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Abstract
The COVID-19 represents an unprecedented global interruption of education that leaves us 
with an abundance of unanswered questions related to the consequences of the pandemic 
and of the lockdown and school closure for children. In the article, I argue that we have 
seen two different approaches to the pandemic in relation to education and to understand-
ing children and vulnerable children. The first approach emphasizes how pre-existing vul-
nerabilities have been worsened and exacerbated. From this perspective, the pandemic has 
exposed and amplified existing educational inequalities and made tacit structures of power 
and control more visible. The second approach acknowledges the consequences of the pan-
demic, but it also considers the current crisis as an opportunity to build back better. From 
this perspective, we are urged to use the pandemic as an opportunity to rethink education in 
more equitable ways. Based on qualitative interviews with educational psychologists (EPs), 
this article sheds light on these two different approaches and on some of the consequences 
of the COVID-19 pandemic regarding vulnerable children and educational inequalities 
from the perspectives of EPs.

Keywords  COVID-19 · Educational psychology · Vulnerable children · Resilience · 
Inequality

Introduction

According to a recently published UNESCO report on inclusion and education (UNESCO, 
2020), the COVID-19 pandemic has exposed and deepened global and educational ine-
qualities. In the foreword of the report, general director of UNESCO, Audrey Azoulay, 
describes how the pandemic brought massive and sudden changes in schools around the 
globe:

With more than 90 per cent of the global student population affected by COVID-19 
related school closures, the world is in the throes of the most unprecedented disrup-
tion in the history of education. (UNESCO, 2020: IIII).
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Such an unprecedented global interruption of education obviously presents significant 
challenges for students, families, and teachers. But it also leaves us with an abundance of 
unanswered questions related to the consequences of the lockdown and school closure on 
children’s needs, children’s learning options, children’s physical and mental well-being, 
teachers’ working conditions, and parents’ role in supporting their children etc. As stated in 
the UNESCO report, global crises like COVID-19 tend to exacerbate existing inequalities, 
and while there seems to be a general recognition of the crucial role of social and cultural 
inequalities, the current crisis still has the potential to raise new questions, generate new 
knowledge, and reevaluate our existing knowledge about inequalities in schools.

Based on interviews with Danish educational psychologists (EPs), this article sheds 
light on some of the consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic regarding vulnerable chil-
dren and educational inequalities from the perspectives of educational psychologists.

The current status (January 2021) is that the WHO anticipates a lengthy duration of the 
COVID-19 pandemic (Banerjee, 2020), and if we are to fully understand the extremely 
complex social and educational processes during the pandemic, more in-depth knowledge 
is needed. Despite the fact that EPs have extensive professional knowledge and expertise 
regarding children with and without special needs and vulnerable students and students at 
risk of social and academic marginalization, their perspectives on and their understand-
ings of the consequences of the pandemic have been surprisingly understudied. EPs are in 
frequent contact with vulnerable children and their families. They know their teachers and 
their schools, and EPs have a rich and cross-contextual understanding of children and their 
everyday lives. Furthermore, they are experts in facilitating supportive learning environ-
ments for students in general and for students with special needs more specifically.

Understanding the consequences of the COVID-19 from the perspectives of educational 
psychologists is interesting as they are in frequent contact with schools, institutions, par-
ents, and vulnerable and marginalized children. EPs thus have cross-contextual insight in 
both children with and without special needs, and many EPs were in frequent contact with 
children, parents, teachers, schools, and institutions during the lockdown and reopening of 
schools, and EPs can therefore give important perspectives on the psycho-educational con-
sequences of the pandemic.

Reproduction of Inequalities and Difficulties or an Opportunity 
to Build Back Better?

