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Abstract Education is going through a period of crisis related to the SARS-CoV-2 pan-
demic that most probably will follow a continuum organized into distinct phases: emer-
gency, recovery, reconstruction, development, and institutionalization. This article ana-
lyzes the response of curriculum to an unpredictable, chaotic, and recursive crisis situation. 
The article also highlights the role of important, but often forgotten, actors in a formal 
education system—parents—and examines the stresses the pandemic has placed on them. 
Finally, in the light of the continuum of the educational crisis and the impacts of Covid-
19 on certain curricular dimensions, the article concludes with reflections on the need to 
rethink curricula, even in education systems that considered themselves robust in their 
institutionalization.
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According to United Nations (UN) Secretary-General Antonio Guterres, the Covid-19 pan-
demic is the worst global crisis since the Second World War, partly because of the threat of 
the disease itself and partly due to its global economic impact (BBC News 2020). He states 
that “while the virus strikes indiscriminately, its effects are discriminatory, highlighting the 
gaping deficiencies in public services and the structural inequalities that impede access” 
(Guterres 2020). In addition to being a health and economic crisis, the pandemic is also an 
education crisis. Anderson et al. (2020, p. 931) note that although school closure is a widely 
implemented measure to slow the spread of viruses, there is no consensus on its effectiveness:

School closure, a major pillar of the response to pandemic influenza A, is unlikely to 
be effective given the apparent low rate of infection among children, although data 
are scarce. Avoiding large gatherings of people will reduce the number of super-
spreading events; however, if prolonged contact is required for transmission, this 
measure might only reduce a small proportion of transmissions. Therefore, broader-
scale social distancing is likely to be needed, as was put in place in China.

With nearly 200 countries having imposed nationwide school closures, almost all students 
around the world, representing more than 1.5  billion young people, suffer the closures’ 
prolonged effects (UNESCO 2020a). While policy makers have enacted plans to minimize 
the negative effects of school closures (UNESCO 2020b), its effects on curricula are cer-
tain to be major (Azzi-Huck and Tigran 2020), even more so for students from disadvan-
taged backgrounds (Berkman 2008). Significant consequences are to be expected—and are 
already being felt—at several levels (UNESCO 2020b), including student learning, devel-
opment, and improvement; nutrition, for which many students are dependent on school ser-
vices; the stress placed on parents, who find themselves in the role of educator without the 
necessary experience or resources; unequal access to learning technologies; family income, 
with parents playing the dual roles of worker and teacher; schools and child care facilities 
that remain open, where children who are deprived of school are massively redirected; and 
drop-out rate, which is likely to increase due to prolonged absence from school.

In this article, we ask how curricula can respond to fast-changing, unpredictable, and 
often disruptive events such as the Covid-19 outbreak. The methodological approach we 
chose to answer this question is a scoping review that provides insights from the inter-
national literature on crises, curricula, and the response of education systems to the pan-
demic. Scoping reviews are “a relatively new approach to evidence synthesis [and] provide 
an overview of the available research evidence without producing a summary answer to a 
discrete research question” (Sucharew and Macaluso 2019). They are useful when existing 
literature on a specific topic is emerging, sparse, diverse, and complex, as is the case for 
literature about the Covid-19 response and when seeking answers to broad questions such 
as ours (Peterson et al. 2017; Sucharew and Macaluso 2019).

The continuum of the crisis

We hypothesize that this crisis followed and will follow a continuum organized in distinct 
phases. This model has emerged from the work and research projects of the UNESCO 
Chair in Curriculum Development (UCCD 2020a), which has supported and analyzed edu-
cation systems after crises, such as armed conflicts or coups d’état, in Africa, the Middle 
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East, and South America. In light of the UCCD’s work, it is likely that education systems 
in crisis will follow the phases illustrated in Figure 1.

