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Editorial Note

Worldwide Educational Responses to the Pandemic: Issue Four of Four

In these challenging times the Commonwealth Council for Educational Administration and
Management (CCEAM) is exploring ways to help support the education community to continue
to do their important work. As one of the oldest journals in the educational leadership field, the
academic journal of CCEAM, International Studies in Educational Administration is well placed to
make an important contribution and so four issues of the journal have been devoted to focusing
on responses to the coronavirus pandemic that is currently gripping our world.

As the editor, I invited short articles that either describe country or more local responses to
education during the pandemic, or short articles that provide educators with knowledge to help
them lead their educational organisations during this time. From more than 150 submissions, 60
papers were accepted for publication. The four issues were published between the July and
October, 2020. Most of the papers are not empirical research papers, but rather informed opinion
pieces documenting personal observations of local educational responses to the pandemic crisis,
or about key leadership and management ideas that will help educators lead through the crisis
and after.

Across the papers there are 29 countries represented, including: Australia, Bangladesh, Barbados,
Canada, China (mainland, Hong Kong and Macau), Cyprus, Ghana, Indonesia, India, Italy,
Jamaica, Japan, Kenya, Liberia, Malaysia, New Zealand, Nigeria, Pakistan, Philippines,
Singapore, Somalia, South Africa, Sweden, Thailand, Turkey, United Arab Emirates, United
Kingdom, United States of America, and Vietnam. There are papers also focussing on the broader
contexts of Africa, Arab countries, Asia, and the wider world. Conceptual papers include foci on
leadership ideas to do with adaption, crisis and future education. There are papers reporting on
early empirical research. The papers were not limited to any education sector and so there are
papers focussing on pre-school, school, post-school, tertiary, and other education providers.

In this fourth issue there are 14 papers to conclude the series; unfortunately some intended papers
were not able to meet the requirements for publication. This issue begins with two papers that
report on early empirical research of educational responses to the pandemic, and then the
remaining papers are grouped by geographical location and presented alphabetically; the papers
provide a diverse view of country responses from 11 countries and covering school and
university sectors. The last paper is larger than the other papers. This was a paper that was sent
to the journal in October for possible inclusion in a regular issue. With this last issue on the
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pandemic having less than the 15 papers anticipated, I decided to publish this larger paper in this
issue as it clearly is related to the special issues. Table 1 provides a summary of the papers.

Table 1: Summary of Papers for the Fourth Pandemic Special Issue

Paper | Authors Country Paper summary
Focus
1 Stephan Huber Germany, Reporting on one of the largest and earliest

Austria and surveys about the pandemic impact on
Switzerland schools, this paper covers broad findings
from 24,000 students, parents, school staff,
school leaders, school authority and school
system support personnel across Austria,
Germany and Switzerland. Findings noted
include: impact on all actors; appreciation
and recognition of teachers from parents;
increased use of digitisation, learning
technologies, differentiation, and blended
learning; increased gaps in learning and
inclusion within and between schools; and,
appreciation for the importance of
motivation and emotion to learning. The
paper suggests a school improvement
strategy based on innovating, sustaining and
optimising considerations.

2 Eleftheria Greece Another early piece of empirical research on
Argyropoulou, school impact of the pandemic, this paper
Christina—Henrietta used interviews with 36 principals in Greek
Syka and Markos primary and secondary schools. Principals
Papaioannou had to deal with technical/infrastructure

deficiencies and they needed to
communicate daily with school community
members (teachers, students, parents) to
provide guidance and psychological
support. Whilst there was a strong
operational/managerial aspect to keep
schools functioning, there was also a
heightened need for leadership focused on
emotional/psychological needs of the school
community.
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Nidal Al Haj Arab The author provides a commentary on
Sleiman countries school responses to the pandemic in the
Arab region and an analysis of pre-existing
gaps and deficiencies in the educational
systems. Whilst critical of responses, and
highlighting existing disparities between
school sectors in most countries, the paper
argues for engagement and empowerment
of school community members as a way to
enhance schooling.

Helen Goode, Australia This paper reports on a 64-school Catholic
Rachel system in a regional area of Australia. It
McGennisken and highlights how the system was well
Emma Rutherford prepared to respond to the pandemic with

leveraging existing strengths and adopting
an adaptive leadership approach helpful in
responding rapidly to remote learning
provision.

Gerard Houlihan Australia This paper reports on a school’s rapid

response to a seven-month school closure
during the pandemic and how the school
developed a student welfare program that
ensured all students had tools to help them
cope (digital dashboard and coaching
framework) and how they were connected to
a staff member to help support them.

Joysi Moraes, Brazil Reporting on school and university systems
Sandra R. H. in Brazil, the authors highlight the different
Mariano and responses by the private and public systems,
Bruno F. B. Dias and how the better resourced private
systems were able to keep their institutions
functioning well through remote learning
provision. Differences across states and
municipalities in terms of leadership and
resources were noted.

Kadia Hylton- Jamaica The authors provide an overview of the
Fraser and pandemic on school education in Jamaica
Kamilah Hylton and then provide two personal accounts of
the authors as parents trying to navigate
remote learning. This leads to a concluding
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section that doesn’t try to predict what
happens next, but rather suggests that a
diverse approach - edu-diverse - will
provide some protection for future crises.

8 Valrie J. McKenzie Jamaica This paper explores the impact and
and Carla St. J. challenges of providing a dental education
Gabbidon program in Jamaica when universities were

forced to close and move to remote learning.
The paper provides a nuanced view into the
management during lockdown of a program
that requires practical work.

9 Winsome Russell, Jamaica The authors of this paper provide a
Greg-Louis comprehensive view of how a university in
Austin, Karlene Jamaica was able to quickly respond to
Barton, Nadine university closures and still provide quality
Nugent, Donna undergraduate and graduate programs. Use
Sanderson Kerr, of quality assurance processes and risk
Ro-Shane Neil and assessment strategies proved helpful during

) the crisis and strengthening of these areas
Teneisha . . . .
will help the university in future crises.
Lee-Lawrence

10 Sena Agbodjah Ghana The authors describe a rapid, carefully
Agyepong, Angela considered university transition to
Owusu-Ansah and remote learning through an on-line
William Ohene teaching program focused on quality
Annoh over quantity, and which

provided additional ~ support  for
students in need. It seems that students
have been supportive of the program
provided.

11 Ndubuisi Friday Somalia In this paper the author focuses on the
Ugwu implications on health education programs

in Somalia during school closure. Closing of
schools has serious health implications for
students and a move to an on-line provision
of health education was viewed as being
important. The paper explores the
challenges with doing this and recommends
a range of technology and infrastructure
improvements.
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12 Terry W. Burwell UAE In the next paper, a principal reports on the
work of three colleagues in the United Arab
Emirates to highlight how these principals
were able to move to remote learning.
Leadership characterised by a people focus
and showing personal qualities of being
calm, cool, collected, and confident, were
important for the success of these schools
during the crisis.

13 Christopher J. USA The authors provide an account of their

Fornaro, Katrina work in transitioning a STEAM/STEM
Struloeff, Kimberly

Sterin and Alonzo
M. Flowers III

summer program to an on-line format.
Empathy for all, leadership decision making,
mission and motivation, necessity of
flexibility and technology resources, enabled
the successful transition.

14 James A. Martinez USA The final paper reports on a mixed method
and Amy D. study of 19 teachers and 7 administrators
Broemmel on the effect of the global pandemic on

educator  professional lives.  Strong
teacher commitment to their students
and the profession was evident.
Teachers felt supported by family
and friends, valued collaboration
with colleagues, showed high Ilevels
of self-efficacy and felt supported by
the school. Teachers  had concerns
about getting adequate resources for
students, and the confused and
conflicting communication they often
received.

I encourage you to read this and the three earlier issues. All special issues are freely available
from www.cceam.net

David Gurr
Editor of International Studies in Educational Administration

October 12, 2020
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Schooling and Education in Times of the
COVID-19 Pandemic: Food for Thought
and Reflection Derived From Results of
the School Barometer in Germany,
Austria and Switzerland

Stephan Gerhard Huber

Abstract: The crisis caused by the COVID-19 virus has far-reaching effects in nearly all social areas,
including education. Indeed, schools were closed in March 2020 in nearly all countries in the world. In
Germany, Austria and Switzerland, they were closed in mid-March. We initiated the school barometer
at this time and started to collect data one week later. We published the first findings at the end of
March with reqular updates on a weekly basis. An open access book publication was available on the
24th of April, and the first peer-reviewed open access articles at the beginning of and mid-June. For this
paper we are reporting general observations from the school barometer online survey responses collected
in Austria Germany and Switzerland with around 24,000 students, parents, school staff, school leaders,
school authority and system support personnel. Findings reported here include the following. The
COVID-19 crisis poses a great challenge for all actors in the education and school context. There is a
high level of appreciation and recognition by parents regarding schools as an institution and the work
of teachers. The field of digitalisation is experiencing an enormous upswing. Learning with and through
technology, as well as about technology, is in high demand. Requirements for distance learning and
digitalisation are an opportunity for differentiation in teaching and learning. Blended learning concepts
offer advantages for all actors in dealing with the pandemic in the longer term (and beyond). Overall,
it can be assumed that children could drift further apart in their development. In other words,
differences in quality will not only become more apparent, but they will increase over time, at all
levels/among all actors: among students, the teachers or in the classroom and in schools as a whole. We
argue that learning is more than simply acquiring information and learning lessons. It is also about
motivational and, above all, emotional aspects. Looking ahead, we promote a specific strategy in
advancing the school system, that is, the ISO strategy: innovate, sustain, optimise.
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Keywords: COVID-19, corona pandemic, school barometer, educational equity,
disadvantaged students, digitalisation

Introduction

The crisis caused by the COVID-19 virus has far-reaching effects in nearly all social areas,
including education. Indeed, schools were closed in March 2020 in nearly all countries in the
world. In Germany, Austria and Switzerland, they were closed in mid-March. Due to the type
of federal governance of education in Germany and Switzerland, different states or regions
have proceeded quite differently (e.g. regarding holiday regulations, different ways of
tutoring/caring, the presence of staff at schools and instructional arrangements). However,
there are also common measures in all three countries. For example, in the first phase of the
school lockdown, educators were allowed only to repeat content that had already been
taught. Teaching of new content was not intended. During the course of the school lockdown,
however, this has changed and new curriculum content has been delivered.

