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Abstract
The COVID-19 crisis has disrupted learning globally, exacerbating regional and 
global disparities that predated the pandemic. This rupture presents a unique oppor-
tunity to reimagine our educational system in times of both calm and crisis. Draw-
ing on the work of political scientist Kathleen Thelen and economist and philoso-
pher Amartya Sen, this article introduces a Framework for adaptability that outlines 
examples of flexible and equitable adaptation to change. The authors define adapt-
ability as the ability of educational systems to respond to rapidly changing circum-
stances while maintaining stability, promoting equality, and expanding substantive 
freedoms and well-being. The key components of educational adaptability are: (1) 
cooperation, (2) inclusion, and (3) flexibility. This article describes how adaptability 
in education might be facilitated at individual, community, state and global levels. 
The authors call attention to a critical need to collectivise our approach to risk at the 
level of national governance. They suggest that this can be achieved by coordinating 
various professional, scientific, corporate, community and governmental stakehold-
ers in order to ensure continuity in educational service provision, promoting lifelong 
learning and overall workforce participation.

Keywords Adaptability · Equality · Capabilities · Flexibilisation · COVID-19 · 
education in crisis

Résumé
Préparer l’éducation aux crises de demain : un cadre d’adaptabilité – La crise de la 
COVID-19 a perturbé l’apprentissage partout dans le monde, exacerbant les dispari-
tés régionales et mondiales antérieures à la pandémie. Cette rupture offre une occa-
sion unique de réinventer notre système d’éducation tant en période de calme que de 
crise. S’inspirant des travaux de la politologue Kathleen Thelen et de l’économiste 
et philosophe Amartya Sen, cet article présente un cadre d’adaptabilité qui esqui-
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sse quelques exemples d’adaptation flexible et équitable au changement. Les auteurs 
définissent l’adaptabilité comme la capacité des systèmes d’éducation à répondre 
à des situations qui évoluent rapidement et en même temps à maintenir la stabilité, 
à promouvoir l’égalité et à accroître des libertés et un bien-être essentiels. Les élé-
ments clés de l’adaptabilité éducative sont  : (1) la coopération, (2) l’inclusion et 
(3) la flexibilité. Cet article décrit comment l’adaptabilité pourrait être facilitée dans 
l’éducation aux niveaux des individus, de la communauté, de l’État et du monde. 
Ses auteurs attirent l’attention sur le besoin crucial de collectiviser notre approche 
du risque à l’échelle de la gouvernance nationale. Ils indiquent que l’on peut y par-
venir en coordonnant différents acteurs professionnels, scientifiques, entrepreneur-
iaux, communautaires et gouvernementaux afin d’assurer la continuité de l’offre des 
services éducatifs, de la promotion de l’apprentissage tout au long de la vie et de la 
participation générale de la main-d’œuvre.

Introduction

The COVID-19 crisis has disrupted learning globally, exacerbating regional and 
global disparities already existing before the onset of the pandemic. The manifes-
tations of this disruption are diverse, ranging from massive deschooling1 in some 
countries to unequal access and heavy reliance on parental efforts in others. The rup-
ture of our educational system as a result of the pandemic has exposed its endemic 
instability, itself a result of the neoliberal ideology on which the system rests. How-
ever, the disruption also presents an unprecedented opportunity to reimagine edu-
cation on a global scale. Tracing back the sources of instability in the system, it is 
evident that major forces of social change, including globalisation (Bauman 1998), 
technology (Bell 2005), and individualisation (Giddens 1991) have interacted with 
the neoliberal remaking of education to create a precarious system of provision 
even as regional and international actors have sought to expand and improve it. The 
marketisation, privatisation and standardisation of schooling have shifted responsi-
bility for the success of education to teachers, families and students, institutional-
ising exclusionary educational practices in the name of efficiency, academic excel-
lence and national competitiveness. These forces place pressure on the “common” 
or “public” function of education, insofar as it enhances people’s opportunities, life 
chances, well-being and freedoms, and furthers the establishment of just and equita-
ble societies for all (see Grace 1989). In the near future, further global challenges to 
educational provision, such as catastrophic climate events, are likely. It is thus criti-
cally important to consider how we might promote resilience, continuity and equal-
ity in education in times of both calm and crisis.