First comes the crisis, the starting point of the continuum. We consider a crisis to be 
a sudden, unpredictable, and chaotic event that causes a rapid disruption in the function-
ing of a system or organization (Shaluf et  al. 2003) and comprises a collective sense of 
uncertainty, threat, and urgency around a problem (Brinks and Ibert 2020). The nature of 
the crisis and its local and international importance will have various effects, but a crisis 
always involves the need for crucial decisions to be made in a short time (Darling 1994; 
Shaluf et al. 2003; Brinks and Ibert 2020). While the prevailing view is that a crisis is a 
negative situation, Shaluf et  al. (2003) point out that “the notion of a positive outcome 
from a crisis situation is emerging from literature”. Therefore, we consider a crisis to be 
an unstable situation from which can emerge either highly undesirable or highly desirable 
and positive outcomes, as illustrated by the Chinese symbol for crisis, weiji—a combina-
tion of the words “danger” and “opportunity” (Darling 1994). The panic, shock, danger, 
and chaos that crises provoke cause systems to move from one phase of the continuum to 
another, not linearly, but rather recursively (ALNAP 2010). As Brinks and Ibert (2020) 
mention, “Under such conditions, action does not take place within a given frame of mean-
ing. Rather, in crisis, participants are forced to learn by interpreting the situation tenta-
tively while acting on it”.

The first phase of education systems in crisis is the emergency phase. This global state, 
which directly follows the crisis, requires immediate and graduated temporary measures, 
which are not necessarily part of a clear plan of action, aimed at minimizing the negative 
impacts of the crisis (EduScol 2015). These measures include meeting basic subsistence 
needs and saving lives (UNHCR 2006). In the case of the Covid-19 pandemic, rapid clo-
sure of schools and other physical containment and distancing measures are part of the 
emergency phase.

The second phase consists of restoring (the recovery phase) the capacity of governments 
and communities to recover—that is, to reorganize themselves to emerge from the crisis 
and avoid relapse: “Recovery helps people to get back on the path to development” (UNDP 
2020). During this phase, temporary activities are put in place, often in haste, to get educa-
tion actors back in action. Recovery activities can build on pre-crisis humanitarian actions 
to ensure that they are assets in the development phase. During the Covid-19 pandemic, for 
example, several education systems put in place temporary distance education measures, 

Figure 1  Continuum of the educational crisis. Source: Developed by the authors. Illustration by Audrey 
Wells and Marc Larivière
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such as digital learning platforms, to ensure that students’ learning achievements are 
maintained.

The third phase (the reconstruction phase) is defined in the Internationally Agreed Glos-
sary of Basic Terms Related to Disaster Management (UN 1992) as “a full resumption of 
the predisaster state including all preventive measures”. These activities, more institution-
alized than those of the recovery phase, are implemented during and after the crisis and are 
aimed at addressing medium- and long-term issues affecting the components of the system. 
Activities implemented for the reconstruction of education systems worldwide during the 
current crisis include distance education (Burns 2020; UNESCO 2020a). Azzi-Huck and 
Tigran (2020) write:

Many countries have turned to distance learning as a means of mitigating for lost 
time in school (fully online in China, Italy, France, Germany, and Saudi Arabia; 
mobile phones or television in Vietnam, Mongolia). […] Other countries send kids 
home with lessons as homework [all online] (Lebanon). In Bulgaria, more than 
800,000 [online] accounts have been created for all teachers and parents, publishers 
have been mobilized to open the digital textbooks and learning materials for grades 1 
to 10, and two national TV channels will broadcast educational TV.

The fourth phase is the process of overall development of a country or region’s socioeco-
nomic, intellectual, social, and cultural fabric. Development, therefore, aims at improving 
the education system: “Societies everywhere are undergoing deep transformation, and this 
calls for new forms of education to foster the competencies that societies and economies 
need, today and tomorrow” (UNESCO 2015, p. 3). Although it is primarily emerging 
countries that are developing their education systems, Covid-19 highlights the fragility of 
all systems and forces them to return to the development phase. Thus, the creativity and 
innovation that the crisis is accelerating can serve as levers for the development of greater 
systemic flexibility and resilience.

The fifth and final phase, that of institutionalization, concerns the establishment, for-
malization, sustainability, structuring, and social acceptance of systems within the state. 
Although every education system aims to reach this phase, Gérard (2001, p. 76) notes the 
following:

From one social group to another, from one social and economic context to another, 
educational practices and strategies have neither the same legitimacy nor the same 
rationality. And they all reflect a particular relationship, from individuals and groups, 
to the school situation, to the extent of the institutionalization of the school.