In the context of this new and challenging situation of digital learning caused by the COVID-
19 school lockdown, information must be provided instantly to inform education policy and
practice. Some countries have had natural catastrophes (e.g. earthquakes or floods) that
caused regional school lookdowns, but these did not necessarily lead to digital learning for
an uncertain number of weeks. As many countries have not yet experienced a pandemic that
caused a social crisis and a subsequent school lockdown, there is limited knowledge about
how to deal with the current situation and the challenges that arise from digital learning in
this context.

Different actors at various levels of the education system have different responsibilities.
Research could and should contribute to the current debate about schooling by providing
relevant information from its knowledge base and generating new knowledge where needed
and when possible. Some of this information is needed quickly. There are different questions
and problems at the policy and practice levels about digital learning settings, crisis
management and health procedures, to name but a few issues. Various needs are linked to
pre-existing knowledge that is derived from and applied to different contexts or situations.
However, of course, existing knowledge needs to be translated to the current context and the
actual situation, as contextual and situational features vary between countries, regions,
schools and classes. Furthermore, as this is a new situation, additional and differentiated
information about the current situation is needed.

The aim of the School Barometer is to nationally and internationally monitor the current
school situation in Germany, Austria and Switzerland by collecting the perspectives of
various actors (i.e. parents, students, school staff, school leadership, school authority, school
support system). In doing so, it aims to contribute to an evidence-based or data-informed
discussion within and between persons (e.g. teachers, parents, politicians), institutions (e.g.
schools, school authorities) and disciplines (e.g. education, policy).
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For this paper we are reporting general observations from online survey responses collected
in Austria, Germany and Switzerland between March 24 and April 5, from students (2,222),
parents (2,152), school staff (1,949), school leaders (655), school authority (58) and system
support personnel (80). The survey included closed and open response questions, with the
questions varying depending on the actors surveyed.

To read about the aims, the theoretical framework, the research and monitoring questions,
the design and some findings from the first wave of survey, see Huber et al. (2020) published
on the 24th of April, and two peer reviewed articles published in June (Huber & Helm 2020a,
2020b); all three are open access publications, and, furthermore, see: www.School
Barometer.net. Thanks to a great team, we collaboratively worked in an intensive and timely
manner.

In the following sections I want to elaborate on central findings, analyses, conclusions and
reflections based on the work of the School Barometer.

The COVID-19 Crisis Poses a Great Challenge for All Actors in the Education
and School Context

The findings of the School Barometer show that the situation of school closures in the
education and school context leads to major challenges at all levels of actors, i.e. among
students, parents and staff. Quantitative and qualitative results on the strenuous experience
show that there is a high level of stress. We assume that not all teachers or even entire schools
are equally impacted and challenged by it. Regardless of individual personal and institutional
coping strategies, the initial qualities (competencies and experiences in school development
and in dealing with challenges) seem to play a major role. Of course, the general conditions
and specific requirements also differ, for example the apparent differences among students
and their families.

We recommend that specific support should be given to staff members who are currently
under particular pressure as well as to schools that are facing particular demands and greater
challenges. As part of responsible leadership, each management level is required to not only
act within its own sphere of influence, but also to communicate to higher levels to indicate
the respective pressure to act and the need for support.

There is a High Level of Appreciation and Recognition by Parents Regarding
Schools as an Institution and the Work of Teachers

The qualitative and quantitative findings show a high level of acceptance for the respective
measures that were initially taken. Especially the qualitative statements of the parents show
that the demands on the teaching profession in the current situation are perceived more
strongly. Teachers experience higher appreciation and recognition. Particularly in this time
of crisis, when parents are extremely concerned with the school issues and the learning
support of their children and are getting a closer look at the vast amount of tasks teachers
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usually handle, they are becoming increasingly aware of the commitment of the teachers,
even if it is retrospectively. Parents express their respect, show great gratitude and are of the
opinion that the teachers are ‘worth their weight in gold’. Some of them are actually
enthusiastic about how uncomplicated and flexibly some schools are implementing the
transition to distance learning.

It is highly recommended that the more intensive collaboration and mutual understanding
that has grown during the crisis at many schools should be continued and developed further.
Discussions, exchange and cooperative structures are suitable for initiating and
implementing joint development processes for the benefit of children and adolescents in joint
coordination between teachers and parents. With regard to learning itself, closer and
substantial collaboration is also perfectly suited to involve students who have been left
behind or lazing around in the learning processes. It provides a good way to motivate them,
be it through fixed student groups, learning tandems or family groups, which not only focus
on the cognitive aspects in the sense of individual teaching-learning support, but also address
the motivational and emotional needs (for more detail, see Huber & Helm 2020b).

The Field of Digitalisation Is Experiencing an Enormous Upswing. Learning
With and Through Technology, As Well As About Technology, Is in High
Demand

The answers to the open questions often include statements about the great opportunity to
rethink the school system, especially in terms of digitalisation. It is suggested that the current
situation should be used for school development, focusing on digitalisation, collaboration and
individualisation. This trend does not only affect schools. All actors, especially policymakers
in charge of resource allocation, should be involved in this task for society as a whole. The
key is to provide sufficient human and material resources to provide relief, especially for
schools or teachers who are particularly challenged. It is the responsibility of school
authorities and/or municipalities to provide resources without unnecessary red tape for the
technical equipment of students, the technology equipment at the schools, for the
implementation of hygiene regulations and for other aspects affecting schools, teachers and
students (knowledge, time, technology). This would also significantly relieve the burden on
school leadership.

Based on their own statements and student feedback, some teachers, especially those with
higher affinity and prior knowledge of digital forms of teaching and learning, are relatively
well equipped. They are seizing the opportunity to design digital lessons in a way that was
not possible before. Other teachers are forced to deal with it for the first time and experience
great challenges, for example in regards to suitable technologies and their application in
teaching configurations.

About the technical equipment of students: Families appear to be well equipped for digital
distance learning. Only 15 per cent report that they are not adequately equipped. In some
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cases, students from these households can probably not be reached with digital teaching-
learning forms because their domestic situation never, or hardly ever, allows them to meet
the current school requirements. For example, this may be due to limited or no access to
technical equipment (technical devices such as laptop or PC and up-to-date software), which
is necessary for e-learning concepts, or the spatial conditions do not facilitate undisturbed
work.

However, the sample may also be a false-positive. There is probably a number of unreported
cases. Insufficient capacity is reported significantly more frequently in schools (around 45%).

About teacher professionalism: Just under half of the school’s staff consider themselves
motivated to use digital forms of teaching-learning. From the students’ perspective, this is not
the case to the same extent. Significantly fewer staff (25%) rate themselves to be competent
for digital teaching.

A ‘digitalisation offensive’ is recommended. The need for digitalisation allows schools to
actively use the current situation for school development, personnel development,
organisational development and teaching development in the student councils and class
teams within individual schools. Time is needed to work out concepts and to coordinate and
validate implementation, including evaluation. Since the current situation is seen as an
opportunity by school administrators and teachers, these competences could now be
broadened to highly cohesive long-term strategies with opportunities for differentiation.
Teaching in the context of digital transformation facilitates learning about technology such as
improved (more individualised and collaborative) learning. However, it is primarily about
pedagogical and didactic premises and questions and not because of technology for
technology’s sake. A self-serving approach is not appropriate. This situation should not turn
into a hardware and software battle. It needs to focus on concepts that support educational
processes and promote learning.

Requirements for Distance Learning and Digitalisation Are an Opportunity
for Differentiation in Teaching and Learning

Digital teaching has proven to be very heterogeneous — at least at the beginning of the school
closures. According to the findings of the School Barometer survey, its quality can be assessed
as follows:

. Potentials of real learning time and mental activation could be proportionately increased
even more.

. A rather low amount of work is reported for students, at least for one third of the
students, and more drastically for 18 per cent.

