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Covid and the future of education: global agencies ‘building 
back better’
Paul Morris, Choah Parka and Euan Auldb

aDepartment of Education, Practice and Society, UCL Institute of Education, London, UK; bDepartment of 
International Education, The Education University of Hong Kong, Hong Kong

ABSTRACT
Framed by the mantra of ‘Building back Better’ (BBB) the Covid-19 
Pandemic has inspired myriad proposals to transform education 
systems for the future. We interrogate the phrase ‘building back 
better’, focusing on its origins and application within crisis narratives. 
We analyse responses to the pandemic published by influential 
global agencies focusing on their agendas and visions for the future 
of education. We identify the common and divergent elements in 
their narratives, illustrating how the crisis was used to promote each 
organisation’s specific interests, and how these narratives were sus-
tained through strategic silences and the selective use of evidence. 
Whilst the pandemic was used to promote the different longstanding 
agendas of those agencies, we argue that overall it was used to 
constrain the future as a privatised techno-utopia, rather than build 
towards a new vision.
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Introduction

The Conference theme raises myriad questions including: building back from what; by 
whom; better than what, and for whom?

We address those questions through an analysis of the responses to the Covid 
pandemic by major multilateral organisations and corporations; namely, UNESCO, 
UNICEF, OECD, World Bank, Pearson PLC, and McKinsey & Company. We focus 
on them because they illuminate how bodies at the centre of the ‘globalisation of 
education policy’ (Hogberg and Lindgren 2021, 302) have responded to Covid and 
sought to shape the future of education. Although their missions and mandates vary, 
by virtue of what they promote, assess and fund, they exert a powerful influence on 
education throughout the world, in particular in low-income nations that rely on 
external funding.

The article is structured as follows: a brief overview of the origins of BBB and the links 
between disasters (or, crises) and reform; the introduction of the analytic framework; 
a review of emerging trends and the priorities of key agencies prior to the Covid-19 
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pandemic; and, an analysis of reports published by these agencies in response to the 
pandemic, identifying key features of their narratives, omissions, and their use of 
evidence.

BBB was popularised when it was adopted by the Third UN World Conference on 
Disaster Risk Reduction in 2015 which focussed on natural disasters. Since the Covid 
pandemic the BBB maxim has become ubiquitous and been linked to a vast array of 
policy initiatives. It invites us to adopt an aspirational perspective that reframes the 
pandemic as an opportunity to imagine a better world and to enact policies and practices 
which will transform education.

There are precedents that support this perspective, for example the bubonic plague 
contributed to the demise of serfdom. By forcing the momentary retraction of global 
capitalism (industry, trade, travel), the current pandemic has also had a positive, albeit 
temporary, effect on the natural environment.

However, that aspirational discourse requires scrutiny, as crises have long provided 
an opportunity to initiate radical processes of reform, often with questionable motives 
and variable consequences. Milton Friedman concisely explained their potential in 
1982:

Only a crisis – actual or perceived – produces real change. When that crisis occurs, the 
actions that are taken depend on the ideas that are lying around. That, I believe, is our basic 
function: to develop alternatives to existing policies, to keep them alive and available until 
the politically impossible becomes politically inevitable (Friedman 2002, xiv).

That claim was made with reference to the successful insertion of the Chicago School’s 
brand of neo-liberalism into Chile and Argentina in the 1970s. Allan Meltzer in 2002 
elaborated on the strategy:

Ideas are alternatives waiting on a crisis to serve as the catalyst of change. Friedman’s model 
of influence was to legitimize ideas, to make them bearable, and worth trying when the 
opportunity comes (as quoted in Klein 2007, 140).

Jones (2012) argues that a series of economic crises throughout the 1960s and 1970s 
helped to destabilise the policy consensus of the post-war years and gain legitimacy for 
neoliberal ideas. Klein (2007) described the rise of ‘disaster capitalism’, detailing how the 
destruction wrought by Hurricane Katrina in 2005 provided an opportunity to replace 
the New Orleans public school system with semi-privatised Charter Schools. Recently, 
Klein (2020) describes the collaboration between New York City and the Gates founda-
tion to develop a ‘screen new deal’ as creating a high tech dystopia. Such opportunism is 
however not a monopoly of Capitalist or Western regimes (Vickers and Morris 2022), 
with the current pandemic being used by authoritarian states to scapegoat minorities in 
India and Myanmar and suppress political dissent in Hong Kong and Thailand.

In brief, natural disasters and crises serve as a catalyst for interested parties to trans-
form the status quo (Zancajo, Verger, and Bolea 2022), overcome resistance to reform 
and initiate radical changes in public policy. The Covid-19 pandemic began as a global 
health crisis that spawned economic, social, political, and educational crises. Problems 
associated with the extended closure of schools and uneven access to online learning thus 
provide an opportunity to analyse how key agencies responded to the same crisis and 
envisioned the future of education.
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Faced with the closure of educational institutions, governments quickly implemented 
various forms of distance education as an emergency response to help pupils learn at 
home (Srivastava et al. 2021), however the length of these closures varied markedly 
between nations. The technologies, described as ‘pandemic pedagogies’ (Williamson, 
Eynon, and Potter 2020, 108), ranged from the use of television, radio to synchronous 
and asynchronous digital provision. Overall, the responses we analysed promoted two 
claims regarding the opportunities that Covid-19 provided for education:

(1) it highlighted and exacerbated longstanding inequalities within and across educa-
tion systems and demonstrated the need to address them

(2) it demonstrated the benefits of alternative means of delivering education, which 
provide a model of the post-pandemic future

The first claim was central to scholarship citing evidence that the closure of schools and 
the move to remote learning have exacerbated the longstanding problems faced by 
disadvantaged groups of pupils within and across school systems and that the overall 
outcomes of learning via pandemic pedagogies have deteriorated.

The second claim was stressed in the responses of multilateral organisations and 
corporations that are central to the global governance of education. Their claims 
emphasise the importance of technology and online learning as a solution to the 
crisis; the role of private organisations in developing and delivering this technol-
ogy; the apparent demand among stakeholders for enhanced access to educational 
technologies following the crisis; the greater promise of technology beyond the 
crisis, enabling access to equitable, quality education for all, and transforming 
education to meet the needs of the 21st century. We focus on the second category 
of claims.