Therefore, institutionalization looks different depending on the political and social con-
text. Given the scale of the pandemic and the resulting educational crisis—and taking into 
account the continuum of crises that education systems are likely to experience in recurrent 
phases—it is necessary to ask the following question: How can curricula respond to fast-
changing, unpredictable, and often disruptive events, such as the Covid-19 outbreak?

Curriculum response to the crisis

Before we answer this question, we must adopt a definition of curriculum that will allow us 
to structure our discussion despite the conceptual diversity and lack of consensus on this 
matter (Breault and Marshall 2010; Schiro 2012).
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Jonnaert (2015) groups the definitions of curriculum into two contrasting perspectives. 
The Anglo-Saxon and North American vision of curriculum goes beyond that of an edu-
cational program. The curriculum, in this view, adopts a systemic perspective; it structures 
an education system through various action plans (administrative, pedagogical, evaluative, 
etc.) that are broad and inclusive, integrating a concern for the functionality of learning. 
The Franco-European curricular stream conceives the curriculum from a more program-
oriented perspective, oriented toward the very specific learning content of school subjects. 
For example, Reuter et al. (2007) see the curriculum as referring to the programming of 
teaching content, while Durand (1996, p. 107) writes: “A curriculum is a field of research 
and study which concerns the current and prospective situation of a school system in order 
to analyze the major trends and define the main lines of development”.

To better analyze the impacts of Covid-19, we will use Connelly and Xu’s conceptual-
ization (2008) of the modern curriculum as having four dimensions (or commonplaces): 
teachers, students, subject matter, and milieu. This model derives from Schwab’s frame-
work of curriculum commonplaces (Schwab 1973; Joseph 2011), according to which the 
“teachers’” commonplace comprises not only teachers themselves but also their pedagogi-
cal views, flexibility, and personalities. The “students”, of course, refers to the children 
and includes their abilities, aspirations, and qualities. “Subject matter” is the curriculum’s 
disciplines of study, the materials they use, and its underlying system of thought. Finally, 
the “milieu” refers to the environment in which learning takes place (school, classroom), 
its social structure, and its influences. As Connelly and Xu (2008, p. 519) point out:

The curriculum, in this view, is a way to entwine the disparate and fragmented lines 
of inquiry that make up our modern educational world of scholarship. Curriculum is 
a way of integrating disparate lines of inquiry around the broad idea of experience in 
the relationships among teachers, students, subject matter, and milieu.

In using Connelly and Xu (2008) as our frame, we will also keep in mind the continuum 
of the crisis by highlighting recommendations raised in this reflection that are or should be 
part of the curricula response to the pandemic. Finally, we will call attention to the role of 
an important, but often forgotten, actor in a formal education system—the parent.

Effects of the crisis on teachers

Müller and Goldenberg (2020) point out that studies typically document the effects of cri-
ses on teachers much less than they do on students. The authors highlight two main poten-
tial effects on teachers.

First, the pandemic subjects teachers to the same challenges and tensions the general 
population faces, including dual professional and family responsibilities (Müller and Gold-
enberg 2020). Many teachers must maintain and create a daily routine and learning activ-
ities for their own children, as recommended by the World Health Organization (WHO 
2020a), while doing so at a distance for their students (Lollia and Issaieva 2020). Like 
other parents, during the pandemic teachers with their own children have the added burden 
that “during times of stress and crisis, it is common for children to seek more attachment 
and be more demanding on parents” (WHO 2020a, p. 4). Pressures the teachers’ experi-
ence in their professional role (Müller and Goldenberg 2020) compound this issue, espe-
cially during the emergency phase of the continuum, when a clear action plan may not exist 
and the many reversals in government instructions to teachers place them in a situation of 
constant uncertainty—including uncertainty with regard to their employment situation.
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Second, many teachers do not have adequate training and guidance to address students’ 
socioemotional needs following a crisis (Müller and Goldenberg 2020). US studies of 
teachers in postcrisis situations have found they do not feel equipped to support students 
emotionally and that many feel overwhelmed by what is expected of them at school after a 
traumatic event (Pfefferbaum et al. 2004a, b). In working with traumatized students, teach-
ers may experience secondary traumatic stress disorder (STSD), which occurs when a pro-
fessional experiences the fear, pain, or suffering of the person they are caring for (Figley 
1995). STSD can greatly affect the mental health of teachers, who may need professional 
and peer support to help them cope with these exceptional circumstances (Loescher 2020; 
UNICEF 2020). Müller and Goldenberg (2020, p. 29) argue that “ensuring that teachers 
are supported to manage stress and avoid exhaustion is imperative for both teacher and 
pupil wellbeing”. We believe such support should be part of the activities put in place as 
soon as the reconstruction phase.