. More precisely, 31 per cent of students work 25 hours or more on school-related matters,
69 per cent work less. One third of the students work 15 hours or less per week, which
corresponds to an average daily workload of approximately two hours in a five-day
week. To put it differently: One third of students work 25 hours or more, one third work
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about 20 hours on average (between 15h and 25h), and one third only work 15 hours or
less. This last group is a major cause for concern, especially the 18 per cent of students
who spend nine hours or less on learning and doing school work.

e There is hardly any institutionalised live communication between teachers or students
and between students amongst each other — at least, this was the case at the beginning
of distance learning.

. Individualisation and differentiation is hardly being promoted.

. About one fifth of the students state that the communication with the teacher does not
work well.

On the other hand, the survey shows that communication between teachers and students is
highly appreciated in cases where it works well.

The teaching-learning forms made possible by digitalisation do more than just open different
tasks and learning paths for students. The recommendation says that digital teaching-
learning forms also facilitate more conscious differentiation. It is also highlighted by the
qualitative data of the School Barometer survey: ‘It depends entirely on the specific situation
and the developmental age’ (parents, ID 56, v_213); “The younger the children, the lower the
technical effort should be’ (employees, ID 451, v_213). This could mean that students who
work highly independently and enjoy learning receive less small-step exercises and guidance,
allowing them to work on more complex tasks relatively independently and creatively
instead, for example with ‘learning journals, work on case studies’” (employee, ID 470, v_213)
or ‘virtual projecting’ (parents, ID 32, v_213). Teachers can focus more strongly on those
students who have a higher need for support (e.g. closer supervision, less complex tasks)
without completely neglecting the students who learn more independently.

However, all students need clear learning goals, a transparent structure, regular feedback on
learning outcomes and learning success — all of these are the very basic factors that make for
good (digital) teaching. Therefore, differentiation also means focusing on specific groups of
students. Differentiation with technology opens up new possibilities and necessities to focus
on these individual groups, which in turn could have a positive effect on providing equal
opportunities. Consequently, positive discriminatory measures with a compensatory effect
are needed.

Blended Learning Concepts Offer Advantages for All Actors in Dealing With
the Pandemic in the Longer Term (and Beyond)

In addition to the compensation measures described above, part of the consideration after
schools are reopened should also focus on the extent to which blended learning concepts can
be effective within and outside the classroom. In turn, it will make it possible to integrate
formal, non-formal and informal offerings to an even greater extent. For example, a person
from the support system expressed the following: ‘I would recommend that schools use the
crisis to propagate school development issues, in particular digitalisation, collaboration
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within the staff (opening the classroom) and individualisation” (support system, 40). It allows
school and learning concepts to catch up to the social developments of digitalisation. The
overall competence development of students, who thus learn through and with technology,
but also about technology, opens up opportunities to connect with other areas of society,
especially in the transition from school to work.

Overall, it can be assumed that children could drift further apart in their development. In
other words, differences in quality will not only become more apparent, but they will increase
over time, at all levels/among all actors: among students, the teachers or in the classroom and
in schools as a whole.

This tendency to drift apart means: Good students become better; good teachers are creative
and committed; good teaching can be adapted to the new modalities or lessons can even use
the new modalities to do so; good schools can deal more readily with the crisis and its effects.
As a result, the gap between more and less effective students could widen.

As the evaluations of the School Barometer survey show, large differences can be observed in
all areas. There are strong disparities among students, parents, as well as within staff and
between schools.

Two groups of students are emerging, which clearly differ in their attitude towards distance
learning;:

1. Students who have a positive attitude about homeschooling and the opportunities it
offers (opportunities for self-determined, autonomous, creative learning, taking into
account the individual learning pace, learning rhythm and individual learning
methods/habits); and

2. Students who are critical about the homeschooling situation and consider it a heavy
burden (and need more support from teachers).

The reasons are certainly a mix of different characteristics, as already mentioned above.

There are also large differences in the time weighting of different activities among students.
For example, there are students who spend a lot of time playing computer games, others who
spend more time helping around the home than others, and still others who spend more
active time with the family. There are also differences in the amount of time devoted to school
activities. Overall, the time spent at school averages around 15-17 hours per week and is thus
significantly lower than regular school attendance time. In the qualitative statements, we
assume that this school time is learning time of varying intensity and that students with more
prior knowledge, more motivation to learn, more self-organisation and consequently more
competently structured working methods use this time more efficiently.

According to one person from the group of teachers and school staff, the focus on students
who were already disadvantaged before the crisis should not be lost. It should be ‘[n]oted
that the temporal, linguistic, intellectual and technical conditions in the parental homes vary
quite a bit! The more homeschooling we expect from the parental homes, the bigger the gap
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will be in the end” (employer, ID 769, v_108). ‘(Educational) losers’ in the current situation are
probably students from socio-economically (highly) disadvantaged parental homes. Schools
with a high proportion of disadvantaged students face particularly great challenges.

These differences in perception and handling of the situation are also reflected in the parents,
who describe their children’s workload and tasks very differently. About one third of the
parents are concerned about their children’s learning progress.

Ultimately, the teachers also deal with this situation differently. There are differences within
the same school as well as between schools and school types. Some schools are already trying
to act more jointly and coherently to help the students (and parents). Some have succeeded
to adapt from the very beginning. For others this is a great challenge now and will be in the
future.

We assume that in crisis situations, different school qualities have a clearer impact and that
differences are even greater, e.g. with regard to good teaching or the design of teaching-
learning concepts, collaboration within the subject departments and year/level teams as well
as the whole staff, and regarding the qualities of school leadership.

Due to the radical, sudden nature of the changes caused by COVID-19, existing differences
within and between schools are even more apparent. This is particularly evident when it
comes to motivations and competencies in the area of digitalisation, where the gap is very
wide. In the findings of the School Barometer survey, it is reflected on the three levels:

1. Students
2. Teachers
3. School as a whole

The system level could also potentially be supplemented if the findings accounted for
differentiation between the federal states, cantons or provinces.

It is recommended to focus on professionalism and coherence, which are required (and
challenged) in terms of information flow, maintaining contact in the sense of relationship
building and teaching-learning concepts, including the use of technology. Competences for
crisis management, coordination of action and digital teaching-learning forms (general
didactics and media didactics) are in particularly high demand.

Among other things, potential compensation efforts with regard to the disparities between
students should include early reintegration of individual disadvantaged groups of students
who may have been left behind or who are less experienced in distance learning into school
and face-to-face teaching. Therefore, when schools are gradually opened up, particular
attention should be paid to the following three groups of students:

1. The primary and lower secondary school levels, which could also be considered in
terms of development of socio-emotional skills and exchange of information and for
which digital forms of teaching-learning are more limited;
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2. Students at the end of their school careers, who have to complete qualification works
or take final exams for transition to vocational training or university studies, where
school is required in its function of qualification (also applies to vocational schools);
and

3.  Students with higher childcare needs, which includes school students ...

— who show very little activity in homeschooling or with whom contact has
been lost,

— who have a higher support requirement,

— from families with limited economic resources, who do not have the
appropriate technical equipment or spatial conditions,

- from socio-economically difficult family circumstances, whose socially
emotional and cognitive development is at risk if they remain exclusively
in the family for too long.

These key findings and recommendations based on the collected data are followed by further
considerations, which are included in sequential numbering.

Learning Is More Than Simply Acquiring Information and Learning Lessons. It
Is Also About Motivational and, Above All, Emotional Aspects

Learning is much more than just learning the current lesson. Even if they have made little
progress in terms of their curricular learning material during the school closure period, we
can assume that students were able to learn a great deal during the crisis: Education means
personality development. In that sense, it is not only about learning material, but also about
motivational and, above all, emotional aspects. Therefore, in the school reopening phase, the
students should not only be assessed academically in their cognitive development, but also
in their motivational and emotional states.

Thus, in the school reopening phase, the focus would be particularly on relationship work
and on collecting and processing the students’ experiences. It could be followed by an
analysis of the learning status as well as its progress during the weeks of home learning.
Ultimately, individualised learning-support concepts should be developed, planned and
implemented. They should take the different learning paths into account and consider at
which points students need certain forms of support (learning support, exchange, etc.).

All in all, it seems important that teachers understand and take into account the individual
and family prerequisites and conditions of their students even more so than in ‘normal’
teaching and school environment. This ‘new getting to know’ could go hand in hand with
establishing a relationship between teachers and students, which quite deliberately includes
motivational and above all emotional aspects.
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Advancing the School System With ISO Strategy: Innovate, Sustain, Optimise

Especially for school leadership and staff, organisation and coordination of these diverse
demands will be a complex task in the coming months. To a great extent, this includes linking
the issues of digital transformation and inclusion/diversity management. It is essential for
schools to coordinate joint internal and external agreements to develop and implement
carefully considered structures and processes that are oriented towards pedagogical goals.
The focus hereby must be on the learning experience for each individual and the community.
Minimum standards for digital teaching-learning processes must also be considered, which
should be considered the minimum threshold upon implementation whereas regular
standards go further and should be followed in most teaching-learning concepts.