In this article, we put forth a Framework for adaptability to strengthen the abil-
ity of educational systems to respond to rapidly changing circumstances while 

1 Deschooling refers to “the action or process of removing a child from the school system so as to edu-
cate him or her at home; the transitional process undergone by a child removed from the school system” 
(OUP n.d.-a).
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maintaining stability, promoting equality, and expanding substantive freedoms and 
well-being. The framework supports the “common good” dimension of education, 
advocating for shared responsibility for financing, provision and governance, for 
collaborative solutions to common problems, and for the use of educational spaces 
to foster greater social empathy and global citizenship. We argue for shared educa-
tional responsibility based on the principle that the social and economic benefits of 
education accrue to society at large as well as to the individual, and that the rup-
ture of education therefore represents a risk to us all. COVID-19 has highlighted 
the degree to which the power of elites is dependent on the marginalised. As such, it 
offers us a unique moment to call upon elite actors and decision-makers to commit 
to placing the rights of the many above the needs of the few.

We propose that the key components of educational adaptability are: (1) coopera-
tion, (2) inclusion, and (3) flexibility. Establishing these behaviours as norms creates 
a virtuous cycle in support of educational resilience, because each component aids 
the achievement of the remaining components. The article also describes how adapt-
ability in education might be facilitated at the individual, community, state, and 
global levels, calling attention to the critical need to collectivise risk and responsi-
bility. We argue for a generative approach that provides alternate pathways to educa-
tion and addresses the unique contexts of communities around the world.

Identifying destabilising trends in education

Since the 1980s, the rise of neoliberal policymaking has refashioned the educational 
landscape. Within the neoliberal paradigm, the marketisation of schools was pro-
moted as the most efficient means by which nations could improve student outcomes, 
enhance growth, and promote national competitiveness (Friedman and Friedman 
1980). This belief is grounded in two core neoclassical economic notions. The first 
is that exposure to unregulated markets allocates resources to their most efficient use 
(Friedman 1955). The second is that education should be viewed as an investment in 
human capital in support of a more productive society (Becker 1994). In the educa-
tion sector this led to privatisation, decentralisation, deregulation, assessment and 
competition, as well as a shift away from the notion of education as a public good 
and towards private gain. Although neoliberalism originated in the Global North, 
recession in the Global South throughout the 1980s resulted in the spread of neo-
liberal policies there too, embedded in the structural adjustment programmes and 
educational reforms undertaken by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the 
World Bank (Rizvi 2017; Robertson 2007).

This trend continued in the later decades of the 20th century with the Education 
for All (EFA) initiative led by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cul-
tural Organization (UNESCO) and the push towards global goal-setting, most nota-
bly the United Nations Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) to be achieved by 
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2015.2 This groundbreaking international consensus represented an important step 
towards the formation of globally accepted human rights and environmental norms. 
However, due to the continuing influence of neoliberalism, the specific educational 
investments undertaken by international lending organisations were based on rate 
of return3 modelling whose primary goal was moving individuals out of poverty, 
rather than promoting social justice, human rights and inclusive educational systems 
(Jones 1997; Lauglo 1996; Mundy 1998; Torres 2011).

Although the neoliberal focus on education for human capital formation 
promoted educational investment, it also discounted the social role of education as a 
common good (Torres 2011; Popkewitz 1991; Apple 1982), fostered a deficit view4 
of educational gaps (Baldridge 2014; Pitzer 2015), further advantaged wealthy 
students and families (Giroux 2002), and skirted issues of fairness and opportunity 
(Barker and Feiner 2004). It thus hindered the potential for education to advance 
moral and social progress by imbuing values such as tolerance, respect, compassion, 
empathy and understanding towards the “other” (Desjardins and Schuller 2006). 
Instead, neoliberalism narrowed the scope of education, making it more about 
achieving competitive advantage by getting a more prestigious job and enhancing 
one’s social status (Brown 2013). The focus on competition for individual gain 
fragmented society and reinforced exclusionary practices based on unequal social 
and power relations (Apple 1993; Ball 2016). These persistent inequalities have 
been exacerbated as schools rely increasingly on technology, cleaving a “digital 
divide” between those who have access to computers, tablets and reliable internet 
and those who do not (Teodoro 2020). Effectively, the neoliberal championing of 
possessive individualism (Kingfisher 2002; Robertson 2007, also see Macpherson 
2010 [1962]) commodified education and skills, trivialising alternate notions of the 
value of education. This led to instability, lack of cooperation, educational exclusion, 
and increasing inequality across and within nations, reflected in ever-increasing gaps 
in wealth, income, educational attainment and socio-economic mobility (Piketty and 
Goldhammer 2014).

Despite these negative trends, the concerted efforts of social and political elites 
have ensured that the neoliberal vision of economic and cultural development 
remains hegemonic (Kwak 2017; Rizvi 2017). In fact, neoliberalism has become 
so deeply ingrained in the modern socio-political psyche that it is seen as common 
sense and rarely questioned (Harvey 2005; Tiainen et  al. 2019; Torres 2011). We 
suggest that the pursuit of stable and sustainable educational systems necessitates a 
new common sense grounded in the collectivisation of risk and shared responsibil-
ity, bringing back the principle of education as a public good.