Moreover, as teachers are away from their workplaces and no longer see their students 
except virtually, the crisis has greatly altered teaching and planning practices. Distance 
education poses special challenges for the significant number of teachers who are uncom-
fortable with or lack training in the use of technology (Dede 2020; Lollia and Issaieva 
2020). Attempting to provide quality distance education until the end of the school year 
while planning distance or hybrid teaching modalities for the fall represent a major source 
of anxiety for many teachers. In an educational crisis, what we take for granted no longer 
holds, and “educators find themselves both freed from what was but also in free fall into 
what is a new reality” (Loescher 2020).

Studies of education in emergencies (Burde et al. 2015) lead to the identification of three 
main issues during school closures related to the pandemic (Arvisais et al. 2020): access to 
education and technology, quality of education and support for parents, and student well-
being. Those orientations and the actions they suggest should be part of the emergency or 
early reconstruction phase, as they aim to minimize the negative effects of the crisis.

Anderson et al. (2020) observe that in the United States roughly one-third of households 
with children ages 6–17 and an annual income below $30,000 a year do not have a high-
speed Internet connection, compared with just 6% of such households earning $75,000 or 
more a year. These broadband disparities are particularly pronounced for Black and His-
panic households with school-age children.

Several education systems, such as California’s Lindsey Unified School District, support 
teachers in adapting to online education (Dede 2020). In Wuhan, China, the government 
“instructed a quarter of a billion full-time students to resume their studies through online 
platforms. This resulted in the largest online movement in the history of education, with 
approximately 730,000, or 81% of K-12 students, attending classes via the Tencent K-12 
Online School in Wuhan” (Li and Lalani 2020). Where families do not have access to the 
Internet, teachers can mail teaching materials and homework to their students. For exam-
ple, school buses have delivered meals and classwork to some students in Manchester, UK, 
and in San Juan County, Utah, US (Phelps 2020; Tanner and Podmore 2020).

Second, teachers have a duty to support parents of children schooling at home by listen-
ing to their concerns and ensuring that they have the resources they need. Teachers must 
define their expectations, which must be reduced and adapted to the particular situation 
and set specific and realistic goals (Arvisais et  al. 2020; Müller and Goldenberg 2020; 
UNICEF 2020), particularly in view of the difficulties that parents and students sometimes 
have in interpreting educational programs. Indeed, it is the responsibility of each teacher 
to provide a clear plan—which should be based on a formal education program, but whose 
organization is the teacher’s responsibility—for his or her students to continue distance 
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education until schools reopen (Arvisais et al. 2020). Rather than focus on new learning, 
distance education must work toward ensuring that learning achievements are maintained 
and consolidated.

Finally, teachers must identify and address the specific needs of their students, whether 
they are substantial basic needs or educational needs (Arvisais et  al. 2020). To do this, 
the teacher should establish communication with the family as soon as schools are closed 
(EdTech Hub 2020) and maintain regular communication throughout the closure. It is 
widely recognized in education science that the teacher-student bond influences success 
(Valiente et al. 2019), and this bond is necessarily weakened in distance education; of its 
six characteristics—or six distances (Jacquinot 1993)—pedagogical distance is the most 
difficult to regulate, and technology can not eliminate it (Jacquinot-Delaunay 2010). This 
issue should be addressed as part of the development phase, especially if school is to con-
tinue on a distance or hybrid model, to ensure that the teacher-student bond does not suffer 
as much from crisis situations in the future.