Practices in the classroom, on school level and even on system level vary and that’s why the
strategy that could and should be applied on all these levels should take this into account.
Depending on the development stage of the school, the school development efforts must thus
be weighed differently based on the available resources (cf. Huber 2019, 2020). A school that
is already successfully integrating digitalisation will focus its efforts on sustainability and
thus on preserving, and will carry out smaller innovations. A school that is still in its infancy
in that regard will have to focus on innovation. Different weighting will thus lead to different
strategies (cf. Fig. 1).

Figure 1: ISO Strategy
ISO-Strategy: contextual integration, balance and sequential logic

My / our organisation:

Innovate
Introduce something new 10

70 20
r focus on sustainability

Sustain Optimize 40
Keep Make what is in place
the proven more effective / efficient
30 30
v focus on innovation
Huber (2019)

WELS.EduLead.net #EduLead
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The focus of this quality management strategy must always be on maximum benefit: What
are the benefits of our actions and these measures for the promotion and support of children
and adolescents? The ideas for such measures are certainly manifold at each individual
school. They are always faced with different contextual conditions and associated feasibility
questions. With that in mind, school administrators and organisers must weigh out the
different courses of action and develop solutions in their respective areas of responsibility. In
doing so, they must preserve tried and tested concepts, optimise existing practices and
develop new ideas. This can only be accomplished with a strategy tailored to each respective
school to avoid unrelated, disjointed measures without mutual correlation. It must also be
well balanced, so that ultimately feasibility and acceptance of the measures are guaranteed.

Overall, the transfer of experiences, concepts and models into school knowledge management
is considered extremely important: It would be advisable for schools to go beyond an
exchange of school experiences and to document its achievements and future goals in its own
knowledge management. In addition to the exchange of experiences and learnings, the
schools should also discuss the achievements or goals that could have been achieved as well
as creative ideas that perhaps could not be implemented ad hoc and implement them in their
knowledge management. Based on this newly acquired knowledge about collaborative
arrangements, transformed into a shared understanding, the experiences could be used for a
common benefit and elaborated. Many schools experienced a huge push, which could be
processed this way and further pursued and used to improve education (especially with
regard to media skills).
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School Leadership in Dire Straits:
Fighting the Virus or Challenging the
Consequences?

Eleftheria Argyropoulou, Christina—Henrietta Syka and Markos
Papaioannou

Abstract: This research focuses on the problems and challenges 38 primary and secondary principals
in Greek schools had to deal with during the COVID-19 lockdown. By employing qualitative
methodology (semi-structured phone interviews), we sought to explore participants’ lived experiences
of their leadership of their schools while implementing online teaching, their readiness to cope with
solely digital coordination, their assessment of the process and their reflection towards a second period
of lockdown. Our sample of 38 principals came from urban areas of Athens and Piraeus, where social
distancing restrictions were more austere than in any other part of the country. Data were collected
during the school closure period in Greece from 13th March to the end of May 2020. It was found that
school leaders had to cope with multiple managerial and emotional problems demanding immediate
solutions. Their workload increased due to technicall/infrastructure deficiencies and the need to
communicate daily with school community members (teachers, students, parents) to provide guidance
and psychological support. A new aspect of school leadership emerged, based on human interaction, less
control, extended use of emotional intelligence and the need to tackle ethical aspects of teaching and
learning, in an attempt to keep schooling and move on together.

Keywords: COVID-19 school lockdown, school leadership, leadership challenges, leading
practices, Greece

Introduction

In the first semester 2020, the ravaging COVID-19 impacted on public health and affected
important aspects of social life. Governments worldwide introduced several social distancing,
lockdown and isolation measures to limit the spread of the infection. Schools were among the
first establishments which had to close; however, schooling had to continue even with
disruptions. Researchers explored the impact of the coronavirus crisis on schooling and the
differentiated leadership emerging form the crisis (Azorin 2020; Fullan 2020; Harris 2020). For
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example, Stone-Johnson and Miles-Weiner (2020) noted increases used of expert knowledge
and school knowledge in the USA, Burke and Dempsey (2020) found Irish principals were
concerned with infrastructure, student, staff and parent welfare and implementing central
mandates, and in Singapore Ho and Tay (2020) found an emphasis on interpersonal relations
and the empathy principals showed to their teachers: care, trust, respect and the sense that all
school members are a ‘family’ defined effective operation of the schools. The crisis has
revealed that collaboration and communication aiming at the wellness of the whole school
community was the best response policy for school leaders (Hauseman, Darazsi & Kent 2020).
Moreover, it was evident through the crisis that ‘context responsive leadership” was needed
in order to ‘respond and adapt to [various] shifts in the context’ (Ho & Tay 2020: 54).

The Greek Context During the COVID-19 Pandemic

The purpose of this paper is to provide practice-based evidence on how Greek school leaders
dealt with the COVID-19 crisis during the spring semester, 2020. Greece was one of the first
countries in the world which imposed school closure to prevent the spread of the virus. As
younger victims were either asymptomatic or showing milder symptoms, children were soon
thought to be a source of viral transmission to vulnerable members of society (Kelvin &
Halperin 2020; Lewnard 2020). Due to the Greek society structure, elderly people are very
close to the younger members of families and as school children were seen as a potential
source of the virus, school closure was a solution to protect the elderly.

Shifting from physical to online teaching in Greece revealed several organisational and
structural problems. As the Ministry of Education mandated that online attendance would be
voluntary, students and teachers would not be obliged to advance with the teaching material.
This provision was meant for the initial two to four weeks, but it was generalised as it was
clear that not all students all over the country have access to online teaching platforms and
the necessary equipment (Ministry of Education 2020). There were some cases of teachers and
students who used this as a pretext to do nothing, however, as soon as they realised that the
lockdown period was extended, they tried to catch up, often without success (Ministry of
Education 2020).

Research Questions

The value of this paper is that data were collected during the first closure period — it gathered
data as events were unfolding in the ‘hot’ phase of the crisis. It thus contributes evidence to a
global pool of data enabling researchers to work on a comparative basis and offers insights
through describing and explaining this novel and universal educational phenomenon of
leading schools on a remote basis.

The paper seeks to answer the following questions:

1.  What were the problems or difficulties members of the school community faced
during distance teaching and learning?



20 | ISEA e Volume 49, Number 1, 2021

2. How did school leaders manage the novel crisis and lead their school during the
pandemic?

3. What are school leaders and teachers’ worries about the reopening of schools and
the oncoming second phase of the pandemic?

Method and Design

The study is based on qualitative data collected from 38 urban schools from the municipal
areas of Athens and Piraeus, Greece. These areas were chosen because of the high number of
COVID-19 victims during the initial phase of the crisis and the increased social distancing
measures imposed.

The tool for gathering our data was the semi-structured interview, as we accept that
understanding a social phenomenon requires evidence from within and grasping the
meanings that informed the actions of people being studied calls for the participants’” own
accounts on what they did, how they did it and why.

We conducted 38 telephone interviews with primary and secondary school leaders.
Interviews were taken between the 20" of April 2020 and the 5" of May2020 (within closure
period), lasted 15-20 minutes each and were recorded. We used thematic analysis to process
our data (Male 2016). Our sample included 20 men and 18 women school leaders from 16
primary and 22 secondary schools. Participants were aged between 52 and 65 years (mean 57
years).

Conducting telephone interviews ensured homogeneity in collecting data and wider
participation regardless of the participants’ access to internet connection, possession of
electronic/digital equipment or computer literacy. Anonymity of participants was ensured by
employing an alphanumeric, two-digit, coding using the letter D and numbers 1-38 (i.e. D 1,
D32).

Results

The thematic analysis of our data was seen under four distinct ‘lenses’, thus forming four
thematic axes: technical - infrastructure problems, personal/individual issues, students and
teachers.

We sought to identify initial and persistent technical problems associated with the lack or
insufficiency of the infrastructure teachers and students faced when they shifted from
physical to online teaching. Also we explored how students, parents and teachers experienced
personal difficulties associated with the sudden closure, social distancing and home
education schemes. A summary of the extent of these issues is provided in Table 1. We also
recorded the ways leaders responded to these issues and the best practices they adopted.
Table 2 summarises these findings and provides both school leaders’” broad responses and
main practices they used.