4 Deficit thinking is “the idea that minority students labor under intellectual handicaps because of their 
family structure, linguistic background, and culture” (Valencia 2010, p. ix).

2 The Education for All agenda (2000–2015) pursued 8 Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). For 
more information, visit https ://www.un.org/mille nnium goals / [accessed 25 November 2020].
3 Rate of return refers to “the annual income from an investment expressed as a proportion (usually a 
percentage) of the original investment” (OUP n.d.-b).

https://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/
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Sen, Thelen and the collectivisation of risk

Our new common sense builds on the work of economist and philosopher Amar-
tya Sen and political scientist Kathleen Thelen. Amartya Sen’s work (Sen 1999, 
2005, 2013) provides an ethical grounding from which to consider the relation-
ship between education, individual freedom, equality, and human development. 
According to Sen,

education makes us the human beings we are. It has major impacts on eco-
nomic development, on social equity, and gender equity. In all kinds of 
ways, our lives are transformed by education … in my judgment [education 
is] the biggest priority in the world (Husain 2003).

Sen offers a humanistic view of development, highlighting the importance of 
recognising the suffering of others, the extent to which our behaviour contributes 
to, or benefits from, the misery of others, and our responsibility as global citizens 
to improve the human condition, to the extent that that we are able.

In Sen’s view, development should consist of the removal of substantial 
“unfreedoms” that “leave people with little choice and little opportunity of exer-
cising their reasoned agency” in pursuit of the “beings and doings” they have 
reason to value (Sen 1999, p. xii). In contrast to a narrow definition of develop-
ment where education is associated with the expansion of productive capacity, 
Sen argues that “the benefits of education … exceed its role as human capital in 
commodity production”, both in terms of the benefits that accrue to the individual 
and those that accrue to society at large (ibid., p. 294). In this understanding of 
development, education is a key component of freedom, which itself is both the 
means and the end of development. Access to education is a human right and 
society shares collective responsibility for its provision (Sen 2013).

In practice, development, including access to education, is enhanced by 
expanding one’s set of choices and agency in determining one’s own path (Sen 
1999; Robeyns 2005; Drèze and Sen 1995). Since the ability to attend school is 
mediated by individual and local contexts, which may either expand or contract 
one’s choices (Sen 1999), it is critical that these voices are embedded within a 
structure that expands educational opportunity and provides individual flexibility. 
While Sen’s work provides a moral grounding for the expansion of one’s feasible 
choices, he stops short of offering the specific means through which this might be 
accomplished. We therefore draw on the work of Kathleen Thelen (2014), who 
illustrates a practical means of deploying the state in order to provide holistic and 
freedom-enhancing educational systems.

Kathleen Thelen’s work sets out a practical way to harness the power of the 
state to create an inclusive and flexible educational system. Thelen argues that 
capitalism emerges in distinct ways which are mediated by state, labour and cor-
porate interactions in different political regimes (Thelen 2004; Esping-Andersen 
1990). She contrasts the political economy of neoliberalism with one of liberal-
ism and social solidarity embedded in flexible and inclusive systems, proposing 
that the survival of institutions depends upon “active ongoing adaptation to the 
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social, political, and market context in which they are embedded” (Thelen 2004, 
p. 5). Thelen draws on the concept of embedded flexibilisation5 to describe how 
this is achieved. She envisages educational systems that allow society to adapt 
to changes in the market by providing flexible and diverse educational pathways 
over the lifespan (i.e. lifelong learning). She argues that subsidising the partici-
pation of a broader array of social stakeholders provides systemic stability and 
reduces the social stigma associated with (re)training by involving society at large 
in education’s success.

An educational system designed this way contrasts with the accelerating process 
of risk privatisation associated with the neoliberal reformation of education (see 
also Hacker 2004). Risk privatisation is heightened during times of uncertainty and 
crisis (Klein 2007; Nadesan 2013). In the context of COVID-19, the lack of col-
lective culpability for the sustainability of education is causing educational systems 
to collapse. For this reason, we deem collectivisation of risk a key component of 
our proposed Framework for adaptability. We define collectivisation of risk as the 
mitigation of individual risk through cooperation and the establishment of collective 
responsibility for educational provision. Risk is collectivised by creating structures 
which absorb the risk of exclusion from education and the social exclusion that can 
result. Successful collectivisation of educational risk requires a shared assessment of 
mutual vulnerability to external shocks. The state, companies, labour organisations 
and communities must coordinate their activities in order to attenuate the risk of 
educational exclusion. Multi-level and multi-stakeholder communication, collabora-
tion and cooperation must be embedded in an integrated system which establishes 
global, national and local connectivity and shared responsibility.

