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Abstract
Education has been and continues to be shaped, informed, and 

driven by a so- called “grammar of schooling”: an approach which 

completely ignores the many and diverse identities that learners 

own, are given, and encounter. Categorising students into neat, 

labelled boxes; splintering knowledge into strictly defined 

subjects; and fracturing learning –  this grammar of schooling 

desperately needs rewriting.

Through narratives from teachers, students, and students’ families, 

this book explores the lived experiences of those who are forced 

to live with the current approach, and the consequences for their 

lives, relationships, and education. It also asks the question of 

what creative and holistic alternative approaches might look like.
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Learning objectives
 1. To recognise the value of the lived experiences of education 

professionals.

 2. To understand the idea of the “grammar of schooling” and 
its historical origins.

 3. To recognise the impact of global dynamics on local realities.

 4. To appreciate the impact of the COVID- 19 pandemic, 
particularly on disadvantaged groups.

 5. To understand the role of technologies in inclusive 
education.

 6. To become aware of the possibilities for challenging the 
grammar of schooling.





1
Schooling, 
technologies, and 
equity in times of 
crisis

The secret wish of us all, what we think about all 
the time, is when will it end? But it will not end:  it 
is reasonable to see the ongoing pandemic as 
announcing a new era of ecological troubles.

(Žižek, 2021, p. 12)

The impact of the COVID- 19 pandemic has been, without doubt, 

a global catastrophe, “upending the lives of children and families”  

(UNICEF, 2020a) and providing an “existential threat to humanity 

and an equitable world” (Bardosh et al., 2019, p. 14). The pandemic 

has widened the gap between those already disadvantaged 

and others and created a “double jeopardy” (UNICEF, 2020b) 

for children living in poverty. It has also exposed some new, 

highly disadvantaged groups, including migrant workers, whom 

Stein, Latour, and Schultz (2019, p. 224) describe as part of the 

“geo- social classes.” Žižek (2021, p. 20) points out that “this new 
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working class was here all along, the pandemic just propelled it 

into visibility”.

Education faced, as a result of the pandemic, “an emergency 

of unprecedented scale” (Reuge et al., 2021, p. 2). Schools were 

plunged into crisis mode, forced to close with little notice, and 

required to redirect and recreate learning for their students at 

home. According to UNICEF (2021), schools across the world 

were closed between March 2020 and February 2021 for an 

average of 95 instruction days, amounting to roughly half of 

what children should have had. Countries in Latin America and 

the Caribbean had the greatest number of closures (losing 158 

days of instruction), followed by South Asian countries (closed 

for 146 days), and countries in Eastern and Southern Africa (with 

an average of 101 days of closure). UNICEF (2021) estimates that 

214 million students globally have missed at least three quarters 

of classroom instruction time, with 168 million children from 14 

countries missing almost all instruction time because of school 

closures.

Everyone will have their own story of where they were when 

they learned that we were entering a pandemic and about to go 

into lockdown. In the interests of stimulating readers to reflect 

on their own experience, we recall ours. Julie was in the last few 

months as Head of the School of Education at the University of 

Birmingham in the UK as the news from the senior leaders at the 

regular Monday morning meetings was becoming increasingly 

bleak. We were being advised to prepare for imminent closure 

and to make arrangements for the conversion to online learning. 

Expert colleagues from the medical school added their gloomy 

prognoses and confirmed that the pandemic was going to be 
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“catastrophic”. Despite the consensus, Julie still couldn’t quite 

believe that this was going to happen and as she relayed the 

news to the senior leaders in the School of Education, their 

reactions suggested they didn’t quite believe it –  or her –  either. 

That was soon to change.

Francesca had recently finished her doctorate at the University 

College London, Institute of Education in London. Eager to 

contribute to make higher education a more inclusive and 

socially just institution for disabled students and for students from 

minority backgrounds, at the time she was working as a special 

educational needs tutor for a local charity while publishing from 

her doctoral thesis and engaging with disabled student activists 

to bring change in higher education institutions in the UK. She 

remembers being on a bus on her way to the local charity when 

the lockdown was announced. Her thoughts went straight to 

her students, many of whom had multiple impairments and 

developmental disabilities who came from challenging family 

backgrounds. She wondered how the situation would impact 

their lives and education.

