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No political policy-making exists within a vacuum, even when nations are 
held within the clutches of a global pandemic. How political leaders 
responded to COVID-19 must be read against the evolution of party 
political thought and cultural change. Previous decades had seen the 
ascendency of neoliberal philosophies, new right politics, individualism, 
populism, cultural wars and fake news, fuelled by advances in social media 
platforms. I use the English example to illustrate the complex nature of 
social and educational governance and reform, and this example has reso-
nance across the Global North.

In 2019, Boris Johnson, British Prime Minister, was committed to fol-
lowing through on the results of the 2016 EU referendum and to finalis-
ing the divorce agreement. The UK’s financial settlement, citizens’ rights 
and arrangements for the Irish border had dogged agreement with the 
European Commission and split the Conservative party. Brexit, therefore, 
was to cast a long shadow over UK government policy making, compli-
cated by the division amongst the devolved UK administrations, where in 
essence, England and Wales had voted to leave, whilst Scotland and 
Northern Ireland voted to remain. The split refuelled Nicola Sturgeon’s 
(Scotland’s First Minister) bid for Scottish independence and exposed new 
and pre-existing social and political fault lines in British politics. For Boris 
Johnson’s Westminster Government, ‘a new one nation government, a 
people’s government’, the primary agenda of the 2019 administration was 
to ‘level up’ communities and hold onto the new Conservative voters won 
from the traditional Labour (red wall) strongholds of the north.

Foreword
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It was just over a decade earlier that the then Conservative Party leader, 
David Cameron, chose the ‘Big Society’ as the leitmotif of the Conservative-
Liberal Democrat coalition government of 2010–2015. With strong 
Conservative and Liberal philosophical antecedents, the Big Society 
appealed to a community-based, bottom-up approach to meeting the eco-
nomic, social and welfare needs of the British nation. In reality, though, it 
presented a strong rationale for reducing the public sector and expendi-
ture on public services, at a time of economic austerity following the 
global economic crisis of 2007–2009. Local communities and the institu-
tions of civil society, including schools and universities, in theory at least, 
were left to make key decisions that would address local conditions and be 
exposed to market forces with reduced financial support from central gov-
ernment. In other words, ‘the state where necessary’ and ‘the market 
where possible’ (Crouch, 2013).

In terms of the English education system, under the guise of the Big 
Society, sweeping changes were made to the traditional local authority led 
system of state education. Local authorities were considered no longer fit 
for purpose as custodians of the education system and so schooling was 
opened up to a not-for-profit system of governance run by Trustees and 
Chief Executive Officers operating outside the control of local authorities. 
These not-for-profit systems of governance could make their own deci-
sions about the curriculum and spending. Money was transferred from 
central government to Academies or Multi-Academy trusts, shored up by 
private investment. Parents were encouraged to choose between progres-
sively underfunded local authority schools or the new confederations of 
schools with money for new buildings, higher paid teachers and the prom-
ise of improved standards. The Academies Act (2010) was enacted with 
astonishing speed, accruing greater powers for intervention to the 
Secretary of State. Autonomy was considered significant for school 
improvement, leading to a branded education system that enabled schools 
to turn their pedagogical beliefs and values into marketable commodities. 
Increasing choice and widening the number of education providers 
appeared to serve the interests of education consumers—the parents and 
pupils—whilst at the same benefiting those businesses and entrepreneurs 
servicing the market as owners of academy chains or facilitators of the 
start-up or conversion process. This ‘liberalising’ of education (Ball, 2012, 
p. 94) was indicative of a market/state dichotomy that continues to run 
through post-Brexit/post-COVID policy making.
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What occurred as the pandemic unfolded was a plethora of interven-
tions to help the nation ‘stay safe, save lives and protect the NHS’ sup-
ported by cross-party agreement reminiscent of Keynesian economics. 
One estimate suggests there will be a budget deficit of £350–£400 billion, 
following expenditure on essential Nightingale Hospitals, personal pro-
tection equipment (PPE), the furloughing of employees, a levelling-up 
premium for schools and additional monies for those on benefit (Peele, 
2021). This was mirrored by a great outpouring of support for ‘frontline’ 
workers. The Clap for our Carers (later Clap for Heroes), a Thursday eve-
ning nationwide round of applause, ran for ten weeks during the first 
national lockdown, and captured the spirit of the nation, utilising the rain-
bow, that biblical symbol of God’s grace and faithfulness, as a sign of hope 
for all. The ‘Your NHS Needs You’ appeal generated a ‘volunteer army’ 
that outstripped demand and local community projects adjusted with 
incredible speed to emerging needs. In my own community, our local 
church adapted an established ‘soup and a roll’ Friday lunch for the com-
munity, to administer food donated from local supermarkets to over forty 
families per week. Delivering these boxes uncovered further needs within 
the community, such that the group were soon collecting toys for children 
who had none and spending time in conversation with the lonely. 
Innumerable examples of such projects were to be encountered up and 
down the land, recalling for many the Dunkirk spirit of wartime Britain. 
This was the Big Society in action.