We identified a corpus of 30 documents which allowed us to analyse each 
organisation’s overall narrative of the future of education and how they have 
constructed those visions. Boyatzis (1998) data driven inductive approach to the-
matic analysis was used to identify the shared themes and those which were 
distinctive to each agency. Table 1 shows the primary source of the direct quotations 
we cite.

Our analysis mirrors existing analyses of trends prior to the pandemic and those 
which focussed on the early response to the pandemic (Williamson and Hogan 2020). 
Hillman, Bergviken Rensfeldt, and Ivarsson (2020) predicted the ‘platformisation of 
schooling’ (13), especially in systems where schooling has been broken-up, decentralised 
and marketised. They argue that it is leading to ‘a situation with little state governance 
where the dominant technical platforms are amongst the few centralising powers uniting 
schools as a national school system’ (7–8).

Table 1. Titles of the selected sampling documents.
OECD (2020a) Schooling disrupted, schooling rethought: How the Covid-19 pandemic is changing education
UNESCO (2021) Supporting learning recovery one year into COVID-19: The Global Education Coalition in action
UNICEF (2021a) COVID-19 and school closures: one year of education disruption
World Bank (2020) Realising the Future of Learning: From Learning Poverty to Learning for Everyone, Everywhere
McKinsey (2020) Reimagining a more equitable and resilient K–12 education system
Pearson (2020a) The Global Learner Survey – Aug 2020
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Williamson, Eynon, and Potter (2020) highlight the need for critical scholarship on 
‘pandemic pedagogy’ (108), which needs to be viewed as promoting a rapid ‘prototype of 
education as a private service and an opportunity to recentralize decentralized systems 
through platforms’ (109). They argue that this trend is being enabled by the OECD, WB 
and UNESCO, continuing trends previously identified in the context of the SDGs (Auld 
and Morris 2021). Shultz and Viczko (2021) similarly conclude from their analysis of the 
early responses of those organisations to the pandemic that ‘all three responses privilege 
private sector providers of digital technology . . . bringing significant risks for the erasure 
of local knowledges’ (1).

There is an extensive literature on the history of global educational governance, 
detailing the rise of new actors and the complexity of interactions between multilateral 
agencies. Although research acknowledges the limits of their mandate and influence, 
Gleckman (2018) interrogates the move towards multi-stakeholder governance (MSG), 
which involves nations relinquishing power to those involved with promoting, providing 
and selling the product or service in question. This he argues raises fundamental 
concerns, including: whose voices are included and excluded; the institutionalisation of 
a democratic deficit; the absence of accountability; and the abandonment of ‘a conflict of 
interest’ as a matter of ethical concern.

We respond to these concerns by analysing how influential agencies construct and 
adapt the BBB narrative, locating variations across the publications with regard to their 
respective missions and priorities, identifying critical omissions and interrogating their 
use of evidence.

II. Analytical framework: promissory narratives of crisis and hope

Our analysis draws upon two strands of scholarship; the role of stories in policy advocacy 
and the role of crises in envisioning the future. As Cohen and Garet (1991) observe, 
proposals for change are persuasive when part of a ‘grand story: a large and loose set of 
ideas about how society works, why it goes wrong and how it can be set right’ (125). Singh 
(2017) characterises efforts by international organisations to improve human well-being 
and uplift millions from poverty as ‘one of the greatest stories begun in the last century’ 
(134). Singh (2017) elaborates:

The idea of international development is a story . . . with no fixed content. But it does allow 
various organizations, states, and peoples to connect. In this sense, the idea of international 
development constitutes the ‘imagination experience’ for improving human conditions in 
the developing world (136).

The pandemic provided the key elements (crisis, solutions and promissory futures) that 
allowed international organisations to provide an ‘imagination experience’ by retelling 
that grand story through the mantra of BBB, stressing their role and applying it beyond 
the developing world.

Building on this literature, Auld and Morris (2021) have developed a heuristic schema 
that depicts policy stories in the form of a classic three-act tragicomic play. Act 1 
introduces the setting, a strategic portrayal of the world situation, including imaginaries 
of how things are, could or should be. This is developed into ‘the call’, which identifies an 
event or undesirable condition, framing it as a crisis requiring an urgent response. Act 2 
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introduces the path to salvation, whereby blame is designated and a solution is provided, 
with villains who caused the crisis and heroes who will save us. Act 3 presents an idealised 
(or ‘better’) future, with fortunate or fatal ends that reflect the classic themes of comedy 
and tragedy. Either the listener (i.e. protagonist) accepts the proposals, and it will end, 
happily. Or rejects them and prepares for a tragic end.

For the purposes of our analysis we briefly elaborate on the role of crises and 
portrayals of the future within this schema. Crises as a catalyst for reform have long 
been recognised in the policy literature (e.g. Stone 1989) and represent a key stage in 
stories of change. Following Friedman, these may be ‘actual’ crises, such as pandemics, or 
‘perceived’ crises. By defining the nature and causes of a crisis, actors impose their view of 
social reality on others through a process of strategic framing. This determines what 
conditions are considered problems that require attention, the values and objectives 
prioritised, and the desired future trajectory. This lays the foundations for what Stone 
(1989) terms ‘causal stories’ (282), which connect the problem and its source, the policy 
solution and its provider, and the solutions with the desired end.

Stone (1988) identifies two common themes: (i) the ‘story of decline’ (110) (stagnation, 
or failure to improve), which frames the crisis with regard to wider systemic problems (eg. 
a learning crisis); and (ii) the ‘story of control’ (113), whereby a situation that was once 
beyond our control is now subject to human agency and therefore amenable to interven-
tion. The story of control is primarily linked to advances in technology, or by positioning 
proposed reforms as scientific and evidence based. The development of such policy stories 
is a process of narrowing possibility, whereby in the beginning anything is possible and in 
the middle certain things seem probable, in the end the proposed solutions seem both 
necessary and inevitable, inspiring optimism for the future.