The COVID- 19 pandemic has, without doubt, provoked a crisis 

in education, as elsewhere in public life. However, as many 

educationists and observers have been arguing for several years, 

education was in crisis long before the pandemic hit. Arendt 

(2006), for example, highlights the harm done to children by 

education through its failure to secure the vital conditions 

necessary for growth and development. Others (Ball and Collet- 

Sabé, 2021; Ladson- Billings, 2021; Darling- Hammond, 2001) have 

drawn attention to the huge and growing inequities, especially 

for minority ethnic groups, produced within a system that insists 



4     Students, teachers, and a just education

that “everyone do better than everyone else” (McDermott, 1993, 

p. 274).

This book is both a response to the COVID- 19 pandemic, which of 

course remains with us, and to the wider, and more enduring, crisis 

in education. By sharing the lived experiences of professionals 

− through the pandemic and in their careers more generally − 

we uncover how specific educational spaces (the school and, 

during the pandemic, the home) are encountered and lived. We 

also, in turn, consider how these experiences shape individuals’ 

identities. We reflect critically on how, within these educational 

spaces, some of the less educational aspects of schooling − what 

has been referred to as the “grammar of schooling” (Tyack and 

Tobin, 1994, p. 453; Zhao, 2020, p. 198) − are repeated, leading to 

the “repetition of exclusion” (Allan, 2006, p. 121):

The grammar of schooling, such as standardized 
organizational practices in dividing time and space, 
classifying students and allocating them to classrooms, 
and splintering knowledge into ‘subjects’, is so powerful 
that it has persisted despite many repeated challenges 
by very courageous, intelligent, and powerful 
innovators. It has persisted despite mounting evidence 
and widespread acknowledgement that it is obsolete 
and does not serve our children well.

(Zhao, 2020, p. 198)

In spite of the persistence of the grammar of schooling, which 

is revealed through the professionals’ lived experiences, this 

is, nevertheless, an optimistic and hopeful book, and we also 

demonstrate, through the professionals, the possibilities for 

rewriting the grammar of schooling. We turn now to describe 



Schooling, technologies, and equity      5

the project within which we obtained the lived experiences that 

we report in this book.

Lived DIGITAL experiences
The research that informs this book took place within a 

year- long project entitled DIGITAL (Diversifying Inclusion and 

Growth: Inclusive Technologies for Accessible Learning) in a time 

of Coronavirus. We investigated the role of digital and non- 

digital technologies in promoting inclusive practices during 

the COVID- 19 pandemic response of countries in the Global 

North and South. Data were obtained through interviews with 

educators, teachers, headteachers, teaching assistants, and 

leaders of grassroots organisations in England, the US, Australia, 

Italy, Chile, and Malaysia. Since the project took place in the 

middle of the pandemic, all of the interviews were carried out 

online by Zoom. However, we were able to visit Malaysia when 

restrictions were lifted and see for ourselves the spaces − and 

the students and staff living and working in these spaces − that 

project participants had described. This may explain, in advance, 

any possible over- representation of the Malaysian context. It 

certainly reminds us of the power of the physical experience 

of space.

By creating moments for lived experiences of teachers to be 

heard, and by reading these in conjunction with key theoretical 

ideas, we have been able to understand more acutely the extent 

of the injustices, oppression, and disadvantage experienced 

in education. We were also able to understand how teachers’ 

actions could improve the lives of their students and alter their 

identities of teachers, students, and communities. The key ideas 
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that we used come from decolonial theory  (De Lissovoy, 2010; 

Mignolo, 2011; Santos, 2018; 2021) and from conceptualisations 

by the philosophers Foucault (2004; 1977), especially his 

concept of epistemic grid and the relations between power and 

knowledge and dividing practices in education and Deleuze 

and Guattari (1987), in particular smooth and striated spaces, 

deterritorialisation, the rhizome, and lines of flight. We “use” theory 

here purely to help understand what is going on in the teachers’ 

lived experiences and to explore the potential for making things 

better than they were before. We unpack these ideas, and how 

we used them, a little further below.

Decolonial theory assisted in our reading of the grammar of 

schooling and in drawing attention to:

The production and validation of knowledges anchored 
in the experiences of resistance of all those groups that 
have systematically suffered injustices, oppression, 
and destruction caused by capitalism, colonialism and 
patriarchy.

(Santos, 2018, p. 1)

Because decolonial theory draws attention to the structural and 

systemic origins of oppression, we were able to explore how 

some of these oppressions get translated within school and 

curriculum, without laying any blame on the teachers. Foucault’s 

epistemic grid helped us to problematise and interrogate the 

way in which these practices become routinised, ingrained and 

naturalised. Decolonial theory further helped us to recognise 

the potential of some of the teachers’ actions in altering the 

curriculum to bring forth new, alternative knowledges that could 

alter the students’ subjectivities.