In a recent paper, Lupton (2020) contextualizes the COVID-19 pandemic from a socio-
cultural perspective. Lupton argues how the crisis can be seen as a mirror to our soci-
ety and that it urges us to raise new questions, generate new knowledge, and reevaluate 
our existing ways of knowing. From this perspective, the pandemic is a sociocultural 
phenomenon “… infused with and understood through situated and shifting meanings 
and practices.” (Lupton, 2020, 1). Historically, the sociocultural dimensions of other 
pandemics (like the Black Death or the HIV/AIDS crisis) have attracted great attention 
as aspects of our society that usually are taken for granted can be seen in a new light. 
Often, pandemics expose and amplify inequalities and make tacit structures of power 
and control more visible, which also was a theme in Camus’s (1947/1996) highly topical 
existentialist novel “The Plague” (La Peste) from 1947 in which he depicted a plague 
that stroke the French Algerian city of Oran sometime in the 1940s. Camus depicts the 
plague as a philosophical notion of the absurd and a metaphor for the Nazi invasion of 
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France. In the novel, we learn about the administrative mismanagement of the plague, 
and how the plague is dealt with by the press, the church, and the local authorities, and 
the novel asks questions about humanity and the meaning and values of society in times 
of crisis.

The current pandemic is obviously a sociocultural phenomenon in which virus spread-
ing becomes “pandemic” as a social representation. But it is also an educational phenome-
non as far as the pandemic has widespread educational consequences. I will argue that two 
different approaches to the educational consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic seem to 
have materialized.

The first and probably most widespread approach is the one described in the already 
mentioned UNESCO report in which it is emphasized how the COVID-19 pandemic deep-
ens existing inequalities.

To understand this approach, Bourdieu’s Theory of Practice (Bourdieu, 1986; Bourdieu 
& Wacquant, 1992) is helpful as it highlights how different practices like for example 
school activities are the result of a complex interplay between people’s habitus (dispo-
sitions), their capital (Bourdieu stressed the importance of including not only economic 
but also social and cultural resources to determine one’s status and position in society), 
and field (circumstances) (Akkermans et  al., 2020). According to Bourdieu (1986), the 
educational system produces and reproduces hegemonic cultural and linguistic forms of 
power and knowledge. And as it most often happens in times of crises, these forces have 
been reinforced and strengthened with the current pandemic widening economic, cultural, 
social, and educational vulnerability for marginalized populations, those with less educa-
tion, and those with special educational needs.

From Bourdieu and countless studies, we know that schools reproduce existing inequali-
ties and contribute to social reproduction. But we also know that schools can help reduce the 
effects of social inequality. For the most vulnerable children, schools provide a structured 
setting that during the temporal school lockdown was inaccessible. During the lockdown, 
many children stayed at home with parents who were unable to support them sufficiently for 
different social, economic, cultural, or academic reasons (Brown et al., 2020). Blundell et al. 
(2020) for example describe how poorer families have been receiving less support from 
schools during the lockdown, whereas parents in better-off families and with higher levels of 
education were more likely to work from home and to have space and resources to help edu-
cate their children. Blundell et al. (2020) further describe how the school lockdowns might 
produce long-lasting learning outcome effects as schools under normal circumstances repre-
sent an equalizing force that was suspended during the lockdown, where families assumed a 
much larger share of the responsibility for educating their children.

We have, however, also seen the emergence of another approach to the COVID-19 pan-
demic. This approach obviously also acknowledges how the pandemic has been a massive 
and completely unforeseen disruption of education. From this perspective, the pandemic 
also represents an opportunity to “build back better” as the pandemic has shown how com-
munities can come together, how technology can be used to overcome learning barriers, 
and how we can overcome the climate crisis (Iyengar, 2020). The pandemic thus offers 
possibilities for post-pandemic transformations and for rethinking development and ways 
of organizing existing societal and educational structures (Leach et al, 2021).