Effects of the crisis on students

Educational science widely acknowledges that prolonged school absence can have signifi-
cant effects on students (Balfanz and Byrnes 2012; Sims 2020). Studies on learning loss 
during summer break suggest that this period of interruption particularly affects young 
children at the pivotal time when they are learning to read and count; similarly, the rapid 
and important learning that takes place during the regular school year can turn into signifi-
cant losses during an unplanned school closure (Müller and Goldenberg 2020).

An American study found that students who have just completed grade 4 lose an aver-
age of 27% of their math skills and 20% of their reading skills over the summer holidays, 
the latter being less affected because students read on their own during the summer months 
(Kuhfeld 2019). Moreover, Müller and Goldenberg (2020) have shown that along with 
summer learning loss, students also risk losing the learning they could have gained by the 
end of the school year. To estimate the loss of learning during the extended outage related 
to the current pandemic, Kuhfeld and Tawasara (2020) cross-tabulated the results on sum-
mer learning loss and student learning gains during a normal school year. Their projections 
suggest that with a reopening in September, students in grades 3–8 could return to school 
having lost about 50% of their math and 30% of their reading achievement or even be a full 
year behind the progress normally expected.

The effects of prolonged school closures are particularly significant for students with 
special needs and from disadvantaged backgrounds (Berkman 2008). Students with spe-
cial needs, including those with adjustment or learning difficulties, cannot always study 
independently or autonomously (Müller and Goldenberg, 2020). Moreover, pupils from 
disadvantaged backgrounds do not necessarily have the resources to attend school at a dis-
tance. For example, in Switzerland, Norway, and Austria, 95% of students have access to a 
computer at home, but this proportion is 50% or less in Turkey, Colombia, Brazil, Mexico, 
Thailand, and Peru (Reimers and Schleicher 2020). In several emerging countries, Internet 
access is also very limited or nonexistent for many families (Hares and Mundy 2020).

The Covid-19 pandemic highlights the digital divide (UN 2020a). For example, in sub-
Saharan Africa, three-quarters of the population have cell phones, but only one-third have 
smartphones that can be used for learning (EdTech Hub 2020). Even in the United States, 
25% of students from disadvantaged backgrounds do not have access to a computer for 
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schoolwork (Li and Lalani 2020). Finally, prolonged and unexpected school closure may 
also contribute to students’ dropping out, particularly those from disadvantaged back-
grounds (Iqbal et al. 2020).

School closures have major effects on the physical and psychological health of many 
young people, particularly the most vulnerable (Charland et al. 2020; WHO 2020a). Expo-
sure to stressful or traumatic circumstances can affect learning, cognition, and behavior, in 
addition to fostering emotional and social isolation (Müller and Goldenberg 2020). These 
effects are magnified by the lack of structure, routine, and stimulation normally provided 
by the school environment (WHO 2020a). These factors have an even greater impact on 
young people with mental health problems (Müller and Goldenberg 2020).

Students’ physical health may be compromised when the school can no longer substan-
tially meet their food and safety needs. This is particularly important for students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds, many of whom rely on free or low-cost school food services 
(Forsey 2017; Stewart et al. 2018). School closures also remove the safety net for students 
who experience family violence, which may result in fewer reports to child protection ser-
vices, as has been the case in Quebec (Nadeau and Pineda 2020). “Being at home can place 
some children at increased risk of, or increased exposure to, child protection incidents 
or make them witness to interpersonal violence if their home is not a safe place” (WHO 
2020a). UNICEF (2020) recommends that even during school closures, schools continue 
to provide basic services to vulnerable students, including protection and sufficient and 
healthy food.

Effects of the crisis on subject matter

Regarding the content of educational programs, UNICEF (2020) recommends reducing 
expectations and eliminating formal evaluations where possible. For example, considera-
tion could be given to retaining only those examinations that promote students to a higher 
level. If most exams are canceled or suspended, programs in which students prepare for 
them are no longer needed (Loescher 2020). Since distance education does not offer the 
same opportunities as face-to-face instruction, it becomes necessary to prioritize curricu-
lar content and identify specific elements that students can work on, ideally at their own 
pace and according to their own interests and abilities (Arvisais et al. 2020; Reimers and 
Schleicher 2020).