Beckert’s (2020) concept of ‘promissory legitimacy’ (319) which refers to the legiti-
macy a political actor derives from the credibility of promises regarding future outcomes 
is pertinent. By addressing a crisis and promising to BBB, agencies seek legitimacy for 
interventions by developing ‘promissory narratives’ of hope. Although the idealised 
future portrayed in Act 3 may never be realised, recent scholarship has emphasised the 
influence such futures have on the present. Focusing on that relationship, Adams, 
Murphy, and Clarke (2009) stress the central role of anticipated futures in contemporary 
policymaking:

‘The present is governed, at almost every scale, as if the future is what matters most. 
Anticipatory modes enable the production of possible futures that are lived and felt as 
inevitable in the present, rendering hope and fear as important political vectors . . . Through 
anticipation, the future arrives as already formed in the present, as if the emergency has 
already happened . . . ’ (248-249)

They argue that anticipation has epistemic value and is underpinned by ‘speculative 
forecasts’ not rooted in the ‘the sciences of the actual’ (247). They identify three templates 
for framing the future: Optimisation, to secure the best possible futures; Preparedness, 
for trauma or crises; and Possibility based on techno-scientific optimism, hope and 
speculation.

We use the three-act schema outlined above to unpack the agencies’ promissory 
narratives and to identify how they handle the questions raised at the outset. In Act 1, 
we focus on how they define the nature and causes of the crisis, reframing it as an 
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opportunity and presenting ‘the call’ for radical transformation in education. Act 2 
identifies how blame is designated and the corresponding solutions, including claims 
regarding the wider benefits of technology and variation in the specific policies 
proposed to build a better future in the post-pandemic era. In Act 3, we reflect on 
portrayals of what we are building towards. Our analysis identifies an overall tendency 
towards speculative forecasting which utilised variations of the frames identified earlier. 
However the nature of these portrayals varied with regard to the organisations’ mis-
sions and priorities.

III. Preamble: priorities and policies pre-Covid-19

To identify the ideas which were ‘waiting’ on a crisis’ we briefly survey the wider 
setting and entwined agendas of the agencies prior to COVID-19. Though not 
exhaustive, we highlight (i) the widespread acceptance of a ‘learning crisis’ in low- 
income nations and the emphasis on access to quality and equitable education under 
the SDGs; (ii) the increasingly central role played by private organisations under the 
SDGs, notably through the promotion of public-private partnerships, (iii) the rise of 
discourses promoting the digital transformation of societies and schooling, including 
the use of online platforms and artificial intelligence in education under the mantra 
of 21st century schools; (iv) the role played by private organisations in promoting 
this discourse and its acceptance by key agencies involved in education governance.

These trends reflect the inevitable tendency of the technology industry to see educa-
tion, and subsequently the pandemic, as a business opportunity, and for global agencies 
to see it as an opportunity to intensively promote both their longstanding agendas and 
strategic narratives.

UNESCO’s vision on information and communication technology in education was 
spelt out in the Qingdao Declaration of 2015 titled: ‘Seize Digital Opportunities, Lead 
Education Transformation’. This was ‘inspired by a humanistic vision of education 
based on human rights and social justice’ to ‘accelerate progress toward SDG 4’ 
(UNESCO 2015). Partnerships and international cooperation were listed and encour-
aged as the means to ‘create equitable, dynamic, accountable and sustainable learner- 
centred digital learning ecosystems’ (UNESCO 2015, 8). More recently, the current 
Director-General Azoulay (2018) averred: ‘AI can be a fantastic opportunity to 
achieve the goals set by the 2030 Agenda’ (37), identifying ‘possible contributions of 
AI to inclusive education and assessing its potential impact on the future of learn-
ing’ (38).

Access to the Internet was deemed central to achieving the SDGs, with ‘The Internet 
for All initiative’ established to facilitate collaboration and alignment between public and 
private sector stakeholders. The 2nd AI for Good Global Summit in 2018 promised to 
‘take action to ensure that AI accelerates progress towards the SDGs,’ listing Pearson and 
Microsoft as partners. Microsoft (2017) envisaged a digital transformation of education, 
driven by an intergovernmental community built by education technology leaders, 
a community including UNESCO and Pearson.

Prior to the Pandemic, Pearson had reoriented its business towards digital platforms 
in 2013, outlining plans to automate education through AI (see Olson 2018). The 
technology was promoted as more efficient and effective, but also hitched onto 
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a humanitarian frame by promising enhanced access to equitable, quality education (Li 
and Auld 2020). Earlier in 2011, Pearson acquired Connections Education to operate 
online or virtual schools (Wall Street Journal 2011).

The OECD stressed the implications of AI and the coming digital and data revolu-
tion for education, and the value of technology for transforming 21st century education. 
Angel Gurría, OECD Secretary-General, provides an example of speculative 
forecasting:

The kinds of things that are easy to teach are nowadays also easy to digitise and automate. In 
the age of artificial intelligence (AI) we need to think harder about how to develop first class 
humans, and how we can pair the AI of computers with the cognitive, social and emotional 
skills, and values of people (OECD 2019, 3).

The OECD had long promoted the use of technology as part of its new vision for 
education. Based on a questionnaire in the 2015 PISA test, it concluded:

School systems need to find more effective ways to integrate technology into teaching and 
learning to provide educators with learning environments that support 21st century peda-
gogies and provide children with the 21st century skills they need to succeed in tomorrow’s 
world. (OECD 2015, 1)

Similarly, McKinsey’s promotion of the digital transformation returned to the 
period of the 2010ʹs but stressed the dimension of governance and organisation. 
‘McKinsey Digital’, which originated from ‘McKinsey Digital Labs’ launched in 
2013, advocated the shift into ‘a lifelong digital education model’ and insisted ‘all 
stakeholders can benefit if they seize new opportunities for collaboration’ in the 
context of pervasive digital disruption in education (McKinsey 2016). This model 
emphasised ‘personalised/adaptive learning with predictive analytics’ and ‘new com-
petency-/outcome-based delivery’ (2) and greater use of ‘digital unbundling’ (4) for 
more flexible learning.