A framework for individual, community, state and global adaptability

The primary goals of our proposed Framework for adaptability are to embed 
resilience in the educational system such that it can spontaneously reconfigure in 
response to internal or external shocks in times of crisis, and to provide for freedom-
enhancing lifelong and life-wide education in times of relative calm (Bristow and 
Healy 2014; Martin and Sunley 2007). Critical elements of the framework include: 
(1) cooperation, (2) inclusion, and (3) flexibility within and between stakeholders at 
the individual, community, state and global levels.

Figure  1 provides a visual representation of the overall framework. In the fol-
lowing sections we provide an explanation of the constituent levels and the interac-
tions between cooperation, inclusion and flexibility at the individual, community, 
state and global levels. The processes of cooperation, inclusion and flexibility are 
intertwined and recursive within, between and across levels of scale. Although we 
have separated four levels of scale hierarchically for visualisation purposes, stability 

5 “Embedded flexibilization … involves a combination of market-promoting labor-market policies, but 
combined with social programs designed to ease the adaptation of society, especially its weaker seg-
ments, to changes in the market (flexicurity) “(Thelen 2012, p. 147).
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Figure 2  Cross-section of the Framework for adaptability at the individual level

Figure 3  Cross-section of the Framework for adaptability at the community level
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Figure 4  Cross-section of the Framework for adaptability at the state level

Figure 5  Cross-section of the Framework for adaptability at the global level
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within the system relies on interaction and negotiation between levels. This is indi-
cated by the collectivisation of risk across the framework – from the individual to 
the global and vice versa – as a core component of systemic support. Figures 2, 3, 4 
and 5 illustrate the components at each level.

Individual and interpersonal networks

Attending to interpersonal relationships and individual contexts is a key component 
of the Framework for adaptability, which prioritises the needs of individuals within 
their families, classrooms and communities. At this level, cooperation, inclusion 
and flexibility are facilitated by complex networks of interpersonal interactions (Fig-
ure 2), which are essential for social resilience (Bristow and Healy 2014), and by 
the provision of educational options that suit individual contexts. Within individual 
networks, any actor can link to any other actor, who in turn links to third actors 
through lines of communication, common tasks, agreements or other relationships 
(ibid.). An open network of connections between actors can help solve educational 
exclusion by ensuring that the most vulnerable are strengthened by their connections 
to others. For example, during the current pandemic, teachers in El Salvador, the 
Dominican Republic and Jamaica are connecting with caregivers and students using 
WhatsApp, while in Austria school counselling services are available by phone 
(World Bank 2020). These networks are flexible in that they embed linkages to a 
more complex set of actors in order to better serve the needs of students.

As well as allowing students to rely on a broader network of individuals, mean-
ingful classroom interactions benefit society at large. The power of the classroom 
can be harnessed both to support students’ individual social and emotional well-
being and to advance broader social cohesiveness and cooperation. Examples of 
the former include educators in China taking time to help students understand their 
own identity and society, and efforts in Singapore to support teachers through pro-
fessional development (Reimers 2017). As for the latter, curriculum enhancements 
related to global citizenship can foster respect for diversity, solidarity and a shared 
sense of humanity (UNESCO 2018).

Expanding interpersonal networks and promoting meaningful interactions at the 
individual level also fosters educational inclusion by ensuring that students feel val-
ued and fully integrated. This manifests itself in a respectful attitude during dialogue 
and action, where students value and appreciate one another’s contributions (Cooper 
2009). Inclusion also manifests itself as recognising when a student or family is 
absent or struggling and taking shared steps to provide support, through restorative 
practices which bring students back into a holistic and productive relationship with 
their community (Carter 2013; Gregory et al. 2016). Individuals engaged in complex 
and meaningful interpersonal networks are also better connected to the wider local 
educational and community system. Fostering interpersonal connections strength-
ens community connections, particularly when efforts are made to bring individuals 
together in community groups. When multiple paths are available by which educa-
tion can be entered and re-entered over the lifespan, individuals are better able to 
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reintegrate and to benefit from a flexible system which adapts to changes in indi-
vidual circumstances (Schuller et al. 2004).

