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CHAPTER 1

Facing a Crisis: Foregrounding the Future

Abstract Equity is a perennial concern in education. At a global level, this 
is recognised in the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals. In 
wealthy countries, educational inequality remains problematic,  as evi-
denced in multiple sources such as the OECD Programme for International 
Student Assessment reports.

The COVID-19 pandemic radically altered children and young peo-
ple’s engagement with learning. The pandemic not only exacerbated exist-
ing inequities but created newly vulnerable groups: families who had lost 
jobs or who were struggling with combining their children’s learning 
from home with the demands of working from home. The COVID-19 
pandemic provided an impetus for innovation, for example in relation to 
the use of technology and enhanced interagency collaborations. The dis-
ruption caused by such crises is an opportunity to revisit questions of 
equity and education.

This chapter outlines our conceptual tools and provides an overview of 
the book.

Keywords COVID-19 pandemic • Equity • Education • Vulnerability 
• Learner rights • Social capital
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IntroductIon

Equity is a perennial concern in education. International organisations, 
including the United Nations, have fluidly transmitted the possibility and 
promise of education for all (Robeyns, 2006). The right of the child to 
education has also been asserted with Article 29a of the United Nations 
Convention of the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), stating that “the edu-
cation of the child shall be directed to the development of the child’s 
personality, talents and mental and physical abilities to their fullest poten-
tial” (United Nations, 1989, p. 9).

In this book, we recognise the right of the learner to an equitable edu-
cation. However, we examine equity in education through the lens of the 
COVID-19 pandemic to unpick what equity means in disaster and crisis. 
The COVID-19 pandemic is the largest recorded disruption to education 
globally (United Nations, 2020) with over a billion children affected 
(OECD, 2021). The closure of schools to manage the spread of COVID-19 
pushed learning into the home environment and, in doing so, dismantled 
the supports schools offer learners, and blurred the once firm boundaries 
between school and home.

Despite some success in the second half of the twentieth century to 
improving access to education globally, access to education was in decline 
prior to the COVID-19 pandemic (Azevedo et  al., 2020; World Bank, 
2020). A “twin shock” to both education and economy (Azevedo et al., 
2020, p. 2), children and young people are experiencing compromised 
access to education as well as broader social and economic stressors.

The pandemic has also raised a unique opportunity for a reset in educa-
tion, one  that, we hope, could  go some way to redressing inequities. 
COVID-19 school closures have spurred innovations in the digital provi-
sion of learning as well as creating new challenges to equitable access to 
education while learning from home (Sahlberg, 2021; Zhao & Watterson, 
2021). The role of schools in remedying educational inequities has 
also  altered: now, more than ever the home environment and socio- 
economic context mediate learner access to education.

Our intention is not to attempt a comprehensive review of global expe-
riences of the pandemic. Instead, we analyse the effects of the COVID-19 
pandemic on the provision of education to children and young people to 
understand some of the critical challenges that crises present for equity in 
education systems. It is in this context that we explore what we can learn 
from the global pandemic to reset and reconsider education and the role of 
schools, and outline ongoing implications for schools and society, not only 
for times of crisis but also for enhancing educational equity more broadly.

 E. S. RUDLING ET AL.
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There is urgency to ensure education is equitable for learners during 
and beyond crises like the COVID-19 pandemic (Sahlberg, 2021). Despite 
the reality that disaster and crisis are recurrent features of the global land-
scape, there is little understanding of how such events impact on learners. 
Socio-economic disadvantage and privilege affect the extent to which a 
learner is impacted by crisis; and crisis and disaster have the potential to 
create cohorts of newly vulnerable learners. For example, learning loss as 
a result of disaster and crisis have long-term impacts on individual and 
national wellbeing and productivity (Azevedo et  al., 2020). As we will 
discuss in Chap. 3, historical crises and disasters teach us that periods of 
heightened stress have the potential to affect the entire life course of a 
child (Yoshikawa et al., 2020). The pursuit of educational equity is thus 
enmeshed within broader socioeconomic conditions.

Throughout this book, we draw on international literature to underline 
our claim that educational equity is of global concern. We focus on litera-
ture from nations with similar education systems: Australia, the United 
Kingdom, New Zealand, Japan, and the United States of America. We 
recognise that circumstances in developing countries create different chal-
lenges, which are largely beyond the scope of this book.