ISEA  Volume 49, Number 1, 2021 | 21

Table 1: Identification of Problems

Level Identification of Problems Teachers | Students | School
/Parents Leader
Lack of equipment v
Insufficient equipment devices [lack | ¥ v
of headphones, cameras, etc.]
Lack or insufficiency of computer v v
literacy
Lack of access to Internet
Failure to access available or
appropriate websites
Technical | Failure of the official platform and v v v
network due to increased workload
Optional participation in the remote | ¥ v
learning process
Partial unwillingness to participate v v
in remote learning process
Lack of training on distance learning | ¥ v
facilities and method
Family sharing of available v v
Personal | equipment
Stress of multiple origins v v
Increased working hours v v
Various family-based problems v v

Table 2: Greek Principals’ Responses to Problems Caused by the COVID-19 Crisis

Level Identification of Problems | School Leader’s Best Practices —
Response Ways to Achieve
Lack of equipment Provision of available
equipment
Insufficient equipment Provision of available
devices [lack of additional equipment
headphones, cameras, etc.]
Lack or insufficiency of Guidance, Create teams for
computer literacy encouragement, learning — work
empowerment together with the IT
Technical teacher —organising
teleconferences for
familiarisation and
practice
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Lack of access to Internet Guidance Individual
telephone or email
guidance

Failure to access available Guidance and Create teams,

or appropriate websites empowerment delegate

responsibilities to
those more familiar
with IT to help
others

Failure of the official

Fixed centrally

Guidance on

platform and network due | [by the Ministry of adapting recent

to increased workload Education] central changes-
organising
teleconferences for
familiarisation and
practice

Optional participation in Encouragement Explaining why and

the remote learning how

process Communication
[telephone, email]

Partial unwillingness to Encouragement Explaining why and

participate in remote how

learning process Communication
[telephone, email]

Lack of training on Training and Together with the

distance learning facilities | guidance IT teacher

and method Training fellow
teachers

Training parents
and young students
[Primary]

Personal

Family sharing of available
equipment

Provision of available
additional equipment

Stress of multiple origins Discussion and Explaining why and
empowerment how
Communication
[telephone, email]
Increased working hours Encouragement Telephone
Communication
Various family-based Discussion and Telephone
problems encouragement Communication
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We expand on some of these findings below and throughout this participant quotations will
be used. Sometimes there will be multiple citations to a quote. What this means is that the
actual quote is from the first participant, and the other participants have similar supporting
statements.

Technical Problems

On the technical/infrastructure level, the problems were more intense in the beginning of the
closure period and dealt mainly with lack of basic equipment or insufficient equipment for
all members of a family.

Some teachers did not have a laptop ... others, especially the older ones, were not
familiar with IT. Several teachers had to share one laptop only with their children ...
it was extremely difficult for teachers with three or more children. (D15), (D16)

School leaders provided teachers with what stocked equipment they had at school or in the
school IT labs to help them design and implement online teaching. Apart from teachers,
students also lacked equipment. This problem was fixed centrally by the Ministry of
Education and the school leaders acted only as the responsible persons to record the needy
students and deliver the equipment.

Most parents and students do not have the necessary equipment; they try to have
access using their mobile phones. (D14)

Digital Knowledge

The second major problem was computer illiteracy and difficulties with digital learning. Not
all teachers were well familiar with distant learning platforms and tools, and students and
parents had very little knowledge of how to join the learning platforms and exploit the best
of them.

School leaders formed peer learning teams, usually of three or more members: themselves,
the deputy heads, the IT teachers and teachers with a higher IT knowledge to guide
colleagues, parents and students.

I organised the whole process for my teachers.... How to acquire knowledge on using
these new tools ... not all of them know how ... we formed mixed teams and the most
knowledgeable helped those less familiar with IT (D4)

Initially, the central platform system had problems and often crashed due to the sudden
increased workload.

Leadership Presence

School leaders were among the few employees who were mandated to go to their workplace
during the closure period and be in constant communication with their superiors in order to
normalise emergencies.
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. so many issues to settle, working with the borough officials to mobilise the
provision of laptops for students, collaborating with the LEA for the refugees
education during crisis (D10)

... work together with the borough about preparing school spaces ... with the LEA to
plan split classes for reopening. (D32)

Communication

However, what the great majority of our sample stressed was the need for daily verbal
communication with teachers, parents and students. Communication was realised through
many channels: telephone, email and teleconferences. Thus, school leaders attempted to
substitute physical face-to-face communication. The purpose of communicating with every
school member was to provide support, encouragement and empowerment to go on. School
leaders proved particularly sensitive to individual problems and worked towards alleviation
of personal difficulties or dilemmas.

... I phone the teachers every day to see how they are doing at home. (D5, D13, D1)
... to say a word of comfort. (D11, D27, D6)

... to kindly remind everyone that we are still working, we are not on holiday (D1,
D16, D38) ... to keep in touch. (D2, D17, D20, D31)

... for social reasons, not to cut bonds, not to move away from each other. (D2, D6)

... for psychological support; it is comforting for the teacher to see that the principal is
standing by him/her in their personal difficulties. (D24, D27,D9)

... to support each other so as to be able to support our students and their families.
(D13, D14)

Our teleconferences aim more at supporting each other, rather than gaining
information on digital teaching; psychological health is more important as our daily
routine stopped abruptly; to see your colleagues, even on the computer screen, and
talk and exchange experiences, is very positive for all of us (D12)

Long-Term Concerns

Additionally, school leaders expressed their worries about ‘the next day’: what is going to
happen when the schools reopen or whether a new lockdown will be imposed during the
next school year [2020-2021]? They noted a lack of clarity and confusion from the Ministry of
Education. Though their worries refer to short-term managerial aspects of everyday
operational issues, they unveil deeper ethical dilemmas. More specifically:

.. it is easy to mandate on the central level ... how are we going to impose health
measures with the 1st or 2" grade children? (D3)

... for examples how am I supposed to split so many classes to keep safe distance? In
a school with 450 students! It means morning and afternoon shifts.... And how this
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affects our lives and students’ lives? I will have to be in my office all day and all night!
(D19)

.... I am afraid that people at the Ministry are incapable of understanding what
happens on the basic level... they are confused themselves... we are asked to provide
for physical education and for online education at the same time... it is not impossible,
though, for those who have been used to it.. we are not a university ... we are a
neighbourhood school ... (D25)

... and what about continuity and equity for all ... big words with no meaning in the
real world? ... how to secure that home delivery of the curriculum is successful for
every student? (D31)

... I wonder how I am to secure safety and psychological support to everybody, if
lockdown will continue ... I am stressed myself.... I do not know whether I will keep
supporting others ... (D17)

Discussion

Answers to our research questions provided insight on how the school leaders of our sample
responded to the first phase of the crisis. They acted on two distinct levels:

Operational-Managerial

They had to make many on-the-spot decisions to execute central directives and keep their
schools operating during the pandemic and made short-term plans of actions based on
sharing knowledge, collaboration and peer learning activities. They realised the difficulty of
planning in uncertain times, so they followed the simplest strategic pattern of solving a
problem the moment it happened with whatever resources they had at hand. In other words,
there was a contextually based response, which had also been noted by other researchers
exploring responses to the pandemic (e.g. Ho & Tay 2020).

Emotional-Psychological

They realised that it was important to keep communication going by using digital technology.
They incorporated it in their daily leadership practice. Moreover, they emphasised the human
relation element by providing encouragement and support to all members of the school
community. The great majority of the school leaders exercised emotional intelligence to its
full potential to keep teachers working virtually together and enhance students’ participation
with a view to equity of learning. This finding is in agreement with the many papers exploring
responses to the pandemic (i.e. Brelsford et al. 2020; Fernandez & Shaw 2020; Hauseman et
al. 2020; Ho & Tay 2020).
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Concluding Remarks - Implications

Though it is still quite early to conclude on an emergent type of differentiated school
leadership mentioned by a number of researchers (Azorin 2020; Fullan 2020; Harris 2020), we
observed similar tendencies in the behaviour of the principals in our sample:

e A pattern of networked leadership based on human interaction

e Less control, more support to move on together

e  Greater use of professional emotional intelligence

e A greater need to address ethical aspects of school leadership (new ethical dilemmas
regarding equity and equality for all)

Reflection on these changes leads to a number of questions for further consideration

regarding the assumption of a new ‘paradigm’ of school leadership:

¢ Are we moving towards a more collaborative culture?

e Is this a bond stemming out of necessity, or through a deep understanding of the
ephemeral nature of life?

¢ Did necessity make school leaders more sensitive? Will this sensitivity be in place after
the crisis?

e Is school leadership capable of securing equity and equality for all, or has the crisis
exacerbated existing gaps and opened up new ones?

As the crisis is not over yet, further research on how school communities reacted all over the
world will show whether the lessons from the COVID-19 crisis have been learnt and whether
the emergent paradigm of school leadership for the wellbeing for all is sustainable in the long
term.
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Manifestations of Neo-Liberalised and
Politically Incapacitated Societies:
Educational Response to the Pandemic
in the Arab Region

Nidal Al Haj Sleiman

Abstract: This paper offers a commentary on the response to the pandemic in the Arab region and an
analysis of pre-existing gaps and deficiencies in the educational systems. Due to the shortage in
empirical studies in this area, this commentary was written based on current observations and an
analysis of relevant literature and scholarly work, mainly Freire (1970) and Giroux (2011). This critical
paper paints a gloomy picture but also offers hope for education in the Arab world. It concludes by
discussing how the engagement and empowerment of teachers, students and parents can contribute to
a possible reinvention and redesign of the educational system.