Flexibility and inclusion are further enhanced when individuals have access 
to multiple modalities of education and multiple points of access over a lifetime. 
Over-reliance on any one modality creates conditions of systemic exclusion and 
the possibility of educational collapse. In the push to promote the expansion of 
21st-century skills and online learning technologies, policymakers have overlooked 
the fact that “more than 40 per cent of students worldwide have no Internet access 
at home” (UN 2020). According to data collected by the UNESCO and partners, 
“nearly 90 per cent of students in sub-Saharan Africa do not have household 
computers” and “82 per cent are unable to get online” (UN 2020). Even under 
conditions of 100 per cent connectivity, a severe external shock could wipe out or 
overburden even the best-laid infrastructure. In response to the COVID-19 crisis, 
countries are currently scrambling to provide alternative modes of education, such as 
learning through television and radio (e.g. France, Kenya and Botswana), telephone 
tutoring (e.g. Nigeria and South Africa) and telephone check-ins between teachers 
and parents (e.g. the United States), as well as other non-digital and non-electronic 
means of communication such as workbooks, take-home packets and tactile learning 
aids (e.g. Vietnam, Brazil) (World Bank 2020; UNICEF 2020). Prioritising global 
connectivity while simultaneously advancing less technologically dependent options 
promotes flexibility, inclusion and adaptability.

Educational spaces and community connectivity

We understand an educational space as the centre of a community. In Western con-
texts, the school is the typical educational space. However, other informal settings 
can also serve an educational function, including homes, churches and community 
centres. Educational spaces facilitate community connectivity (Figure 3), which can 
enhance adaptability and resilience by bringing individuals into contact with one 
another. The educational space is a site where identities converge and are contested, 
and where individuals can share different viewpoints and experiences as members 
of the community. An educational space is also a place where a community comes 
together to discuss the meaning and purpose of education. Facilitating positive social 
interactions within and between diverse groups reduces prejudice, improves social 
harmony, and contributes to a shared sense of responsibility, purpose and identity 
(Allport 1954; Brown and Hewstone 2005; Hodson et al. 2018; Pettigrew 1998). We 
acknowledge that this is not always the case, as interactions between communities 
can be violent and traumatic (Pratt 1991). Ideally, however, communities reach a 
consensus about their shared interests and cooperate to provide stable and sustaina-
ble education (Mitchell and Sackney 2011; Wickes 2010). The relationship between 
the community and the educational space is therefore co-constitutional: communi-
ties form around educational spaces and/or educational spaces emerge from within 
communities.

Community cooperation manifests itself in collective mobilisation based on shared 
aims, negotiated and constructed through generative dialogue (Jäppinen and Sarja 
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2012). Community-led processes identify needs, aims and strategies in ways that can 
be adjusted as circumstances evolve (Ensor et al. 2018; Reid et al. 2009). Within edu-
cational communities, cooperation and inclusion manifest themselves as parity in par-
ticipation and decision making (Fraser 2013). This can provide flexible solutions to 
the provision of education by creating opportunities for creative problem-solving and 
sharing of resources between diverse stakeholders. Cooperation between community 
groups can enhance adaptability by developing culturally and contextually appropriate 
plans of action that promote equitable and continuous educational provision (Hodson 
et al. 2018). Continuity of provision during a crisis is most likely to succeed when com-
munities work together to sustain the extra-academic functions of educational spaces 
(e.g. nutrition, health and childcare). For example, during the COVID-19 crisis, reli-
gious communities in Indonesia assisted in promoting rapid educational adaptation 
by coordinating schools, health facilities, volunteers and clerics (Djalante et al. 2020). 
Community leaders in China responded cooperatively by buying and delivering gro-
ceries and medications to families in lockdown (Wamsley 2020). In the United States 
(US), volunteer groups provided childcare and financial assistance (Matthew 2020), 
helping to fulfil in part the role schools typically play as sites for community care and 
support. These coordinated efforts also help sustain the function of educational spaces 
as centres of communal well-being.

Strong relationships between professionals, educators, families, community lead-
ers and community members can ensure the continued coordination of schooling 
and attend to the community’s varied needs. However, in today’s world, communi-
ties and their needs are not static, but change over time in response to social and 
economic trends. Flexibility and inclusion are therefore enhanced by protocols for 
welcoming all members into the educational community, and for remaining in con-
tact as community members shift locations. For this to succeed, communities need 
to develop a sense of solidarity around shared ideas that transcend their differences. 
This solidarity, however, is exactly what the individualistic neoliberal framework 
lacks. Instead, it promotes exclusivity within, between and outside of schools, seg-
regating students according to social class or performance. Our vision, in contrast, 
centres around networks within and between communities that can accommodate 
diverse identities and educational modalities, thereby enhancing socio-emotional 
well-being (Hodson et al. 2018; Phalet and Baysu 2020; Zuma 2014). Lastly, it is 
important to note that strong connections between communities, whether geographi-
cal or imaginary, can promote regional solidarity, creating conditions for more pro-
ductive collective bargaining and coordination with the state. Educational spaces 
therefore serve as a foundation for greater connectivity across rural, suburban, urban 
and regional communities. The strength of this connectivity improves collective 
adaptability and resilience, serving the needs of the many, rather than the few.