UNICEF has advocated the roles of technology and the broad range of partners in 
enhancing the access to digital education. In 2019, ‘Delivering learning opportunities 
anywhere, to anyone, at anytime’ was highlighted for the connectivity in ‘Every Child 
Learns, UNICEF Education Strategy (2019–2030)’ (UNICEF 2019). In the same year, 
Giga, a UNICEF-ITU global initiative, was launched ‘to connect every school to the 
Internet by 2030’ (UNICEF 2020).

The WB has been promoting ‘Digital technologies in education’ particularly to reduce 
poverty in developing countries (Trucano 2016) and in 2018 it promoted partnerships 
with governments and organisations around the world for developing innovative projects 
and knowledge sharing.

Below we analyse their key texts through the structure of the three acts to 
understand how the pandemic provided an opportunity to promote the ideas and 
agendas that were already in motion (Zancajo, Verger, and Bolea 2022), variously 
guided by optimisation, preparedness and future possibilities. Initially we focus on 
the core shared features of the narrative across the organisations and subsequently 
we identify their variations.
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IV. Building back better: a story of hope

Act 1. The Covid-19 crisis and the call of opportunity

The texts are all initially positioned as responses to crises arising from the pandemic 
(mass closure of schools and uneven access to education), with strategic framing unfold-
ing in three interwoven strands to develop the call. First, they define the nature of the 
crisis and its implications. Second, they expand the frame by noting that the crisis has 
merely exacerbated existing inequalities that reflect deep systemic problems. Finally, 
echoing Friedman, the call is stretched beyond the immediate crisis to reframe it as an 
opportunity to reimagine education and build a better future. The varied portrayals of the 
nature and consequences of the crisis are illustrated here:

‘COVID-19 further increases the cost of achieving SDG 4’ (UENSCO 2020a, 3)

‘The COVID-19 pandemic is a challenge to global governance (UNESCO 2020b, 1) . . . every 
government around the world has grappled with ensuring continuity of learning and 
minimizing educational disruption.’ (4)

‘The COVID-19 pandemic caused an unprecedented crisis . . . triggering a humanitarian, 
socio-economic and human/child rights crisis.’ (UNICEF 2021b, 3)

‘The costs of school closure and the associated learning losses go beyond the lower incomes 
that this cohort of students can expect. A less skilled work force also implies lower rates of 
national economic growth.’ (OECD 2020b, 12)

‘COVID-related school closures could increase the learning poverty rate in low- and middle- 
income countries (World Bank 2020, 12) . . . the resulting reduction in human capital 
accumulation and productivity.’ (7)

‘The pandemic is driving an even greater chasm in the digital divide. Learners also struggle 
with the affordability of education . . . They see the social justice reckoning happening in so 
many communities.’ (Pearson 2020a, 3)

Significantly, the reports stress that the pandemic has merely highlighted and exacerbated 
longstanding inequalities in education:

COVID-19 threatens to deepen existing inequalities in learning among and within coun-
tries. For the most marginalized learners, learning losses may be even more significant. 
(UNESCO 2021, 54)

School closures are expected to exacerbate the learning crisis that existed before the pandemic, 
with the most vulnerable children being the most adversely affected. (UNICEF 2021a, 3)

While the impact of the pandemic is portrayed as catastrophic, the extent of the disrup-
tion opens a window to imagine and enact alternatives rather than return to the status 
quo. The texts reframe the crisis as an opportunity for transformational change as 
illustrated below:

Launched at the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, the Global Education Coalition has 
become a force for change . . . as we look to transform and reimagine the education of the 
future. (UNESCO 2021, 2)
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The crisis has revealed the enormous potential for innovation that is dormant in many 
education systems (OECD 2020a, 7) . . . We can seize the moment to make curricula and 
learning environments more relevant to the needs of the 21st century. (9)

Transforming education delivery and accelerating progress in learning might seem aspira-
tional . . . But there is a window of opportunity for reform and for more impactful invest-
ments. (World Bank 2020, 18)

The COVID-19 crisis is a signal that school systems around the world need to move beyond 
existing approaches to embrace more radical innovation, rethinking some fundamental 
elements. (McKinsey 2020, 4)

Education has the potential to improve lives and enable economic mobility . . . We are in the 
midst of a moment in which we can rewrite the future of education to make it more 
accessible and equitable. (Pearson 2020a, 3)

Although each organisation reframes the crisis as an opportunity to reimagine education 
the nature of the visions vary, Table 2 summarises the different ways the crisis and its 
solution were framed.

Predictably these framings reflect each organisation’s ideological positioning and 
mission. Thus the OECD framed the crisis in terms of human capital and envisages the 
digital transformation as a new normal for innovation in education and 21C skills; 
UNESCO and UNICEF’s framing focusses on the SDGs and children’s rights respec-
tively, reflecting their more humanitarian agendas; the WB frames it in terms of poverty 
reduction and economic growth, calling for system-wide education reforms; McKinsey 
highlights the scale of the crisis and emphasises capabilities gaps and organisational 
management issues; and Pearson similarly stresses the scale of the crisis, but focusses on 
the need for choice and a market for education.

Act 2: Designating blame & building back better

The subsequent identification of problems and solutions to the crisis are interwoven 
with, and difficult to disentangle from, the visions of the future, and there are two broad 
themes shared across the organisations: (i) BBB will require enhanced access to technol-
ogy and online learning, and; (ii) private organisations will play a central role in 
designing and delivering this digital future. These are primarily promoted with a view 

Table 2. Framing the crisis and the solutions.
OECD ● Human capital for economic growth

● 21st century competencies/school/curricula
● Innovation/Entrepreneurship

UNESCO ● Sustainable development goals
● Flagships of Connectivity/Gender

UNICEF ● Children’s rights
● Digital learning as an essential service

World Bank ● Human capital for economic development
● Learning poverty
● System-wide reform – learners/teachers/schools/system management

McKinsey ● Innovation in organisational management
● Flexible/Agile school structures and policies

Pearson ● Access to learning/skills for economic growth/social mobility
● Online learning as an educational choice
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to ‘optimising’ the future through techno-scientific ‘possibilities’, though ‘protection’ is 
also evident; many of the proposed solutions could also be interpreted as promoting the 
interests and agendas of the relevant organisation.