In the same spirit, Arnove (2020) argues that the pandemic’s disproportionate conse-
quences underscore institutionalized and structural forms of discrimination that no longer 
should be accepted. Arnove urges educational systems to use the pandemic as an opportu-
nity to rethink education in more equitable ways. The pandemic has thus revealed existing 
educational inequalities that simply should not be accepted in the future.
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Although the COVID-19 pandemic seems to have affected persons with special needs 
disproportionally as many of these students thrive in predictability and have a hard time 
dealing with unforeseen changes, evidence also suggests that some of these children are 
even doing better with the social distancing and restrictions of the pandemic. Pesch et al. 
(2020) describe:

However, a sizable subset has been described as thriving while social distancing. 
Even without school supports, private therapies, or in-person visits, some children 
are seemingly doing better than ever. In our practices, we have observed this in chil-
dren who are socially anxious or rigid or who struggle with transitions or learning. 
The mother of an 8-year-old boy with learning disabilities, attention deficit hyper-
activity disorder, and anxiety recently reported in a telehealth visit “I’m the least 
worried about him that I have been in years. He’s thriving at home, he’s happy and 
relaxed.” (Pesch et al., 2020: 506).

Based on survey data from 5953 Danish children (from 3rd to 9th grad, aged 9–16) and 
5054 parents collected in April 2020, a Danish survey (Qvortrup et al., 2020a) also indi-
cated that many children—despite the difficult circumstances—were thriving during the 
lockdown, and that some had strengthened close relationships and found new ways to be 
together online.

To sum up, I thus argue that we see two different approaches to the pandemic in relation 
to children and vulnerable children, one approach that emphasizes how pre-existing vulner-
abilities have been worsened and a second approach that acknowledges the consequences 
of the pandemic, but also considers the current crisis as an opportunity to build back better.

The School Lockdown in Denmark

In Denmark, the lockdown due to the COVID-19 pandemic was announced March 11 2020. 
All people working in non-essential functions in the public sector were ordered to stay home or 
work from home. Likewise, employers who did not perform critical functions in the private 
sector were urged to allow their employees to stay home in the same period. All secondary 
education, universities, libraries, indoor cultural institutions, and similar places were also 
closed. The municipalities established limited daycare for children where the parents could 
not stay home and take care of them.

During the lockdown, children were obliged to participate in distance learning as 
schools were responsible for compulsory education. The sudden lockdown required quick 
adjustments from teachers, parents, and children with parents working from home while 
taking care of their children’s school activities. These changes obviously took a massive 
toll on schools and families with the development of new educational teaching strategies 
for online learning as one of the most prominent features. In the blink of an eye, students’ 
everyday lives changed dramatically with all school and social activities being cancelled or 
transported to video calls and digital platforms.

Following a 1-month lockdown, Denmark was one of the first European countries to 
announce a gradual easing of restrictions, and by April 15, early childhood education and 
care, primary education up to fifth grade, senior year students in general, upper secondary 
education, and special needs schools reopened.

In general, the reopening was considered a very challenging and divisive issue. Cer-
tain conditions were imposed on nurseries, kindergartens, and schools such as frequent 
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cleaning of surfaces, hand-washing, requirements of smaller class sizes, and a regu-
lated distance of 2 m between desks.

To reduce wide-scale virus transmission within schools, the reopening involved 
reductions of class size (with approximately 50% capacity) and increasing of social 
distance with students kept in defined groups and with limited interaction between 
groups. No face masks were required for students or teachers. As already described, 
primary school children were the first to return to school, and students were kept in 
small groups with minimal contact with others outside their group. Students were 
organized in groups of approximately 12 students to ensure sufficient physical distance 
between students and teachers. During breaks, students were allowed to play only in 
small groups. During April, May, and June, the school reopening in Denmark did not 
result in a significant increase in the growth rate of COVID-19 cases.

Although preliminary data suggests that most Danish students handled the lock-
down and reopening of schools relatively well (Qvortrup et al., 2020b), the lockdown, 
the reopening of schools, and the general consequences of the pandemic clearly have 
affected children in varied ways. Some children have parents who have suffered serious 
economic losses because of the pandemic, other parents are now unemployed because 
of the economic damage of the pandemic (Lawson, 2020), and some children have even 
lost relatives to the virus. And although children are at low risk for the morbidities and 
mortalities associated with COVID-19 (Hoffman & Miller, 2020), many children were 
marked by anxiety related to the virus.