Keywords: Arab region, neoliberalism, private sector, public education

Response to the Pandemic: The Digital, Economic and Social
Divide

The COVID-19 outbreak has caused a major education crisis, resulting in school and
university closure and disruption across the globe. Education in the Arab region is one of the
sectors mostly affected by the pandemic (UNESCO 2020a). In a fragile educational system
where 13 million children and youth were already out-of-school due to political and economic
reasons, an additional 100 million learners (El-Kogali & Krafft 2019) are now affected by
school and university interruption. Despite a series of reforms, the region remained stuck in
a low learning-low skills level and poor outcomes compared to average international rates
(El-Kogali & Krafft 2019). Arab education regimes have been described as tenuous, stuck in
low attainment levels, and traditional; thus, struggling with serious gaps long before the
pandemic (Ghanem et al. 2013). Although different countries have developed solutions and
strategies to face this interruption, their response can be described as insufficient due to
persisting gaps (UNESCO 2020b).
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While this paper focuses on educational responses to the pandemic and the major underlying
gaps in the educational systems in the region, it will not be possible to discuss educational
problems in isolation from political, economic and societal realities. Understanding the
context surrounding educational regimes provides a wider lens to view the problematic
nature of education in the region. Response to the educational lockdown has strongly
mirrored pre-existing structures and ruptures in educational organisations as well as issues
of accessibility and digitisation. Only a limited number of schools in the region might have
responded adequately by transferring their academic programmes into online platforms
through fast-paced solutions and an effective communication process. The community
associated with this group of schools mostly belongs to a minority of middle and upper
middle class families or the wealthy population who could provide their children with
suitable working spaces and the needed tools to connect with their academic programmes.
The remaining majority was divided into three tiers:

The first tier includes for-profit medium- or small-sized private schools that provide minimal
to adequate services during normal circumstances. They serve low middle class communities
which have enduring economic and social difficulties, and are not entitled to governmental
or corporate financial support. Their reaction to the crisis was mainly focused on coping
mechanisms and cost-reduction; thus, responding with limited capacity to the crisis. Many of
these schools had difficulties managing remote teaching and learning, and consequently,
struggled to provide quality training and resources. Others struggled with maintaining
consistent wages.

The second tier of schools belongs to the impoverished public sector which encompasses a
large portion of the student body across the region except in Lebanon (Rugh 2002). Public
schools and universities have been least responsive to the COVID19 crisis with a teaching
body that has been enfeebled and undermined for decades. Response to the pandemic was
limited to delivering content through online platforms in the most fortunate areas with
limited interaction and attendance, while in other areas this was not possible due to limited
or no accessibility. Some teachers used social media applications to share instructional
material, whereas others used short messaging systems due to lack of connectivity in their
areas (O. Al-Barghouti, Coping with the pandemic, Manhajiyyat, 2020). In Lebanon, Tunisia
and Iraq, for instance, governments allocated a TV channel to present lessons for key subjects
and higher grade levels. This one-sided delivery model was available to those who were lucky
to have electricity but it lacked any form of interaction, assessment or feedback. The
relationship of teachers and students was completely disconnected.

The third tier includes hundreds of thousands of refugee students who were completely
‘robbed’ of their education due to the COVID-19 outbreak (Shuayb 2020). Refugees, who can’t
afford school fees in the host countries (Lebanon, Jordan and Iraq) are usually admitted to
public schools where international donors pay the governments to educate them or, rather,
to keep them in the region (Shuayb 2020). They are not mixed with local students due to high
rates of racism and xenophobia (Shuayb 2020); instead, they are squeezed into afternoon
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timings with part-time teachers, ambiguous recruitment policy and unclear guidance for
instruction and curriculum, poor or no assessments, in addition to limited resources.
Palestinian refugee students, on the other hand, are mostly enrolled in UNRWA funded
schools, mainly in Lebanon, Syria and Jordan. These have been poorly functioning due to
severe budget cuts since 2018 (UN 2018). Refugee students have limited accessibility to
devices, connectivity and electricity. They live in crowded houses, rooms, or tents with no
adequate working spaces. In some areas of Yemen, Libya, Syria, Palestine, Sudan and Iraq
where millions of people are internally displaced (GEM 2019), the discussion of educational
response is poor or non-existent due to the daily concerns around safety and survival. The
schools that host them are little more than conventional, poorly managed, and in many cases
corrupted (Shuayb 2020). These students are now neglected in dehumanising camps among
vulnerable communities where education is the least of their concerns.

Response

Given the circumstances, the educational response to the COVID-19 crisis over the last six
months mirrored the existing divide. Most private schools were busy finding ways to cope
and train their teachers to adjust to new models of schooling. Their leadership and teachers
redesigned new forms of relationships with students and changed their academic conduct.
Also, due to the economic crises caused by the pandemic, enrolment rates for 2020-2021
dropped; a situation that was remedied by cutting wages or dismissing teachers. No official
response to this situation was reported so far.

On the contrary, public schools’ response seemed to take place below adequate lines. The
response divide was beyond digitisation, academics, and wellbeing. Teachers worked with
limited facilities and limited or no training, and many of them worked based on personal
initiatives. Families, however, hardly questioned this situation and official educational
authorities seem to be helpless or completely absent. The intense division between private
and public schools was striking and represented a history of marginalisation of a whole
community that is more concerned with urgent needs. While different countries in the region
might have different educational problems and deficits, the narrative of under-performing
public schools and universities is mostly homogenous across the region with the exception of
a few Gulf countries.

As a matter of fact, many families are destitute and helpless or absorbed in self-blame for not
enrolling their children in private schools instead of demanding the right to accessible quality
education before and amidst this pandemic: an Arab version of Katz’s (1989) notion of the
underserving poor, where people are blamed for not engaging in the system. A trope of
individual responsibility and neoliberal citizenship can describe the social scene in most Arab
societies. With welfare state devolution, retraction, decomposition and intrusive political
apparatus (Wolford & Nelund 2013), education is not in good shape. The neoliberalisation of
education has been widely normalised among most social groups whereas conversations of
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the broad picture of educational goals and outcomes have been ignored. The notions of good
education for a better quality of life, democracy, and social wellbeing seem to be domineered
by sermons of education for employability and social status. Nonetheless, an economically
deregulated private educational sector that is better structured than the public sector has not
resulted in improving educational quality. According to the 2016 Arab Human Development
Report (cited in Muasher & Brown 2018), overall, the quality of education is poor and student
learning is disappointing, both by national and international standards. ‘Education by rote
learning is still in fashion in much of the Middle East’ (Doyle 2018: para. 6) and youth
unemployment is relatively high (Rugh 2002). Responding to the 2020 pandemic has been just
another version of the pre-pandemic reality: investing in technology and communication
platforms and enacting these in daily teaching processes while deeply ingrained rifts and
problems are still persistent.

Historical Context

Modern educational systems in the region emerged through the colonial era (1940s-1960s)
and continued to develop within the agendas of national liberal movements that soon turned
into neoliberal structures forcing the constitution of new social, economic, and educational
identities (Nicholls 2010). Constant political turmoil continued to impact different areas of the
region; persistent occupation, civil wars, sectarian regimes, corrupted or militarised systems
to name a few. At the moment, public schools occupy a large portion of the population in
different countries and suffer from sluggish development and constant deficits in funding,
management, training, and outcomes (Nasser 2018: n.p.). Public education continued to
operate in outdated structures while private organisations were flourishing since the 1990s
under different names; international, religious, sectarian, and elite schools. Currently, most
private schools and universities are engaged in corporate investments, partnerships with the
public sector, or with politicians, and benefit from existing or relaxed legislations which made
them too powerful to be questioned. The notions of quality control and evaluation were non-
existent or ceremonial. The only exception to this reality were the ‘Gulf states where
governments have lately invested in educational reform” and a mechanism for overseeing
private schools, nonetheless, ‘it is too early for them to show educational gains’ (Nasser 2018:
n.p.).

This complicated political reality can be described as a hindrance to the development of
educational systems. Despite the development of some reputable private organisations, it
should not be understood though that privatisation is necessarily equated with quality. The
existing neoliberal economy supported by politicians and the socio-economic elite not only
created business-like models of education, but gradually debilitated the general belief in the
significance of public education especially when paralleled with an incapacitated public
sector.
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Neoliberalism fostered the conception of exchangeability and allowed notions of service and
consumerism to dominate the social structure. It is now an inherent belief that schools offer
services and that teachers serve their employers and get paid for their service. The widely
accepted notion that you get what you pay for in education is a dangerous one. Families who
view themselves as clients in a business-like school system, or as incapable citizens in
outdated schools and societies have been deprived of social agency. The absence of
educational accountability and political responsibility and the lack of social agency
contributed to a declining trust and a rising sense of despair; a situation that is highly
legitimised or probably misrecognised (Bourdieu 1977), due to constant turmoil and
exhaustion in the Arab world.

Marginalisation and Political Alienation: Prevalent Issues of
Education, Politics and Society

Decades of neoliberal economy and political instability lead to fragmented societies that are
not only impoverished but politically alienated with no form of democratic participation and
no hope in reform. “With neoliberal agendas shaping the future of education many of the Arab
publics are pessimistic’ (Thomas 2017: n.p.), due to a stagnant political culture and
immutable political structures that characterise much of the Middle East (Zayani 2014).
Their engagement in political life beyond election is rather low or hardly exists (Thomas
2018). Issues such as educational quality, equity and accessibility are not a part of public
conversations. Amidst all of this, educational discussions and demands of improvement seem
to be a privilege; in many cases these demands were politicised and blue-pencilled.