The state and the risk of social exclusion

Having established our view of education as a key component of human develop-
ment and a fundamental human right, we argue that the state (Figure 4) is respon-
sible for establishing legal and institutional frameworks that prioritise stability, 
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equality and continuity in educational provision. In addition, we take the perspec-
tive that education is a public good whose social and economic benefits accrue to 
society as well as to the individual (Grace 1989; Desjardins, forthcoming). Prior-
itising adaptive educational systems therefore benefits all levels of society by cre-
ating a means of sustainable, equitable and inclusive social and economic devel-
opment. On these grounds, we argue that the state is best suited to bear primary 
responsibility for reducing risk in education.

Collectivising risk at state level externalises individual financial and structural 
risk in education. In the most inclusive educational systems, state financing of 
education is coupled with broad structural accommodation for all, creating sys-
tems that are resilient in times of crisis and provide for lifelong and life-wide 
pathways to education. Resilient and inclusive educational frameworks featuring 
strong state support, such as those in Sweden and Denmark, promote advanced 
lifelong learning with high participation rates even among the unemployed, 
immigrants, older adults, less educated workers and low-skilled adults (Rubenson 
and Desjardins 2009; Desjardins 2017).

Adaptive educational systems can therefore provide lifelong learning opportu-
nities for all by offering continual opportunities for (re)integration into education 
and training over the lifespan. When the state, companies and employers cooper-
ate to coordinate educational provision through economic and political coalitions, 
a more equitable and sustainable education system results. Such a system makes 
room for education via apprenticeship, for adults as well as young people. Includ-
ing both the employed and the unemployed in this way is crucial to reducing stig-
matisation associated with differentiated training. Denmark’s education system 
provides a good example of this (Thelen 2014). Strong frameworks such as these 
are critical to inclusion, since they also help reduce stigma associated with social 
identity categories (e.g. age, language, ethnicity, ability, class). The state can also 
embed educational flexibility by offering modular training (where students obtain 
credit for completing small, discrete self-contained units of coursework [see 
Dejene 2019]) and by allowing students to personalise their training according to 
their individual preferences. These options can be accessed in times of both calm 
and crisis. Furthermore, education systems can mitigate the risk of educational 
exclusion by dismantling traditional boundaries such as vocational vs. academic, 
initial vs. continuing and youth vs. adult education (Nelson 2010). In short, pro-
moting adaptability, flexibility and inclusion through cooperation at state level 
attenuates the impact of economic slowdowns by facilitating transitions while 
protecting all members of society, especially the most vulnerable.

State funding for education represents a political commitment to work towards 
a just and equitable society where the removal of “unfreedoms” enables citizens 
to live a life they value (Sen 1999). The state’s political commitment to education 
extends beyond its borders to the global level, reflecting a shared commitment to 
human rights, peace and sustainability.
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Global coordination for peace and sustainability

The move towards global goal-setting has established unprecedented levels of shared 
commitment within the United Nations (UN). Globally shared commitments to edu-
cation in the MDGs and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)6 have served 
as important benchmarks to guide national policies and the flow of investments. 
Substantial progress towards global educational parity has been achieved, despite 
considerable variation in socio-political and economic perspectives (UN 2015). The 
UN has historically remained a space where views are contested, but on the whole, 
global peace, diplomacy and cooperation, as the primary mandate of the UN, have 
prevailed (UN 1945).

Nevertheless, tensions resulting from differing levels of power and privilege 
between countries remain, and have in many cases been exacerbated by the COVID-
19 pandemic. In addition to the long-term disproportionate influence of the Global 
North within the UN’s governing bodies and lending institutions, increased reliance 
in the last 20 years on earmarked donations from private corporations and founda-
tions threatens the UN’s multilateral character and undermines democratic global 
governance:

Private funding runs the risk of turning UN agencies, funds and programmes 
into contractors for bilateral or public-private projects [where] multilateral 
mandates become increasingly difficult to carry out, as a profusion of ear-
marked projects undermines coherence, planning and coordinated action (Seitz 
and Martens 2017, p. 48).