Reimers and Schleicher (2020) conducted a survey in March 2020 on the educational 
issues raised by the pandemic, the responses to these issues, and the means put in place to 
provide education during confinement. The survey included respondents across 98 coun-
tries from the OECD and the Global Education Innovation Initiative of the Harvard Gradu-
ate School of Education networks. Of the 330 respondents, 277 believe that it is somewhat 
or very important to “ensure the continuity of academic learning for students”, and 212 
find it somewhat or very important to “define new curricular priorities during the crisis”.

UNESCO International Institute for Educational Programming (IIEP) (2020) proposes 
to plan, for example, “an accelerated syllabus that focuses on core subjects”. Government 
educational authorities should decide on these core subjects (Arvisais et al. 2020) during 
the reconstruction phase—meaning there should be more institutionalized measures—and 
should target “areas where learning loss will be most consequential for learning progres-
sion in the coming school year” (Hares and Mundy 2020)—namely, language and math-
ematics (Kuhfeld 2019). Moreover, priorities must necessarily be differentiated according 
to the age and level of pupils. For primary school students, especially younger students, it 
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is critical to ensure strategies for pedagogical continuity of essential literacy and numeracy 
learning (Hares and Mundy 2020). It is also important to respect children’s cognitive abili-
ties so as not to overload them.

The UCCD (2020b) brought together several of its researchers and other curriculum 
developers to establish a list of curricular priorities to promote the maintenance and 
consolidation of primary and secondary school children’s learning. They recommend 
that primary school children practice reading using short texts to work on language flu-
ency and comprehension. For writing, the UCCD emphasizes handwriting, using short 
dictations and creative writing. For example, encouraging students to write about what 
they experienced during confinement can help them vent and communicate their feel-
ings. In mathematics, activities should be meaningful, authentic, and concrete to the 
extent possible. For example, it is possible to work on arithmetic skills with household 
objects or everyday situations and to work on geometry and measurement skills by 
mixing exercises with artistic or technical activities. Older students can also work with 
statistics by investigating their environment, for example in problem-solving activi-
ties. Another UCCD priority, problem-solving, is a core competency in several cur-
ricula, including science and mathematics (Rajotte 2017), and can be experienced in 
several investigative activities. Some educational video games or “serious” games with 
a pedagogical intent also allow for problem-solving (Roberge 2017). However, this last 
option raises the issue of screen-time management, part of the last UCCD curricu-
lar priority—health and physical education. In this regard, WHO (2010) recommends 
that children get at least 60 minutes of physical activity—sports or active games—
every day and emphasizes that the activities be varied and regular. As for screen time, 
WHO (2019) recommends that children get no screen-time before 2 years old, less 
than an hour between 2 and 5 years old, and less than two hours daily after five years 
old. In addition, other priorities related to diet and sleep should be added (Gadais and 
Deschênes 2020).

For high school students, it is imperative to support motivation and engagement, 
particularly among students at risk of dropping out or with learning difficulties (Hares 
and Mundy 2020). The UCCD (2020c) has established a list of curricular priorities to 
promote the maintenance and consolidation of learning in secondary school, includ-
ing at least 30–60 min of reading time each day—depending on the age and level of 
the student—from varying genres (fiction and non-fiction) while respecting students’ 
interests. For writing, it is also important to respect student’s interests and creativ-
ity and to have them write regularly in a variety of genres at a level appropriate to 
their grade. Teachers can work with language and the capacity for synthesis through 
several authentic situations—for example, by asking the student to describe, relate, 
summarize, or explain an event or phenomenon. In mathematics, high school students 
learn to interpret and communicate reality mathematically; it is therefore important 
that they remain active in their learning—appropriate to their grade and skill level—by 
regularly practicing arithmetic, algebra, probability, statistics, geometry, and analyti-
cal geometry (Kuhfeld and Tarawasa 2020). In social and human sciences, the UCCD 
recommends focusing on, among other things, the understanding of timelines and 
maps, the ability to ask questions about the world, and the capacity to judge the rel-
evance of information sources, skills that are particularly useful in the current era of 
unreliable information (Boberg et al. 2020; Laato et al. 2020). In science, scientific or 
technological investigation activities can be carried out using household objects and 
everyday situations, and the focus should be on the steps of a scientific or technologi-
cal design process. Finally, in health and physical education, the UCCD recommends 
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that students continue to develop their physical, cognitive, psychological, and social 
health, particularly during confinement, when their lifestyles are disrupted (Gadais and 
Deschênes 2020).