To begin, blame for the immediate crisis (lack of access to technology and online 
learning) is generally attributed to inadequate resources, which has resulted in poor 
connectivity and limited access to technology during the pandemic. The focus on 
inadequate resources allowed minimal consideration of the effectiveness of such tech-
nologies. This was translated into a more general problem of access:

Disadvantaged students experience larger learning losses than their peers during out-of- 
school periods, probably because they lack resources at home, and are therefore likely to fall 
even further behind during school closures. (World Bank 2020, 16)

The COVID-19 pandemic has made the digital divide more obvious between those who 
have access to technology for learning and those who don’t. (Pearson 2020a, 21)

To guard against similar crises and disruptions in the future the solutions are:

The proven innovative solutions tested in the context of the Coalition’s work will be 
reviewed and harnessed to support national efforts and nurture local ecosystems to advance 
education systems’ resilience and transformation. (UNESCO 2021, 19)

The greater use of remote learning approaches, along with better support for parents and 
caregivers, can be used as a launching pad to build more equitable, more resilient education 
systems. (World Bank 2020, 18)

These proposals are limited to addressing the crisis directly (ensuring access) and are 
guided by the need to provide protection against future catastrophes.

While lack of resources and inadequate investment in technology are identified as 
a key problem, governments and trade unions are implicitly, and sometimes explicitly, 
blamed; portrayed as slow, unresponsive, or as barriers to change. For example:

Labour-management relations may also either facilitate or impede innovation . . . it is 
essential that both governments and teacher unions embrace the value of innovation . . . 
and create an entrepreneurial culture in education. (OECD 2020a, 8)

There is now both the political will and a sense of urgency to take on the challenge of fixing 
long-broken delivery models (McKinsey 2020, 2) . . . we don’t want to be held back by inertia 
or continue with failed experiments. (8)

Identifying systemic failures in education, the shortcomings of government bureaucracy 
and professional associations, and the inadequacy of traditional schooling defines a wider 
array of problems that extend far beyond access to technology. Although the pandemic 
necessitated the shift to online learning, extending and embedding these changes as the 
crisis recedes required its advocates to demonstrate its capacity to address problems 
which precede the pandemic:

But beyond the COVID-19 pandemic . . . Access to online and to independent learning 
using technology can facilitate the acquisition of essential 21st century competencies. 
(OECD 2020a, 7)

Technology is essential to transform traditional models of delivering education, make 
systems more resilient, and accelerate progress in learning. (World Bank 2020, 17)
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Digital learning could be the great equalizer in education . . . to radically scale-up digital 
learning solutions which work for the most marginalized children and young people. 
(UNICEF 2020, 2)

Technology has made the model (Personalized, mastery-based learning) even more compel-
ling, enabling personalization at a level that’s impossible to achieve in the traditional 
classroom. (McKinsey 2020, 4)

People see the potential for online learning to expand access to education. (Pearson 2020a, 
20)

By establishing technology’s potential possibilities to overcome systemic problems, 
realise elusive ideals and transform education for the 21st Century, the texts move 
from a focus on protecting us from future crises to a focus on optimising the future.

Having established the promise, the second theme is developed, namely that this can 
best be delivered through more ‘collaboration, cooperation and partnerships’ between 
governments and the private sector:

Technology-based innovations open up schools to the outside world . . . new actors into the 
system, including the education industries with their own ideas, view, and dreams about 
what a brighter future for education could hold. (OECD 2020a, 8)

The Global Education Coalition’s distinctive model of multi-stakeholder partnerships 
deepens civil society and private sector engagement . . . and helps countries to develop 
national education resources and home grown responses. (UNESCO 2021, 81)

Reimagining education is possible, but only if the public and private come together. 
(UNICEF 2020, 2)

Innovative public-private partnerships can help increase the use of EdTech. (World Bank 
2020, 44)

Smart systems will also expand their partnership networks, collaborating with academia to 
bring the best of learning science, with employers to create linkages to the workplace, and 
with philanthropists to access funding. (McKinsey 2020, 8)

Pearson is uniquely situated to collaborate with governments worldwide to face the disrup-
tion caused by the pandemic and help build innovative solutions to expand equitable access. 
(Pearson 2020b, 29)

While the narratives across the reports aligned regarding the need for change, there was 
significant variety in their interpretations, and the nature of their preferred policies, 
reflecting their priorities and portrayals of the future. Table 3 summarises how each 
organisation envisioned both the nature of technology and of the public-private 
partnership. The OECD positioned technology for facilitating the promotion of perso-
nalised learning and the acquisition of 21C skills; UNESCO and UNICEF were con-
cerned with ensuring greater access to the internet; the WB focussed on big data, AI 
and machine learning; and McKinsey and Pearson focussed on blended learning and 
virtual schooling. UNICEF portrays the relationship between the public and private 
sectors as an equal partnership with both contributing different strengths. The other 
organisations develop a narrative in which the private sector provides innovation, 
expertise and dynamism to a bureaucratic public sector which is the beneficiary of 
their help.
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Table 3. Technology for the future and partnerships.
Technology for the future Partnerships (Roles of the private and/ 

or public sector)
OECD (2020a) ● Digital Infrastructure: for online 

and remote learning facilitating 
essential 21st century competen-
cies beyond schools

● Blended modalities of teaching 
and learning: for personalised 
and independent learning and 
extended learning time and 
opportunities

● A new expanded blended eco-
system: integrating the spaces, 
time, people and technologies into 
an ecosystem

● For innovation in education 
systems

● New alliances and partnerships: 
technology and telecommunica-
tions companies for an expanded 
learning ecosystem

● Redesign and facilitate public 
procurement processes (of edu-
cational software/resources): to 
break the cartel of a few large 
suppliers and overcome the slow 
sales cycles

● The private sector as an innova-
tor: bring new actors into the 
education system, including the 
education industries with their 
own ideas about the future for 
education