The pandemic is not the only crisis to have affected the world in the 
early 2020s. Earthquakes, floods, and bushfires as well as ongoing and 
new military conflict and wars have affected children’s lives—including 
learning, development, and access to schooling—in many countries. 
These events are beyond the remit of this book but are a reminder that the 
relevance of our contention—that equity in education matters—extends 
beyond the COVID-19 pandemic to other crises, such as those triggered 
by climate change.

conceptual tools

Educational outcomes and experiences (as well as other measures such as 
life expectancy, physical and mental health) correlate strongly with geog-
raphy, gender, race, and poverty (Hill Collins & Bilge, 2020). Much 
research shows how educational inequality relates to socioeconomic sta-
tus. This body of work, which we draw on across the book, provides 
important insights into the significance of equity to educational outcomes. 
However, disadvantage is multidimensional. It is not just about a lack of 
material resources, but also lack of access to rights and services, and “the 
inability to participate in the normal relationships and activities, available 

1 FACING A CRISIS: FOREGROUNDING THE FUTURE 
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to the majority of people in a society” (Levitas et  al., 2007, p.  25). 
Disadvantage is also complex, with people exposed to multiple dimensions 
of disadvantage at risk of facing deep exclusion (Levitas et al., 2007) high-
lighting the layering effects of patterns of power, discrimination and 
inequality that create compounding barriers in a variety of ways (Hill 
Collins & Bilge, 2020). To acknowledge this complexity, and the intersec-
tional nature of educational equity, we draw on three conceptual tools to 
build a theoretical framework.

First, tools provided by  Urie Bronfenbrenner are useful. A central 
theme across his seven decades of work on human development is that 
“children must be nurtured and educated to be able to maintain and 
strengthen their society” (Hamilton & Ceci, 2005, p.  284). It was 
Bronfenbrenner’s view that societies should be judged according to “the 
concern of one generation for the next” (Hamilton & Ceci, 2005, p. 284). 
Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) ecological system model places the child at the 
centre and highlights the multiple layers of systems that sit around the 
child—each offering loci for influences that can support or inhibit chil-
dren’s learning, wellbeing, and development. This is of particular impor-
tance in the context of crises, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, when 
families, schools, communities, employers, governments, and non- 
government organisations all swing into action to respond. While many of 
these responses are not explicitly targeted towards children and young 
people, they inevitably impact them.

Secondly, theories of capital are valuable. Social capital, according to 
Putnam (2000) and Bourdieu (1984), refers to the advantages generated 
by connections between people and amongst social groups. Through its 
potential for helping people gain access to resources, Putnam (2000) 
argues that social capital also acts as a public good, and benefits can reach 
the larger community. School can be a key site for the building of chil-
dren’s social capital according to Guilfoyle et al. (2011), as a place where 
the formation of networks of skills, knowledge and relationships occurs. 
Public health research identifies positive associations between social capital 
and health (Helliwell & Putnam, 2004; Uphoff et al., 2013).

Social capital is also a cornerstone of Pierre Bourdieu’s theories of capi-
tal (1984) which further encompass economic and cultural capital. 
Economic capital refers to money, property and other financial assets peo-
ple use to acquire resources. Cultural capital is conceptualised as taking 
three forms. First, institutionalised cultural capital refers to educational 
attainment and qualifications, and relevant here is the cultural capital 

 E. S. RUDLING ET AL.
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located in schools and educational institutions. Second, objectified cul-
tural capital relates to the possession of cultural goods and artefacts. Third, 
Bourdieu’s concept of embodied cultural capital, refers to people’s values, 
skills, knowledge, and tastes. Social and cultural capital have been widely 
employed in relation to education (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990) and are 
helpful in explaining the social reproduction of advantage and disadvan-
tage. These theories provide us with tools to consider the differential 
access to resources that supported students during the pandemic, through 
the shift to learning at home rather than at school.

Lastly, crises tend to involve a re-ordering of people’s priorities, espe-
cially when day-to-day survival is suddenly under threat. In recognition of 
this, we draw on  Abraham Maslow’s (1954) hierarchy of needs which 
places the child’s security and physiological needs as the basis for healthy 
development, together with broader psychological needs of love, belong-
ing and esteem. These, according to Maslow, precede the attainment of 
self-fulfilment needs such as self-actualisation. Noltemeyer et al. (2021) 
further unpack the antecedent/subsequent elements of Maslow’s theory, 
distinguishing “deficiency needs”, namely children’s food, shelter, health, 
and psychological needs, from “growth needs”, encompassing academic 
work, achievement, and self-esteem. In arguing for the necessity of chil-
dren’s basic (or “deficiency”) needs being met as precursors to their learn-
ing (or “growth”) needs, Noltemeyer et al. (2021) help to explain why 
children in families with higher incomes and capital resources are typically 
well placed to have the motivation to pursue higher order growth needs.