Effects of the crisis on milieu

When schools reopen, the modalities of physical distancing imply important changes in 
practices and, more broadly, educational settings. The first crucial issue is the appropriate 
timing for reopening. “Too early and the public health is in danger, longer than necessary 
and the learning loss will continue to aggravate, especially for the most vulnerable” (UNE-
SCO 2020c). Reopening generates anxiety for many teachers and parents, even where it 
has been declared safe provided strict measures of hygiene and physical distancing are 
respected (Adams and Sample 2020; Arvisais et al. 2020; Coughlan and Richardson 2020). 
Such measures are mainly based on past responses to epidemics and are part of temporary 
activities put in place to get educators back into action, as is the case in the recovery phase.

No consensus yet exists on the extent to which children are vectors of Covid-19 trans-
mission. Although there is evidence that they may be infected (Liu et al. 2020), it appears 
that their symptoms are milder than those of adults and that they recover more quickly 
(Castagnoli et al. 2020; Gudbjartsson et al. 2020). Tracking studies conducted in several 
countries also suggest that children play a lesser role in transmission (RIVM 2020) and that 
transmission in schools, compared to that in families, is limited (Cauchemez et al. 2009; 
National Centre for Immunisation Research and Surveillance 2020; Viner et  al. 2020). 
However, because adults in schools are more important vectors of contagion, they must 
observe strict physical distancing measures (RIVM 2020). With all the considerations 
teachers must assess during a pandemic, one may wonder how much opportunity remains 
for teaching itself. Indeed, whereas most studies on the reopening of schools during Covid-
19 focus mainly on health measures, few offer recommendations on pedagogical content.

Hygiene and physical distancing measures required for school reopening may depend on 
the age and grade level of the students (Kingsley 2020). For example, since transmission of 
the virus is related to the dynamics of group members (Barratt et al. 2018), there is no ideal 
class size, which may vary according to the characteristics of the students (age, maturity, 
cognitive abilities, disability, etc.), while measures may include limits on the number of 
students per group or per room. Indeed, the organization of the premises must allow suf-
ficient distance between all persons (WHO 2020b).

A partial reopening or hybrid model of education may be viable options—for exam-
ple, reopening primary but not secondary schools or rotating groups of students on-site 
on a part-time basis (WHO 2020b). Primary schools should be reopened before secondary 
schools since, in the younger age group, the risks are lower compared to the benefits of 
face-to-face education (UNICEF 2020; Vanhems 2020).

For school reopening, hygiene remains the most important element and involves fre-
quent handwashing, as much as possible with soap and water; waste management; and 
refraining from sharing objects (UNICEF 2020). In addition, students and teachers should 
check for symptoms of Covid-19 and avoid coming to school if they are infected (Evershed 
and Ball 2020; Tan 2006). It is absolutely essential that mechanisms for tracking school 
contacts and school travel be put in place to monitor the dynamics of virus transmission 
(Viner et al. 2020) as part of the fourth phase of the continuum, development, to prepare, 
the school system’s response to future epidemic crises.
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At the time of this writing, many countries have partially or fully reopened their schools. 
There is no clear picture of the measures taken in these various institutions internationally, 
but it is possible to observe some trends. For example, in Spring 2020 in Quebec and New 
Zealand, parents were free to decide whether their children will return to school or com-
plete the school year from home (Government of Quebec 2020; Ward 2020). Several coun-
tries have preferred partial or gradual reopening plans. In Denmark, Israel, and Norway, 
younger students returned to school first; in some parts of China, high school students were 
first to return (Cavanagh 2020). In Quebec, primary students returned first except in the 
regions most affected by Covid-19, where schools remained closed until September (Gov-
ernment of Quebec 2020), as in some of the most affected countries in Europe, includ-
ing Italy and Spain (Müller and Goldenberg 2020). Most countries have adopted physical 
distancing measures, with six feet required between students when they are in line or sit-
ting at their desks. This is the case in Denmark, Israel, Norway, Germany, Vietnam, and 
China; in China, some students even wear hats that extend six feet in diameter around them 
(Cavanagh 2020; Ward 2020).