Qvortrup et  al. (2020b) found that social distancing was the factor that affected 
students most negatively during the lockdown. In general, children missed their daily 
grind in school, with friends and social activities. To support this, more than 90% 
reported to miss their friends and their social activities, while more than 50% of the 
students reported that they did not feel happy. Approximately, 70% of the students 
missed teaching, while 60% of the students missed their teachers. One fifth of the stu-
dents felt lonely during the lockdown. According to the authors of the Danish study, 
this already high prevalence of loneliness was kept down by the fact that families in 
general compensated for the missing after school activities by spending more time 
together. Nevertheless, student well-being was markedly lower during the lockdown 
compared with data from the yearly national Danish well-being survey in schools. 
As for online schooling, most students, parents, and teachers seemed to make a great 
effort to get teaching and learning activities up and running with most students having 
fairly clearly structured plans for the different daily school activities. However, and not 
surprisingly, a share of students had a difficult time structuring the school activities as 
some were dependent on special needs educational activities, and/or left with mini-
mal parental help. Some of these students also reported having motivational problems. 
Another interesting finding from the survey was that online teaching in general was 
more teacher directed with less active student participation. Only 25% of the students 
were engaged in group work (which is a low share in a Danish educational context that 
usually puts great emphasis on group work).

As for the parents, approximately 50% of the respondents described how it was dif-
ficult to find a fair work/life/home school balance. In general, both students and par-
ents were satisfied with the ways schools transitioned to online learning activities with 
approximately 70% of both parents and students reporting being satisfied with the way 
the teachers handled the lockdown and their online teaching (Qvortrup et al., 2020b).
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Background and Method

At the time of writing (January, 2021), a lot of research that deals with students’ coping 
procedures during the school closures is being published, and the aim of this article is not 
to review this research literature. However, it is noteworthy to underline how it globally 
has been indicated that compared to adults, the current pandemic might have increased 
long-term negative consequences on children and adolescents (Singh et al., 2020). Further-
more, the impact of the potential negative consequences depends on different (vulnerabil-
ity) factors like age, educational status, socioeconomic status of the family, having special 
educational needs, and pre-existing mental health condition. The current status is that the 
WHO anticipates a lengthy duration of the COVID-19 pandemic (Banerjee, 2020), and if 
we are to fully understand the extremely complex social and educational processes during 
the pandemic, more in-depth knowledge is needed. It is of crucial importance that multi-
faceted understandings of the consequences of the pandemic are developed. Despite the 
fact that EPs have extensive professional knowledge and expertise regarding children with 
and without special needs and vulnerable students and students at risk of social and aca-
demic marginalization, their perspectives on and their understandings of the consequences 
of the pandemic have been surprisingly understudied. EPs are in frequent contact with vul-
nerable children and their families. They know their teachers and their schools, and the 
educational psychologists thus have a rich and cross-contextual understanding of children 
and their everyday lives. Furthermore, they are experts in facilitating supportive learning 
environments for students in general and for students with special needs more specifically.

The objective of this research was to analyze the educational consequences for (vulner-
able) children of the school lockdown and subsequent reopening from the perspectives of 
educational psychologists. The term “vulnerability” is used very broadly, and I am inspired 
by Schroeder and Gefenas’ (2009) definition: “To be vulnerable means to face a signifi-
cant probability of incurring an identifiable harm while substantially lacking ability and/
or means to protect oneself (Schroeder & Gefenas, 2009: 117). I am thus not referring 
specifically to children who are diagnosed with childhood disorders or children from disad-
vantaged families. On the contrary, the aim of the research is to shed light on how the pan-
demic can teach us something new about the understanding of children and vulnerability.