What Does the Educational System Look Like?

The socio-economic and political state of the region resulted in a poorly governed public
sector that is constantly drained and disempowered where teachers were vulnerable bearing
the cost of working in a defected system or facing the threat of unemployment. The private
sector, on the other hand, is totally or partially owned by the political minority or their
partners, whether local or multinational corporations, and serves corporate or combined
corporate and political agendas. Their staff and teachers are trained to teach towards ensuring
high test scores that are advertised to secure high enrolment rates of those who are willing to
identify with a specific social class or simply reproduce their status. Conformity and
compliance as well as service and survival are the norms. Leaders and teachers are expected
to comply rather than to lead. Leading is minimised to managing and reproducing rather than
functioning as reflective “public intellectuals who contribute to creating critical consciousness
or social development’ (Nicholls 2010: n.p.). Their role is confined to content and product-
delivery rather than promoting critical thinking and social identity (Freire 1970). Decades of
denying productive dialogues with teachers and leaders and reducing the scope of educators’
and families” engagement to one of demand and supply have resulted in the absence of an
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educational identity, ideology and direction. The fact that this reality is not problematised in
the Arab world is highly concerning.

The teaching profession has been a victim of multiple policies which consistently
de-empowered teachers by censoring or restricting their unions, if they ever existed (MEE
2020). Decades of privatisation and neoliberalism aligned with the impoverishment of the
public sector and insignificant public accountability systems, as well as poor democratic infra-
structure, fragile laws, low income and minimal professional development created a sense of
despair. On the other hand, private schools were supported in different ways, through
political or economic partnerships, particularly, in terms of training, technology, and
digitisation (Nasser 2018: n.p.). However, the same neoliberal discourse governing the private
sector made teachers economically insecure, exposed to harsh management decisions,
performative work styles, payment cuts, overworking, or being randomly dismissed. This is
particularly dangerous in countries where social welfare systems are absent, and political
accountability is missing. As a result, most teachers in the private and public sector alike were
left to face this pandemic alone with no professional bodies to rely on.

Why Does This Matter?

The general absence of a collective interest in improving accessibility to modern education,
teaching quality, curriculum, and educational outcomes in the region reflects a perilous
inclination towards marginalising education and relegating freedom and human
development. According to Freire (1970), education that does not promote critical social
consciousness is eventually harmful because it transforms people into subjects rather than
agents. The more critical part is subjectivising teachers and leaders, deprofessionalising them,
and denying their social agency.

Although the pandemic did not reveal unknown facts about educational systematic gaps in
the Arab world, it contributed to expanding the learning crises by maximising the size of the
marginalised population and reducing the margin of the privileged minority. ‘While
neoliberal fascism’ and political corruption are ‘circulating” around most Arab societies and
their ‘harmful impacts have been normalised” (Giroux 2020: n.p.), a contextual understanding
of educational issues is needed as well as a thoughtful review of the reasons leading to the
side-lining of educational problems as trivial issues. Marginalising educational discussions
around national curriculum goals and priorities, key learning gaps, and disconnecting
schooling from broader social goals cannot be incidental. It is a major problem that has led to
an educational crisis in the region for many years and has resulted in detrimental influences
economically, socially, and politically. It is also a critical indicator of what the region will look
like over the next few decades. While educational reform is strongly needed, it should not be
only based on school improvement, funding, and digitalisation; it should also focus on citizen
engagement, stability (Doyle 2018) and social justice.
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Is There Hope?

While the tone of this commentary might seem anxious and pessimistic, it is through this
anxiety and critique that we can imagine a new reality and conceive a sense of hope.
Education that is based on critical thinking, cognitive engagement and dialogue is key to the
development of our educational systems. It is also a matter of planning, funding, digitisation,
accessibility and teacher training. A path that empowers teachers, students and families is
strongly needed where they can act as ‘critical agents who can hold power accountable and
work in the future to eliminate the economic, political, and educational conditions that allow
such pandemics to erupt in such death dealing forms’ (Giroux 2020: n.p.). While we need to
acknowledge the complicated situation, a serious conversation can help to revive education
as a means of social and human advancement. ‘A pedagogy of denial will not be helpful’
(Nicholls 2010: n.p.). Raising these difficult questions might be a starting point to addressing
complicated educational problems in the region. According to Giroux (2020: n.p.) ‘a discourse
of anxiety should give way to a discourse of critique and a discourse of critique should give
way to a discourse of possibility, and a discourse of possibility means that you can imagine a
future very different from the present’.
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An Adaptive Leadership Response to
Unprecedented Change

Helen Goode, Rachel McGennisken and Emma Rutherford

Abstract: This paper explores the leadership within the Catholic Education Diocese of Ballarat in the
light of the COVID-19 pandemic. It demonstrates how context has always played an important part in
the educational practices within remote and rural communities and shows how the Diocesan leadership
team and the community responded to the new unprecedented challenge of COVID-19 and developed
key strategies that supported the whole educational community. Quickly leveraging existing strengths
and adopting an adaptive leadership approach were found to be helpful in responding rapidly to remote
learning provision.

Keywords: Change, adaptive leadership, crisis management, rurality, isolation, remote
learning

Introduction

When we discuss education and educational practices we do so within a context. Leadership
in context has been the focus of numerous writers in the field of leadership (Gurr, Drysdale
& Goode 2020; Hallinger 2018; O’Donoghue & Clarke 2009). Context has rarely been more
important than in the current pandemic. This paper explores the COVID-19 response of the
Catholic Education Diocese of Ballarat and demonstrates how adaptive leadership can help
manage unprecedented change.

The Catholic Education Office in the Diocese of Ballarat provides a multi-tiered system of
support to 53 primary (elementary) schools and 11 secondary schools ranging in size from
1,400 students to 32 students. It covers a vast area in rural Victoria, extending across the west
of the state, over 500kms from the Murray River at the northernmost point, to the Southern
Ocean. Many of the schools in the diocese are set in isolated areas.

Crisis, challenges and disruptions are not uncommon in rural settings, but 2020 has been
exceptional. In January 2020, children, teachers and educational leaders all over Australia
returned to school to begin the year (the Australian school year runs from January to
December), under the literal cloud of an overwhelming national emergency, as large parts of
the country had experienced devastating bushfires. The Catholic Education Community of
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the Ballarat Diocese responded through prayer and support for those impacted by fire;
families whose loved ones had lost their homes, their livelihoods and even their lives.
Resilience, flexibility and adaptability are hallmarks of people working in challenging
circumstances. Regional Victoria is no stranger to devastation. From decades-long droughts,
to ‘once in millennia’ floods, this self-reliant community and school leaders know what it
takes to survive the unexpected. The bushfire crisis was only the beginning of the most
extraordinary school year in living memory.

This paper poses the question, ‘Is the challenge of COVID-19 different to the challenges that
staff and school communities have faced in the past, and, if it is, does it require a different
response?” Towards the end of World War 11, Winston Churchill commented that we should,
‘Never let a good crisis go to waste’. In July, 2020, Yong Zhao, a professor at both The
University of Melbourne and the University of Kansas, repeated this truism in a webinar
(https://education.unimelb.edu.au/news-and-events/webinar-series-propelling-education-th
rough-a-COVID-19-world) citing the three things we can take from this pandemic: it has
given us a reason to stop and think; it has connected more people; and lastly, it has tested
traditional ways of teaching, and thus, education has become more student driven. The
educators of the Ballarat Diocese acknowledge that their profile and circumstances have
required specific solutions and extraordinarily adaptive leadership, and this paper suggests
they have ably risen to the occasion

Background

When schools across Victoria were compelled to shift to remote learning in March 2020, the
diocese was in a good position to respond. An online component, The HIVE website
(https://hive.ceob.edu.au/), was already developed to support the most isolated students,
teachers and leaders.

In 2019, three Diocesan Education Officers with recent school leadership experience
conceived a project, named The HIVE. Having perceived a gap between the Catholic
Education Ballarat (CEB) resources, both material and human, and school knowledge of and
access to those resources, they saw an opportunity to support schools by building an online
suite of school improvement tools. The title The HIVE was inspired by the title of the school
improvement framework, 'Characteristics of Highly Effective Catholic Schools’, the “"HI" of
Highly and the “VE’ of Effective. The project was approved, a team established and work had
begun when in March 2020 the outbreak of COVID-19 in Australia and the move to remote
learning redirected the whole project. That The HIVE project and team were already in place
enabled this support structure to be leveraged into an immediate response to resource and
connect schools as they adapted to remote learning. The HIVE website became a reference
point, not only for the diocese of Ballarat, but for other systems, leaders and teachers
throughout Australia.
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Ongoing Challenges

The vast expanse of the regional Victorian landscape, and the diversity of the people who call
these beautiful, rugged and at times dangerous places home, depend upon unique and
extraordinarily resourceful ways of living. School days can be long. Some teachers and their
students travel by bus more than an hour each way to school and, in some cases, are also
expected to participate in farm work feeding animals, and milking cows and contributing to
their family’s often fragile dependence and vulnerability to life on the land. In many of the
schools in the diocese, the day to day practice of being a school leader is so much more than
running the school. In these communities, school leaders wear many hats, often running a
local sporting club, protecting homes and lives in the local fire brigade and volunteering in
local church charity and support groups. Consequently, these schools, their leaders and their
communities need greater support to ensure equity of educational opportunities, health care,
and individual and community wellbeing.