Class sizes have also been drastically reduced in some schools in Denmark and Nor-
way, and students have designated classroom or cafeteria seats in South Korea, Germany, 
and Japan (Cavanagh 2020; Strauss 2020; Ward 2020). Of course, handwashing is manda-
tory—and its frequency is regulated—in almost all countries; premises, furniture, and toys 
are disinfected once or several times a day in most schools (Cavanagh 2020; Strauss 2020). 
Wearing masks in schools is mandatory, particularly in Taiwan, Israel, Germany, and South 
Korea (Cavanagh 2020; Strauss 2020; Ward 2020; Javid et al. 2020; Leung et al. 2020) and 
some countries have adopted other health measures, such as mandatory temperature testing 
before entering a school or partition walls on all desks (Cavanagh 2020; Strauss 2020). In 
Germany, where classroom windows are kept open to promote air circulation, schools ask 
students to make sure they have adequate clothing (Ward 2020).

Effects on parents and their place in the curriculum

Connelly and Xu’s (2008) model, though it allows for a multidimensional view of the cur-
riculum, has an important limitation, in that it does not specifically include parents. As 
Schubert (2008) points out, the enacted curriculum is complex and influenced by many 
contributors, including parents. Although the impact of parental involvement is widely 
acknowledged in education science (Đurišić and Bunijevac 2017), parents and families are 
too often invalidated or rendered invisible in curricula and are a milieu that deserves equal 
rank with the school and classroom (Pushor 2009). The Covid-19 crisis might thus be an 
opportunity to reappraise the role of parents, who have been neglected in the conceptual-
ization of the curriculum.

Parents have been asked to assume a coeducational role during the pandemic for which 
they are not necessarily prepared or equipped and are subject to significant pressures and 
tensions (Cipriano and Brackett 2020). They have a critical role to play with respect to ill-
ness, hygiene, physical distancing measures, and managing the emotions associated with a 
crisis (Murray 2010). Parents may find it difficult to support their children’s learning, espe-
cially if their resources and educational level are limited or if they have no alternative but 
to continue working (Arvisais et al. 2020; UNESCO 2020b). Conversely, they can suffer 
significant economic losses if they must take regular time off work to care for their chil-
dren (UNESCO 2020b). To support parents in these new and challenging roles, teachers 
must use their professional judgment and consider every family’s particular situation. For 
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example, schools can support learning at home by providing parents with “information for 
families on skills required for students in all subjects at each grade, information on home-
work policies and how to monitor and discuss schoolwork at home” (Đurišić and Bunijevac 
2017), with the aim of strengthening the partnership between these two milieus—school/
classroom and family/parents.

Conclusions

Education systems are often said to be commensurate with a nation’s level of development, 
whether they are in an emerging or institutionalized country. However, the SARS-CoV-2 
pandemic has brutally highlighted the fragility of all education systems worldwide. Dur-
ing and after the crisis, education systems must address the questions emerging from this 
exceptional situation: Is distance or hybrid education possible in our model? Are our stu-
dents sufficiently equipped and autonomous to continue their learning despite the pedagog-
ical distance? Are they dependent on teachers for access to quality educational resources? 
When a crisis occurs, how can our system make a rapid transition from face-to-face to 
distance education?

As noted earlier, crises imply danger but also opportunity (Darling 1994); the term cri-
sis in itself suggests that there is time to prevent disaster (Boin and T’ Hart 2007). Crises 
are associated with openness toward the future and the need for radical decision-making 
(Kornberger et  al. 2019). Following the continuum of education crises (UCCD 2020a), 
education systems tend to return to the development phase, where they are forced to ques-
tion their stability and flexibility, the level of training of education actors, the capacity of 
the system to cope with an emergency situation, and the need to put in place action plans 
to return or move to a stable and institutionalized system able to cope with future crises. 
To become more resilient, education systems must learn from this crisis by monitoring its 
effects on all dimensions of the curriculum: teachers, students, subject matter, and milieu 
(including in the latter schools and family in a place of equal rank).
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