UNESCO (2021) ● Connectivity (Internet): Scale up 
distance learning and connect 
every learner and institution to the 
Internet to bridge the digital 
divide (usually in low/middle 
income countries)

● From no-tech, to low- and high- 
tech: TV, radio, online learning 
platforms, education resources, 
digitised curricula/assessments, 
and learning management 
systems

● Alternative education delivery 
systems: design and preparation 
of alternative education delivery 
systems and instruction by learn-
ing levels, than by age or grade

● Teachers’ digital capacity: digital 
skills, digitisation of content, 
remote learning and pedagogies, 
and online assessment

● The private sector as experts: 
175 institutional partners repre-
senting a wide range of expertise 
and competencies in the 
UNESCO’s Global Education 
Coalition (GEC)

● The private sector as global 
resources, services and solution 
providers for connectivity (free 
and secured technological 
solutions)

● National governments as needs 
requestors or beneficiaries: of 
the global solutions in GEC

UNICEF (2020) ● Connectivity (internet) for the 
most marginalised: Giga as 
a UNICEF-ITU global initiative to 
connect schools to Internet

● Devices: smartphones, tablets, 
laptops and desktop computers 
for learning anywhere and 
anytime

● Affordable digital content and 
data: zero rate contents for lear-
ners, parents and teachers to 
decrease barriers of entry to digital 
content and applications

● World-Class Digital Learning 
Solutions: AI and machine learn-
ing for personalised learning and 
digital learning platforms for dis-
seminating and collecting 
information

● Partners to advise on technical 
solutions for connectivity in 
schools and explore finance 
structures with governments: 
subsidising market creation costs 
and incentivising private sector 
investment

● Partners as device/service sup-
pliers: to identify device needs 
and reduce the cost of devices or 
find low-cost solutions (eg. Mobile 
Network Operators not to charge 
for educational websites or apps)

● Partners to scale-up digital 
learning solutions, upskill tea-
chers/facilitators in digital learning 
and pedagogies, and support data 
and analytics

Technology for the future Partnerships (Roles of the private or 
public sector)

(Continued)
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Table 3. (Continued).
World Bank (2020) ● Edtech for adaptive and perso-

nalised learning (by learning 
level): adaptive software for per-
sonalised learning and teaching at 
the right level, a proven effective 
pedagogical strategy, and data-/ 
evidence-based decision-making

● Big data and machine learning 
tools: assess students’ level, map 
competencies, and track progress 
in open learning systems to pro-
vide personalised, high-quality 
digital content, facilitating the use 
of student-centred pedagogical 
practices

● AI, machine learning and big 
data analytics for data-driven 
decision-making as a potential 
game-changer: learning manage-
ment systems to collect and use 
data and help data-driven deci-
sion-making for managerial and 
pedagogical decisions

● Innovative public-private partner-
ships to increase the use of 
EdTech

● The public education sector to 
strive for flexible, expandable, 
compatible, interoperable 
financing/procurement systems: 
addressing market information 
asymmetry and devising innova-
tive financing and procurement 
strategies for digital infrastructure.

● Partners to provide technologi-
cal solutions and education 
management information sys-
tems to reduce the burden of 
administrative duties for school 
leaders and teachers

● A diverse set of stakeholder 
groups as well as governments 
to use data to make data-driven 
decisions when data is presented 
in open formats for public 
information

McKinsey (2020) ● Software solutions for remote 
and hybrid learning for a future 
of blended personalised learning 
in class

● Smart adaptive-technology pro-
grammes for personalised/mas-
tery-based learning and for 
more efficient and fair assess-
ments: integrating instruction, 
practice, and feedback to allow 
students to work at their own pace 
and making formative assess-
ments immediate, efficient, and 
fair

● Advanced technology for tea-
cher training and development: 
virtual teacher practicum pro-
gramme to provide learning 
experience before the teachers’ 
first day

● Technology companies to offer 
diverse digital softwares and 
programmes – eg. simSchool (a 
virtual practicum programme), 
Bridge International Academies 
(scripted lesson plans on tablets)

● Employers to create linkages to 
the workplace

● Philanthropists to access funding
● Academia to bring the best of 

learning science for the future of 
education

Pearson (2020a;2020e;2021b;2021c) ● Virtual schooling accelerated by 
the recent pandemic: more col-
lege, university, primary, second-
ary students will attend school 
virtually (online)

● Online/distance learning as 
a preparation for the event of 
an emergency or another COVID- 
19 pandemic disruption

● Personalised student data/ 
insights for assessment commu-
nication and adaptive learning 
capabilities

● Governments to help schools 
prepare for the switch to 
online and fund devices for 
underserved learners

● Pearson as an alternative edu-
cation provider: Purpose-built 
online schools as alternatives to 
school-as-place

● Pearson as an expertise provi-
der in digital learning: hotline- 
staffed by expert Connections 
educators for teachers
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The commercial organisations illustrate most vividly how the future was framed 
through a combination of optimisation and possibilities. McKinsey, after echoing the 
need for more private sector involvement and innovation to achieve greater equality, 
focused on the need for organisational innovation and a new role for teachers:

The stress of remote and hybrid learning is already catalyzing some systems to rethink 
teacher roles and allocation (McKinsey 2020, 6) . . . Longer term, systems might consider 
a more radical unbundling of the role of the teacher, enabling individuals to take on more 
differentiated roles that play to their strengths, preferences, and areas of expertise. (7)

Saltman (2020) provides an explanation of the rationale for this focus on the role of teachers:

In the case of educational privatization, the standardization and homogenization of curri-
culum, pedagogical approaches and school models aim to maximize the possibilities of 
profit through ‘economies of scale’, and by automating and displacing the most expensive 
element of schooling: teacher labour. (Saltman 2020, 203)

In parallel, McKinsey promotes their consultancy services and the COVID-19 Response 
Toolkits that they developed with UNESCO. Pearson is more explicit in promoting 
a future in which digital education replaces ‘traditional schooling’, marketing its own 
services as central to the new future:

The disruption created by COVID-19 is moving many to investigate full time digital 
learning for the first time. Connections Academy, our Virtual School’s business, is seeing 
strong increases in application volumes (Pearson 2020c, 1)

Will a full-time online school be for every student? Probably not, but for many it is, and will 
be, the perfect school choice (Pearson 2020d, 1)

Act 3: Building a better future for all?