In the light of these dangers, we argue that, while the UN is uniquely positioned 
to improve cooperation, inclusion and flexibility by promoting coordination among 
diverse stakeholders, care should be taken to ensure that these stakeholders really 
are sufficiently diverse, and that the voices of individuals and local communities are 
reflected in the UN’s educational undertakings. The different levels of the frame-
work for adaptability must be bound into a cohesive system of shared responsibility 
which does not simply constitute a rubber stamping of educational approaches ema-
nating from the Global North.

For example, donors might be required to develop educational strategies in col-
laboration with local communities and NGOs, including rural villages, indigenous 
peoples, migrants and refugees. This would help ensure that negotiated solutions 
are fit for purpose, that they mitigate the risk of exclusion, that they provide for the 
continuation of education in the event of a future health, climate, or migration crisis, 
and that they take into consideration aspects of well-being beyond mere workforce 
development.

With these caveats in mind, we recognise that educational adaptability at the 
global level involves cooperation between networks of international actors working 

6 Building on the 8 Millennium Development Goals of the EFA agenda (2000–2015), the United Nations 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (2015–2030) pursues 17 goals. For more information, visit 
https ://sdgs.un.org/goals  [accessed 25 November 2020).

https://sdgs.un.org/goals
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towards a shared commitment to global educational equality. Collaboration between 
actors from multiple sectors and institutions (e.g. education, health, business) can 
render systems better prepared to cope with crises, because when information and 
resources are shared, it is easier to coordinate a rapid and appropriate response. 
Inclusion is enhanced when open channels of communication are fostered between 
governments and stakeholders, representing the educational needs of all popula-
tions. Open public discourse creates a space to contest and scrutinise those in power, 
promoting inclusive solutions to educational provision. Collaboration between net-
works of stakeholders also enhances flexibility. For example, the Global Education 
Coalition7 launched by UNESCO in the wake of the outbreak of the COVID-19 pan-
demic is bringing together a diverse array of partners, including the International 
Labour Organization (ILO), the UN High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR), the 
World Health Organization (WHO), the World Bank, the International Telecommu-
nication Union (ITU), corporate partners such as Microsoft, Google and Facebook, 
and philanthropic and non-profit organisations, including Khan Academy, Dubai 
Cares, Profuturo and Sesame Street (UNESCO 2020).

Critical discussion

The Framework for adaptability presented above outlines an approach to education 
that promotes resilience at the systemic level. It values mutual caring and dialogue 
over profit-seeking, precision and standardisation. Adaptability involves modulating 
educational provision without having to change the entire system and without dis-
solving into chaos. This capacity at each of the four levels we analyse is critical 
not only during crises, but also in times of stability. In times of global crisis, chil-
dren may experience increased vulnerability due to illness and lack of stable hous-
ing, food and income, resulting in anxiety and trauma for them and their caregiv-
ers (UNICEF 2020). A well-designed system should therefore assure students at all 
times of adequate nutrition and housing, freedom from violence, access to learn-
ing materials, and a means of receiving feedback on their work (see also Nussbaum 
2001).

The massive deschooling resulting from measures to curb the spread of COVID-
19 has shown that adaptability is crucial and that teachers, caregivers and students 
depend on each other as they work together to address basic needs while also main-
taining the provision of education. Unfortunately, most school systems are still sub-
ject to an industrial logic of efficiency which does not allow them, or the people 
within them, to adapt as circumstances change. Whilst national economies have 

7 The Global Education Coalition is a platform for collaboration and exchange to protect the right to 
education during the COVID-19 pandemic and beyond. This coalition among more than 140 members 
from the UN family, civil society, academia and the private sector takes action in four ways (1) Under-
standing needs on the ground; (2) Cooperating with Ministries of Education and local communities; (3) 
Leveraging the commitments and strengths of Coalition members; and (4) Implementing impactful solu-
tions. For more information, visit https ://globa leduc ation coali tion.unesc o.org/ [accessed 25 November 
2020].

https://globaleducationcoalition.unesco.org/
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shifted over time from agrarian to manufacturing, or from manufacturing to ser-
vice, education systems have struggled to adapt to hyperconnectivity, information 
access and inequality at the birth of the 3rd millennium. The forces of neoliberal-
ism, globalisation, technology and individualism have called into question the gen-
erally accepted notion that education is a public good, shifting responsibility for its 
success away from public bodies and onto individuals, teachers and families. If left 
unchecked, the shocks caused by COVID-19 and other crises of the future are likely 
to interact with these forces, exacerbating existing problems.