The lived experiences of communities and individuals varied enor-
mously. Whilst the majority of school children were to be educated at 
home, by parents who were suddenly enlisted as educators, children of 
frontline workers were to continue in school. Teachers had to juggle 
online teaching and classroom based teaching throughout the crisis. 
Incidences of poor mental health amongst adults and children alike grew 
exponentially. Whilst our hospitals were not on the whole brought to a 
standstill by COVID cases, the aftermath is taking its toll in terms of 
delayed elective surgery. This book provides a timely critique of the diverse 
experiences of families, children and young people during these unprece-
dented times. There is no doubt that future enquiries will investigate many 
aspects of the COVID crisis and the lessons learnt. This book will serve as 
a valuable reminder of all that went on and how practitioners and children 
rose to the challenge.
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It has been my honour to see this collection grow into its current form so 
organically over the past year. I will describe the story of COVID-19 and 
Education in the Global North: Storytelling and Alternative Pedagogies, 
before my colleague Victoria Cooper goes on to map out a path through 
the book for our readers. In March 2020, as lockdown set in, myself and 
Li Liu, my colleague from the University of Warwick, began talking about 
what it might be like for children and young people to be finding their way 
through the pandemic. As we walked around streets so empty they almost 
echoed, we began noticing the rainbows springing up in people’s win-
dows, rainbows that children had painted or drawn or stuck together from 
whatever they could find, some with cotton wool clouds or sequins around 
their edges. These rainbows were like small signs of children’s voices still 
sounding. It was as if they were not only reminding us of the presence of 
children, and of their different and perhaps more hidden perspectives on 
our situation, but also giving us hope there were ways to recover from the 
pandemic that might be even better than we could imagine at that moment.

Inspired by what we could see, and intrigued to know more about how 
children were experiencing the pandemic, Li and I designed an online, 
interdisciplinary conference entitled ‘Rainbows in Our Windows: 
Childhood in the Time of Corona’ (https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/arts/
english/research/conferences/coronachildhood). We invited teachers, 
students, authors, young people, members of humanitarian organisations, 
psychologists, academics and policy advisors to come and speak. Around 
thirty people agreed and volunteered their time. Over the course of a 
single very long day, over 250 people from around the world attended six 

The Story of COVID-19 and Education in 
the Global North: Storytelling and 

Alternative Pedagogies

https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/arts/english/research/conferences/coronachildhood
https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/arts/english/research/conferences/coronachildhood
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different panel sessions. I chaired most of the discussions and watched in 
amazement as contributors discovered similarities between their approaches 
that might lead to new collaborations. One young person, an author of a 
children’s book, gave a presentation, and it seemed clear that thinking 
with children and young people about how to listen to young people was 
an area in need of further exploration. Spontaneous discussions filled the 
breaks between presentations. The day ended and it felt like something 
had just begun.

Recordings of the conference (sponsored by the University of Warwick 
Retired Staff Association) were published by the English Association and 
are still available online (https://englishassociation.ac.uk/no-15-
rainbows-in-our-windows-childhood-in-the-time-of-corona/). I went on 
to edit a special issue of ‘Issues in English’, which detailed the conference 
proceedings and contained expanded contributions from various research-
ers. In one of those inexplicable moments of coincidence, I then contacted 
an editor at Palgrave just as she was about to contact me to ask about 
developing the conference proceedings into a book. We ended up going 
one step further: two books have been created, Children’s Experience, 
Participation and Rights During COVID-19 and COVID-19 and 
Education in the Global North: Storytelling and Alternative Pedagogies, 
each containing some chapters by contributors to that original conference, 
and many from new collaborators.

From the initial conference onwards, this project has been about 
encouraging a process of dialogue at a time where disconnections threat-
ened to plunge our communities into silence. It seemed obvious that only 
through keeping an open mind could we find ways to address a new crisis. 
While proposing and editing these books, I have remained committed to 
including new voices and encouraging diversity of tone and subject mat-
ter. It was never a question of thinking about how a new chapter might fit 
with a preconceived idea about how the books would be. Instead, it was 
about asking what new direction a chapter might take the books in, and 
how an author might best say what they wanted to say. Readers might 
sense a varying texture to these chapters; there are different styles of writ-
ing, different balances of theory and empiricism, and moments where 
observational approaches or practical suggestions for change dominate. 
This variety forms part of our aim, in that we hope that by appreciating 
and cultivating a certain roughness amongst authors’ various perspectives, 
we might reach insights that might otherwise be smoothed away.

https://englishassociation.ac.uk/no-15-rainbows-in-our-windows-childhood-in-the-time-of-corona/
https://englishassociation.ac.uk/no-15-rainbows-in-our-windows-childhood-in-the-time-of-corona/
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While on a walk with one of the contributors earlier this summer, a new 
colleague and friend, we discussed how these books may end up becoming 
time capsules of sorts. They have the courage to speak of a crisis at that 
moment of crisis itself. They may be necessarily incomplete, but they are 
all the more vivid and powerful for it. They demonstrate a collective com-
mitment to learning from a situation that challenges our ability to reflect, 
act and stay connected. They believe in the value of listening to individual 
children’s perspectives on their own experiences and to those adults who 
most closely support them. They seek to understand and even to extrapo-
late from the experiences of children who are particularly vulnerable dur-
ing this crisis. They integrate practice and policy with theory. Ideas 
accumulate within them, perhaps in a sedimentary fashion, without a final 
goal in mind, the process becoming the goal. That process may encourage 
ways of thinking with children and young people about their experiences, 
education and rights to become more holistic, dynamic and sensitive. I 
hope that many of the authors of these pages see themselves as not only 
contributors to a book but to an ongoing project of learning, of which this 
is one concrete realisation.

Ruby Lindiwe Turok-SquireUniversity of Warwick, Coventry, UK
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