What are we building towards, will we ever arrive at this destination, and who will benefit 
from this better world? Act 3 lies perennially ahead. Visions of the future continually 
order the present through narratives that variously aim to optimise it, protect us and 
envisage possibilities.

On one level, a better future is identified comprised of ideals, such as ‘a fairer world for 
all’, ‘an end to poverty’, enhanced ‘equity’ and ‘quality’ in education, with more ‘efficient’ 
and ‘effective’ systems, ‘personalised’ learning, ‘greater connectivity’ delivered by inno-
vative systems unencumbered by traditional bureaucracy. On another level, we identify 
speculative forecasts that framed the future with regards to a nascent digital transforma-
tion and the new demands placed on education by the 21st century. Despite differing 
orientations, the frames overlap and are mutually reinforcing, with both narrative 
threads stressing the importance – and necessity – of expanding access to digital solu-
tions, the further integration of technology and online learning into schooling, and the 
role of private organisations in designing and delivering this transformation. Finally, 
there was a strong emphasis on the possibility of a better alternative model of education in 
the future in which technology facilitates the achievement of elusive ideals and brings 
intractable problems into the realm of control. The narratives have been framed in such 
a way that only the proposed solutions are responsible and necessary; previous and 
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ongoing exercises designed to envision the future of education in other ways (eg 
UNESCO’s ‘Futures of Education: Learning to Become’ initiative in 2019) are largely 
ignored; including the impact of climate change (Rappleye and Komatsu 2020). Although 
these promissory narratives offer to transform education, what actual evidence is drawn 
upon to support the post covid visions?

V. From speculation to evidence: BBB on what basis?

Earlier we noted the central role of ‘crisis’ and ‘control’ within policy narratives, whereby 
the story of control is most often developed with reference to the scientific basis of 
proposals. Bridges, Smeyers, and Smith (2009) argue that the call for rationally applied 
evidence is, ‘often and almost always in the context of policy-making, an expedient 
fiction, a ritual of justification’ (5). COVID provided agencies, especially the OECD, 
whose legitimacy is largely derived from the self-portrayal of its scientific expertise and its 
knowledge of the future with a powerful opportunity for advocacy. Following Adams, 
Murphy, and Clarke (2009), our analysis identified a notable absence of empirical 
evidence in reports, which instead were primarily based on speculation and promissory 
narratives. We analysed the evidence presented to support the better future, what 
emerged was a pattern of selectivity, omissions and silences. Whilst references to the 
‘learning crisis’ and exacerbated inequality were central to Act 1 the focus was on the 
shortage of technology, there was little discussion of research exploring the impact of 
technology and public-private partnerships on learning quality and equality, either 
before or during the pandemic. For example, Bonal and González 2020 assert that 
prior to Covid, students’ outcomes resulting from online learning had been shown to 
be poorer than from face-to-face learning. Analysts argue that algorithms used to 
interpret Big Data increase inequality (O’Neil 2017) and encode both racial and gender 
bias (Noble 2018). The effects of public-private partnerships on educational quality and 
equality in low-mid income countries have also been long challenged (Verger 2012). 
These are mirrored in the extensive research which has explored the digital divide and 
how it has increased during the pandemic. Srivastava et al.’s (2021) study of seven 
European countries describes children and parent’s negative experiences of digital 
home schooling during Covid. Langthaler and Bazafkan (2020) demonstrate how the 
problems in low-income nations have been amplified during Covid and the INEE (Inter- 
agency Network for Education in Emergencies) (2021) described the role of the private 
sector in providing such pedagogies in Francophone Africa. They argued that it:

. . . raised serious inequality and inequity concerns due to a deepened digital divide, proble-
matic long-term impacts on educational systems, the increased commercialization of educa-
tion, disregard for student privacy, the failure to pay teachers’ salaries, and exploitative 
practices through which companies seek to profit from this global crisis. (INEE [Inter- 
agency Network for Education in Emergencies] 2021, 14)

Similar concerns, before the pandemic, resulted in the promulgation of the Abidjan 
Principles in 2019 which identified how Governments could ensure that Private provi-
ders upheld those rights (ibid.). Nevertheless, Covid has accelerated the pressures for 
privatisation by a wide range of actors (Shultz and Viczko 2021; INEE [Inter-agency 
Network for Education in Emergencies] 2021).
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Saltman (2020) argues that evidence demonstrating that technology enhances learning 
simply does not exist, while Komatsu and Rappleye (2021) examined the OECD (2015) 
questionnaire data (cited above) and concluded:

. . . not only did the OECD’s own evidence fail to support the claim that learning and 
technology were linked, but the data seemed to point in the opposite direction (i.e., the 
highest performing East Asian education systems did not subscribe to the belief in techno-
logically mediated achievement solutions) (248).

Meanwhile, the main evidence used in the orgnisations’ documents to promote a digital 
future relied on their own questionnaire surveys designed to elicit opinions on the 
pandemic. Table 4 below shows their titles and the participants.

Government officials were reported to believe that digital education should continue 
beyond the pandemic whilst teachers were described as giving low marks to digital 
learning across the board. Notwithstanding, McKinsey (2021) concluded that:

Teachers see the difficult challenges remote learning presents to their students, but also the 
opportunities that virtual classrooms offer to connect in new ways. (10)

A tendency to speculative and selective reporting of the evidence is well illustrated in the 
Pearson Survey (2021a). The front page is filled with positive findings and big colourful 
images about the benefits of remote learning: self-sufficiency, resilience, and competen-
cies for the future of work. The emphasis of the report was drawn to the positive findings 
including ‘43% want more flexible options powered by technology (full-time online or 
hybrid school)’ (1). Despite the contradictory key findings, – ‘Parents see a future with 
online learning,’ ‘Parents are concerned about learning loss and social isolation’ (1) – the 
report concludes: ‘but the majority believe most kids will “bounce back quickly and with 
valuable new skills”’ (1). Meanwhile, reporting of negative findings such as ‘The pre- 
pandemic mental health issues impacting young people continue to be a problem’ (2) was 

Table 4. Organisations’ surveys during Covid.
Survey Participants/Period Purpose

UNESCO, 
UNICEF, 
World 
Bank 
(2020)

● What Have We Learnt?: Overview 
of Findings from a Survey of 
Ministries of Education on 
National Responses to COVID-19.