Our proposed Framework for adaptability is not about forming exhaustive or pre-
scriptive tailored learning plans to turn each child into an ideal citizen with a prede-
termined set of competencies (Lundahl and Brunila 2020). Rather, it places ultimate 
responsibility for embedding flexibility on the entity responsible for the provision of 
education as a human right: the state. In this role, the state does not act alone, but in 
dialogue with a multitude of organisations, institutions and communities. The state 
represents the public collectively, and as such is responsible for the financial burden 
of the collective risk of educational disruption. There is still room for market or cor-
porate engagement with education, but it is subordinated to social solidarity through 
collective organisation.

We propose a turn away from the industrial logic of efficiency, standardisation 
and perfect communication, towards a biological and metabolic understanding of the 
natural rhythms of adaptive systems (González de Molina and Toledo 2014; Stein 
et  al. 2019).8 Natural systems are resilient because they are responsive to change. 
They feature intertwining networks of actors and organically self-organising patterns 
which emerge from local environments and incorporate diversity and redundancy 
(Mehaffy and Salingaros 2017). In human social systems, adaptability is based on 
democratic values of dialogue, diversity and open communication. The framework 
sees the plurality of human experience and meets students where they are, as people 
who are at once persistent and changing, vulnerable and resilient. The long-term 
goal will be to nurture a new politics of adaptation which instead of looking back to 
outdated liberal models opens up “conditions for the possibility of adaptation” and 
change (Rosa 2017, p. 9). Further work is required to render the framework capable 
of addressing the complex problems of the future and extending it to encompass 
additional critical areas and theories, for example climate change and ecopedagogy9 
(Misiaszek and Torres 2019). The frameworks of the future will need to look beyond 
the human to create different forms of collaborative “world-making projects”, in 
education and beyond (Tsing 2015).

Crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic offer an opportunity to break with the 
past and reimagine our shared future. A growing recognition of the failures of neo-
liberalism over the past 40 years is already evident in economics. Neoliberal ide-
ologies are increasingly being challenged by economic approaches that highlight 

8 An adaptive system is a complex evolving network of elements capable of self-(re)organisation and 
transformation in response to its environment.
9 Ecopedagogy is based on Paulo Freire’s “pedagogy for transformational actions toward ending socio‐
environmental injustices” (Misiaszek and Torres 2019).
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sustainability and shared prosperity within the means of the planet, rather than tar-
geting unending growth and reliance on trickle-down effects (Boushey 2019; Davis 
2006; Piketty and Goldhammer 2014; Raworth 2017; Stiglitz 2019, 2017). We also 
see evidence of this shift in the international political commitment to the SDGs, and 
in the various ways local institutions have found to moderate the market in differ-
ent contexts, such as those outlined above. In suggesting resistance to the damaging 
forces of neoliberalism, we do not suggest the erasure of the market. Rather, we 
stand with those social scientists who question the efficacy of the market in provid-
ing and reforming public goods such as education. We argue that excessive mar-
ketisation, particularly the marketisation of education and political processes, under-
mines democracy and fractures society (Stiglitz 2019; Torres 2008). The current 
scramble to remake education in the wake of COVID-19 reveals a collective appetite 
for social change. As Arundhati Roy (2020) says, the pandemic is “a portal”. Collec-
tively we will choose which ideas we carry with us to build the future.

Conclusion

This article proposes a Framework for adaptability which defines education as a 
public good. It argues for shared responsibility for the financing, provision and gov-
ernance of education, in order to enable the collaboration needed to solve common 
problems. We have proposed that the collectivisation of risk is a viable mitigating 
response to the vulnerability exposed and exacerbated by crises, combining three 
principles: cooperation, inclusion and flexibility. Education is a powerful force for 
cooperative, inclusive and flexible action, because it enables us to weave together 
a common fabric across multiple levels of society. The ongoing COVID-19 crisis 
provides an opportunity to rethink how individuals, communities, nations and our 
global society can work together to make our educational systems more resilient to 
global crises.

The ongoing impact of the current pandemic on educational and economic sys-
tems worldwide has shown the individualistic neoliberal conception of education to 
be unsustainable. Modern global connectivity mandates sustainable systems which 
account for our interdependence and mutual vulnerabilities. It is time to develop 
new frameworks which connect diverse networks of people and systems, grounded 
in interpersonal cooperation and inclusion and providing flexible modes and path-
ways to education. The individualisation of risk, framed as common sense in the 
predominant neoliberal discourse, is increasingly seen as an ineffective response to 
common crises. Flexibility is required at the collective level. This will only become 
more pressing as we move into a future beset with risks and dangers that will con-
tinue to threaten education, chief among them climate change. We hope that gov-
ernments around the world will use the opportunity arising from the experience of 
the COVID-19 pandemic to reimagine and restructure educational systems, making 
them more resilient and more freedom-enhancing.
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