Responses to These Challenges

The 64 diocesan schools are supported by around 100 CEOB staff who provide support,
service and leadership and build capacity in principals, leaders, teachers and students to
ensure continuing development and growth. There is a commitment to partnering; working
with and learning from each other and the schools of the diocese as the shared vision of ‘As
partners in Catholic education and open to God’s presence, we pursue fullness of life for all’
is lived (Catholic Education Ballarat 2020: 4). For this reason, in 2014, the diocese adopted the
principles of Professional Learning Communities (PLCs), the tenets of which include Lave
and Wenger’s (1991) concepts of a focus on collaboration and a commitment to work in
communities of practice.

In a workplace extending across hundreds of kilometres of rural Australia, terrain presents
several additional challenges, not the least of which is connection. However, it can be
dangerous for people to come together and for CEOB staff to provide schools with the service
and support they need. CEOB has policies for extreme heat contingencies, to mitigate the risks
of driving long distances through empty landscapes in 45°C heat; and for minimising the very
real risk of colliding with animals such as kangaroos. Long distances, unsealed roads, areas
of no telephone service and few other vehicle sightings add to the hazard of travel.

Distance has other implications, including cost. Opportunities for teachers to come together
for network meetings or professional learning often necessitates an overnight stay, travel
expenses and replacement staff. This presents further challenges of equity and access. The
introduction of PLCs across the diocese was one way to reduce the sense of professional
isolation.
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Meeting the Challenges

To support these PLCs, the diocesan schools and offices were equipped with video
conferencing equipment to mitigate the tyranny of distance. While this initiative was adopted
to varying degrees by the schools and offices, a general preference for ‘face-to-face’ meetings
endured. COVID-19 swiftly took that option of real-life meetings away. In March 2020, the
Victorian Government mandated work from home for those that could, and schools pivoted
into the tumultuous and indefinite intermission of remote learning.

The New Challenge — A Seismic Shift to Remote Learning

With schools plunged deeply into the unknown and responding to daily, sometimes hourly,
changes to government directives and the advice of the Victorian Chief Health Officer, the
CEOB rallied to ensure that students were offered the best possible remote learning
opportunities. Existing system strengths were leveraged — the blessings of already having
one-to-one digital devices in many schools, the strong relationships that schools had with
each other and with CEOB leaders, and an ongoing and unwavering commitment to
partnering. These strengths helped to ensure that no school, leader or student was left feeling
isolated.

Table 1 provides a summary of the structures CEOB had in place to enable the rapid response
to COVID-19 and remote learning.

Table 1: Summary of Structures

Diocesan Schools Catholic Education HIVE Team
Ballarat
e 1:1 digital devices e Brokerage of e Clear vision
in many schools networking e Engagement from all
e Technical expertise opportunities stakeholders
in many schools e Promotion of e Post-graduate study in

collaborative practice
and partnering

e Widespread, long relevant domains

term commitment e Recent school-leadership

to partnering e Shared language and experience

processes of advocacy

and inquiry e Allocated time and

) resources
o Commitment to

innovation
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One of their early stewardship responses of the CEOB was to redeploy The HIVE team to
create an additional digital resource to support and connect schools. This was another
example of the effective leveraging of existing strengths because the establishment of this
team and the creation of The HIVE was an initiative already well advanced in the planning
stages, albeit in a different form. The HIVE team members had already articulated a clear
vision for online professional learning and the need for a one-stop-shop of resources for
school improvement. Even though the team was relatively new, it benefited from the CEOB’s
systemic shared language and approach to advocacy and inquiry, to create and communicate
a clear vision. This was shared with both office and school-based personnel, and authentic
feedback and insights gathered.

With The HIVE team already cohesive, aligned and enthusiastic, and system leadership open
to innovation when the pandemic hit, the site moved quickly into being effectively
reimagined. All stakeholders were ready and willing to collaboratively pivot to harness the
technological opportunities and produce a just-in-time emergency resource for schools. The
positive relationships between CEOB and the schools of the diocese ensured that schools
embraced The HIVE and made it an authentic centrepoint for the duration of remote learning.

COVID-19 was a challenge of unprecedented complexity that placed extraordinary demands
on school leaders. The HIVE formed the architecture for multidisciplinary teams and networks
to rapidly gather and share the resources and information needed for adaptive leaders to
problem solve and navigate the storm. Following several months of precision planning for
The HIVE Project, COVID-19 necessitated letting go of the ambitious strategy mapped out and
prioritising speed and efficiency to meet current needs. COVID-19 was an opportunity to let
go of assumptions, take new risks and learn by doing. A new site was built that would invite
synchronous, public contributions from education stakeholders within not only the Ballarat
diocese, but across the state and around the nation. Catholic Education Ballarat leadership
encouraged exploration and innovation, shining a light on the talent and expertise needed to
respond to the crisis with high urgency and high trust.

The diocesan schools, with their vastly different contexts and environments, coped with
lockdown and the shift to remote learning in different ways. For some schools, particularly
in the secondary sector (Years 7-12), and primary schools (Years F-6) lucky enough to have
access to digital technicians and reliable internet connectivity, the transition to streamed
classes and online learning packages was quick and efficient. Others, with less access to the
digital world, relied on hard copy learning packages, often delivered by the school principal
to isolated farming families.

The Learning Exchange and Remote Learning TV - Connecting
Educators

Many schools leveraged the power of social media, both to communicate learning
information, and to bolster community connection and spirit with heartfelt, creative video
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messages. School leaders became anchors of trust for increasingly fearful communities,
guiding and reassuring families as they faced the uncertainty and unpredictability of the
COVID-19 crisis. The HIVE Learning Exchange was actioned to provide a forum for all the
school leaders, teachers and support staff to share resources, ask questions, offer suggestions
and source inspiration. Within days, hundreds had joined the Learning Exchange Google
Community (located with The HIVE) and were supporting each other in the delivery of quality
remote learning information and experiences.

As the crisis evolved, stress, fatigue and the pervasive universal experience of lockdown
began to take its toll, and it became increasingly evident that resourcing wellbeing was
paramount. Site analytics indicated that most school-based contributions to the Learning
Exchange related to student, staff and family wellbeing. The HIVE team took another
opportunity to leverage existing technology to meet the evolving needs of the schools. Remote
Learning TV was an open invitation for diocesan schools and the wider educational
community to meet virtually and connect. The Remote Learning TV episodes were simply
Google Meets, hosted by CEOB, attended by educators across and beyond the diocese, and
sometimes featuring special invited guests. Each Meet was planned around a specific need —
for example, ‘Managing the Return to Onsite Learning’ and advertised via the Learning
Exchange. Sessions were recorded, and then added to The HIVE as an asynchronous resource.
School-based presenters were particularly well received. Valuable feedback for The HIVE
team in designing future episodes of HIVE TV (or HIVE LIVE).

Adaptive Leadership

‘Adaptive leadership is the practice of mobilizing people to tackle tough challenges and
thrive” (Heifert, Grashow & Linsky 2009: 14). It is adaptive leadership that enables change to
thrive. The experience of managing change through something as unprecedented as the
COVID-19 pandemic has taught staff of CEOB and specifically The HIVE team much about
the importance of adaptive leadership. Alongside with school-based colleagues they have
learnt to leverage existing strengths and rather than focus on, “‘What we don’t have?’, focus
on, “What do we have that we can use right now?’ The team has grown in understanding that
leadership requires flexible, vulnerable management of complexity. Present, transparent
imperfection can be far more helpful and authentic than delayed, distant perfection. Egos and
the need to be considered experts should not be the default leadership position.

Adaptive leadership is most likely to be enacted successfully when it’s based on a foundation
of existing strengths and works in concert with effective technical leadership (Heifert et al.
2009). Maladaptive thinking or resistant decision making during the COVID-19 crisis may
have risked polarising schools, teachers and students at a time when they were already feeling
more alone. Leaders from CEOB and across the diocese navigated the crisis by opening the
lines of communication, adopting a flexible, patient stance, considering wellbeing as well as
academic priorities and, perhaps most vitally, by connecting with others. Responsibility,
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authenticity and presence, the virtues of ethical leadership (Starratt 2005), have been
modelled. As one deputy principal reflected in conversation with one of the authors:

We all had our days and moments, but no one fell at the same time. When someone
was having a hard day, there was always someone to pick them up and support them.
When things were too hard, there was someone there with a problem solving or open
mindset that could pull the rest of us through.

In many ways, across this distant, diverse landscape, our observation is that people in the
diocese of Ballarat now find themselves less remote than prior to the pandemic. An authentic
sense of community, warmth and connection has been created in the midst of crisis. The
CEOB has indeed adopted Winston Churchill’s advice; they have not wasted a crisis.
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