● 1st round: Ministry of 
Education officials of 
118 countries (May – 
June 2020)

● 2nd round: Ministry 
of Education officials 
of 149 countries (July- 
Oct 2020)

● To allow for policy learning across 
the diversity of country settings to 
better inform local/national 
responses

OECD 
(2021)

● The state of education – one year 
into COVID.

● Government authori-
ties of 31 education 
systems

● Jan – Feb, 2021

● To support countries’ looking out-
wards to how other education 
systems are responding to similar 
challenges

McKinsey 
(2021)

● Teacher survey: Learning loss is 
global – and significant

● Teachers in Australia/ 
Canada/China/ 
France/ Germany/ 
Japan/UK/USA

● late Oct – early 
Nov 2020

● To examine the impact of remote 
education on student learning 
through the perspective of 
teachers

Pearson 
PLC 
(2021a)

● A Year That Changed Everything: 
Learning in a Pandemic – The 
Pearson and Connections 
Academy Parent Pulse Report: 
March 2021

● 1,052 K-12 parents in 
the US

● Feb 18–26, 2021

● To provide parents/ teachers/ 
school systems with insight into 
how online learning during the 
pandemic – one year later – has 
evolved.
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inconspicuous. The fact that parents’ positive views about online learning – ‘I like the 
flexibility that online learning provides’ – declined over time (Pearson 2021a, 6; 2020f, 8) 
was also ignored.

Across the reports there emerged a pattern of omissions. The three most significant 
were: (i) the role of teachers and local communities in identifying or initiating solutions; 
(ii) the tendency to ignore evidence which was inconsistent with the narrative; (iii) 
a tendency to avoid substantive evaluation of whether pandemic technologies had 
effectively addressed the ‘learning crisis.’

The collaborations and partnerships featured in the reports identify the relevant 
stakeholders as local and global companies that provide technology platforms, multi-
nationals and philanthropists. The public sector often features, not as the primary 
responder to the Pandemic, but in a role supporting the more dynamic private sector. 
There is little recognition that community organisations, civil society, teachers or schools 
might play a role in shaping the future of education other than as groups that should be 
consulted. The approach is an inherently top-down centralised market model with 
schools and teachers being cast as consumers of platforms provided by the global 
agencies and the private sector.

Where evidence emerged which did not fit with the narrative extolling the benefits of 
technology, this was briefly acknowledged in the text, or accompanied by the concession 
that whilst technology and remote learning would be central to both protecting us from 
future crises and optimising the future, they should not be viewed as a panacea. Although 
references to the ‘learning crisis’ and educational inequalities were central elements of the 
narratives, there was little attempt to revisit those and evaluate the extent to which they had 
been mitigated by the organisations’ solutions promoted before Covid (eg. partnerships).

Conclusion

It is now possible to revisit the questions we raised at the outset.
The core narrative employed can be summarised thus: the pandemic has resulted 

in an unprecedented ‘learning loss’ and widened existing inequalities that reflect 
systemic problems in education; the disruption provides an opportunity to BBB and 
ensure a future with greater fairness, equality, resilience etc; the solutions require 
enhanced connectivity, access to technology and online learning; the optimal means 
to deliver these solutions and overcome the prevailing inertia within the public 
domain is for the innovative and entrepreneurial private sector to play a more central 
role.

The master narrative was thus a model exercise in speculative forecasting that antici-
pated the future through optimisation, preparation and promoting possibilities to deliver 
two distinct agendas, namely; digital provision and enhancing the role of the private 
sector in ways which ranged from governments supporting them to working in colla-
boration with them. This combination of ways in which the future was anticipated was 
harnessed to promoting the contemporary agendas and power of the various organisa-
tions, a process akin to what Facer (2016) describes as ‘colonising’ the future. Despite the 
varying orientations of the narratives across the organisations, they are mutually reinfor-
cing and entwined to form what Adams, Murphy, and Clarke (2009) term an ‘affective 
regime’. No alternatives are available other than variations in the policy actions 
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promoted, placing responsibility and pressure on governments to respond accordingly. 
Crucially, and in keeping with the democratic deficit and conflicts of interest associated 
with MSG, the architects of these better futures will not be held accountable for the 
delivery of their vision. If proposals fail to yield the promised outcomes, promissory 
legitimacy is protected through claims that others simply failed to implement the blue-
prints correctly. And soon, a new crisis or speculative forecast will frame the calls for 
action within an updated vision as we return to Act 1.

Beckert (2020) asks why neoliberalism has remained hegemonic and prospered 
despite not delivering on its promises. He describes its core tenet as:

The promissory regime of neoliberalism centres around the understanding that the govern-
ance of societies should rely on an increase in competition and the introduction of markets 
in all social realms. Alternative mechanisms of governance, particularly state interference 
with markets, are considered to be normatively and functionally inferior and need to be 
revised. (320)

He argues that it is so deeply embedded and malleable that no viable alternative narrative 
is available. Covid provides an illustration of that embeddedness and malleability. 
Despite: the private sector being bailed out in many nation states; the public sector 
serving as the primary respondents to the crisis; and, the exaggerated claims as to the 
benefits of technology the pandemic has been harnessed to construct a narrative which 
promotes the tenet quoted above (Williamson and Hogan 2020).

As we look to the future, maybe we need to stress that there are alternative visions, 
including those published by UNESCO (2021b) and narratives which are rooted in the 
present (eg INEE [Inter-agency Network for Education in Emergencies] 2021; the 
Abidjan Principles in 2019), that recognise: the omissions and silences we have identified; 
the limitations of speculative forecasting; the role of self-interest; the problems and issues 
which will emerge if the policies are enacted; and, the neoliberal ideology which under-
pins the prevailing narrative.
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