learn from refugee education and how refugee educa-
tion can learn from the COVID-19 pandemic. First, how do the ways we under-
stand uncertainty determine the design of policies and practices in education?
Second, how can education address immediate needs and disrupt long-standing
inequities that cause and exacerbate experiences of uncertainty?
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In refugee education, we have found that global strategies, national frame-
works, and classrooms practices tightly reflect how the purposes of education
for refugees are understood, often as temporary and stop-gap endeavors
(Dryden-Peterson et al. 2019) and, as Shah argues in this moderated discus-
sion, there has been a focus on individuals rather than structures and histories
within which they are embedded. During the COVID-19 pandemic, we have
observed many educational responses to replicate the harms of these short-
term and problem-solving approaches, as Anderson and Srivastava show in
this discussion.We have learned from refugee education and are learningmore
about from the COVID-19 pandemic that short-term and problem-solving ap-
proaches stand in the way of young people learning to live with uncertainty and
confront the root causes of inequities.

Understanding uncertainty instead with long-term and critical lenses can
foster dimensions of education that refugee young people describe as im-
portant to them, what I call “pedagogies of belonging.” Pedagogies embody
the envisioned purposes of education for individuals and societies, the reasons
why teaching and learning take place as they do, and the theories and values
behind these approaches (Alexander 2001; Schweisfurth et al. 2020). These
pedagogies of belonging comprise several interconnected elements, with rel-
evance for education in uncertainty broadly: predictability, adaptability, and
future-building, all dependent on relationships.

The ways we understand uncertainty determine the design of policies and
practices in education. Acute crises, such as a war or pandemic, often thrust
educationprofessionals into short-term thinking to solve immediate problems.
Yet, these acute crises are rarely short-term. Refugees are displaced for an
average of 10–25 years (Devictor and Do 2016). During the COVID-19 pan-
demic, initial short-term thinking about school closures of a few weeks quickly
turned into months, with continued limited in-person learning in many coun-
tries. Acute crises are also rarely, if ever, isolated from long-term uncertainty,
particularly deep-seated inequities along lines of race, class, caste, ethnicity,
language, and colonization. Yet, experiences of refugee youngpeople in schools
demonstrate a divorce from these larger contexts. These include the preva-
lence of neutralizing conflicts that led to displacement, rendering invisible non-
citizens in their places of exile and depoliticizing youth as civic actors (Dryden-
Peterson 2020), which contribute to ongoing exclusion and reinforcement
of power structures. Crisis exacerbates these inequities in any given society
through systemic differences in who has access to health care, education, privi-
lege, and money to make decisions that can control and cushion the effects of
disruption.

While problem-solving approaches conceptualize the “problem” indepen-
dent of larger social relations, critical approaches focus on the “design” of
inequities (Duncan-Andrade 2009) and seek to disrupt these harmful struc-
tural forces. These types of critical approaches during political, economic, and
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health crises can advance long-time collective movements and actions, includ-
ing in schools, toward dismantling these structures and confronting colo-
nial and neocolonial power and racial injustice, as in the Arab Spring and the
Black Lives Matter movements. Toward these goals, long-term and critical ap-
proaches to education in uncertainty can center pedagogies of belonging.

The first dimension of pedagogies of belonging is predictability, the safety
created through knowing, understanding, and trusting. When social networks
are ruptured by displacement or quarantines and when learning shifts (e.g.,
language of instruction, the content of history curriculum, remote vs. in-person),
knowing what is predictable can help young people cope with all that is not.
Structural elements of predictability include routines, meeting basic needs
(e.g., food distribution place and time, being able to reach a doctor), and clear
rules of the game (e.g., what is required to pass this year of school?). Pre-
dictability can be further created through relationships in which young peo-
ple feel supported by trusted and caring adults and each other to shape these
routines, know how to seek information, and understand how they can count
on one another.

The second dimension is adaptability—the capacities to analyze, renego-
tiate, pivot, and transform pedagogies to meet individual and collective pur-
poses of education. Predictability and adaptability can be in tension, as Vavrus
shows in her essay in this discussion, and learning to navigate such tensions is
part of learning in uncertainty for both students and teachers. Relationships
are key to this navigation. Research on refugee education shows that young
people thrive in uncertainty when their teachers do not anticipate a return to
normal, but instead prepare young people to adapt to new and ever-shifting
situations and to build newly imagined futures (Dryden-Peterson, forthcoming).
This teaching is relational and usefully framed as politicized caring that inter-
twines nurturing and protecting (McKinney de Royston et al. 2021). These rela-
tionships are centered in the humility and ideas of interconnectedness that
Nkhoma describes in this discussion, made possible when teachers and students
know each other’s racialized, colonized, and gendered experiences both inside
and outside of school and can engage those experiences in learning processes.

The third dimension is future building, learning how to make what seem
like unknowable and impossible futures knowable and possible, ways of em-
bracing the generativity of uncertainty, as Vavrus describes in her essay. When
we ask refugee children and families about the purposes of education, they are
clear and consistent: the purposes of education are to helpmake a future.With
long-termand critical approaches focused on future building, learning focuses
on what makes it worthwhile to be alive, that which is not only life saving but
life sustaining. Refugee young people who learn to analyze situations with a
“how did we arrive at this point” lens and to understand root causes of current
inequities are better able to navigate uncertainty and orient themselves toward
authoring these radically transformed futures.
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