Maslow’s work has met with important critique. By framing his theory 
as focused on human motivation, there is a risk that Maslow places too 
much emphasis on the responsibility of individuals for the decisions they 
make (Noltemeyer et al., 2021). This in turn, can be interpreted as blam-
ing individuals for their circumstances without recognising broader factors 
like precarity, gender, or race (Hill Collins & Bilge, 2020). We neverthe-
less argue that the idea of a hierarchy of needs is both commensurate 
with both ecological systems theory and theories of capital and an impor-
tant addition for the analysis in this book. When informed by sociological 
understandings of how social reproduction of advantage and disadvantage 
conditions a landscape (or ecological system) of inequality in education, 
Maslow’s hierarchy offers insight into the constellation of environmental 
factors that are central to children’s development, and which are particu-
larly thrown into disarray in a crisis.

1 FACING A CRISIS: FOREGROUNDING THE FUTURE 
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overvIew of the Book

This chapter sets the scene for the book, outlining how we examine the 
connection between equity and education in the context of crisis, with a 
particular focus on the COVID-19 pandemic. The book is based on an 
extensive analysis of international scholarly and grey literature, alongside 
primary data from key informants in Australia and New Zealand, repre-
senting schools and education systems as well as relevant non-government 
organisations and allied professions. An array of rich formal and informal 
networks and connections are drawn upon to develop the capabilities of 
children and young people—these too have been impacted by COVID-19 
related school closures and general geographical “lockdowns”. The 
longer- term effects of these choices upon learning and development are 
unfurling, and emerging data from the current crisis as well as experiences 
from past crises provide insight into how these are already affecting equity 
in education. Our argument here is that crises, such as the COVID-19 
pandemic, can exacerbate (and alter) inequalities, as well as present oppor-
tunities for action through sharpened attention for the need to address 
educational inequities. To address this, we need analyses from around and 
across the world, such as presented in this book.

In Australia, in the early days of the COVID-19 outbreak, the Federal 
Minister for Education sought expert advice from within the education 
field, leading to five rapid response reports 1. We produced one of these 
reports (see: Brown et al., 2020). What we learnt from that early work, 
and from ongoing reflection as education and health responses to the pan-
demic unfolded, suggested the need for a longer piece, enabling deeper 
analysis of the educational equity implications of the pandemic. We con-
sider research against different points in time—from interviews conducted 
early in the pandemic to later in the pandemic, and beyond. For example, 
at early points in the COVID-19 pandemic, feelings of stress in the educa-
tion system were evident in conversations with our research participants 
and correspondents. Sympathetic to that pressure, we continued our 
inquiry six months later and found that while the initial sense of being 
overwhelmed had abated, new and underlying educational issues were 
emerging, which are discussed throughout this book.

1 Available here: https://www.dese.gov.au/about-us/announcements/new-research- 
examine-potential-impact-remote-learning.

 E. S. RUDLING ET AL.
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Employing a pragmatic approach (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2008), the 
key methods and sources of information for our primary data are inter-
views and email correspondence with key informants. Purposive sampling 
methods were used to access key informants from national networks. The 
data is cross-sectoral, which in this study means that it includes several 
school sectors operating in Australia (e.g., government, Independent, 
Catholic, and flexible education systems as well as early childhood educa-
tion and care). It also goes beyond the education system to other key 
stakeholders who, as per Bronfenbrenner’s model (see above) influence 
learning and development.

Table 1.1 introduces the primary data collected during the two rounds 
of interviews. Five participants provided insights in both rounds.

The categories in the table above are used throughout the book to 
indicate the source of quotes. In addition, we contributed to two other 
research projects on the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on learning 
and on children’s experiences:

• Children’s experiences and conceptions of learning at home through 
COVID-19 (see Bourke et al., 2021).

• Learning through COVID-19 (see McDaid et  al., 2020, 2021a, 
2021b; Tomaszewski et al., 2022; Plage et al., 2022)

Throughout the book, we use publications from those projects as well 
as our own report (Brown et al., 2020) as a source of data, except where 
the data has not previously been published. As noted earlier, findings pre-
sented in this book are based on analysis of primary data sets as well as 
international scholarly literature and a wide range of grey literature, 

Table 1.1 Overview of Research Participant Sample

Category Number

School-based staff (i.e., teachers and support staff) 9
School-based leaders (i.e., principals and assistant principals) 7
Early childhood education and care (cross-sectoral) 3
Education system (cross-sectoral) 6
Advocacy Groups and Services (e.g. from NGOs, foundations, child advocacy 
bodies, and peak bodies)

10

Total number 35
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