The study uses a qualitative approach to understand the impact of COVID-19 on chil-
dren’s and vulnerable children’s lives. Potential participants were recruited through a 
closed national Danish website for educational psychologists. A brief description of the 
research project was uploaded, and seven EPs (six female and one male) volunteered to 
participate in in-depth qualitative semi-structured interviews. I got positive feedback from 
many EPs about the research topic. Due to an increased workload during their time work-
ing at home and from the reopening of institutions and schools, many of the EPs opted, 
however, not to participate in the interview.

The seven recruited EPs all worked in different public educational psychology service 
centers. Although there are some differences in the organization and administration of edu-
cational psychology service centers across Denmark, they are generally quite similar, and 
they follow the same legislative procedures.

All interviews were conducted by the principal investigator and based on an interview 
guide. The interview guide was identical for all seven interviews.

Due to social restrictions, the interviews were converted to a teleconferencing technol-
ogy. The interviews lasted between 1 h and 1½ h, and they were transcribed verbatim within 
a month. The interviews were conducted in the beginning of June 2020—approximately 



COVID-19 and educational consequences for (vulnerable) children

1 3

1 month after the reopening of nurseries, daycares, and schools. The interview guide both 
had questions dealing with the school closure and the initial reopening.

The analysis of the empirical material focuses on the interviewed EPs’ (1) perceptions 
and understandings of vulnerable children and (2) what the school closure and initial re-
opening taught EPs about their function as EPs and about vulnerable children.

The transcripts were organized and coded according to strategies of meaning condensa-
tion, systematic text condensation, and open coding (Malterud, 2012). The open coding 
took form as an inductive approach that examined the repetition of phrases, words, and key 
constructs moving back and forth from specific to general themes that emerged from the 
coded transcripts.

Empirical Results

The empirical results of the analysis will be presented in two different phases: (1) the lock-
down and (2) the reopening.

Phase 1—the Lockdown

All seven interviewed EPs had been sent home working, as none of them performed critical 
functions.

Most of them only had a few phone calls or Skype meetings a day during the lockdown. 
Otherwise, their time was primarily spent writing psychoeducational reports and complet-
ing administrative tasks.

From the analysis of the transcribed interviews, two sub-themes emerged:

1.	 School closure carried huge costs for children from disadvantaged families
2.	 The lockdown as a welcome break from school

Sub‑theme 1: School Closure Carried Huge Costs for Children from Disadvantaged 
Families

While the EPs generally described a quite great variation in their experiences of the school 
closure, a common—and not surprising—pattern in their descriptions was that children 
from disadvantaged homes had a hard time during the lockdown. Some of the interviewed 
EPs carry out work in special schools for some of the most marginalized and vulnerable 
children from socially disadvantaged families. One of these EPs expressed:

My clear impression is that many children who went to general or mainstream 
schools actually benefitted from the lockdown, while children from the most disad-
vantaged families really suffered. Many of these children’s parents simply don’t have 
surplus energy to take care of their children, and it got even worse during the lock-
down. Some parents even rang me and said that they couldn’t afford lunch for their 
own children.

Another EP reported that she talked with a boy:

He told me that he had only been outside of his house twice during the lockdown. 
The rest of the time, he stayed at home, played computer or was just lying in his bed. 
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His parents started drinking more and more, and they took drugs. It is really harsh 
conditions for a child.

According to another EP, some parents also passed down their fear of the virus to their 
children and thereby affecting their wellbeing and mental health negatively:

If you live in such a family, the school closure has a very negative effect on wellbe-
ing, because the parents actually pass down their own anxiety to the children, and the 
child is left alone with these feelings that are difficult to understand and cope with.

During the interviews, the EPs described a clear pattern, where the majority of the 
children from the most disadvantaged families only experienced minimal or no parental 
involvement in the homeschooling. Furthermore, these children seemed to be more isolated 
from virtual contact with their classmates, and they also seemed to have less contact with 
their teachers compared to many of their peers.

Sub‑theme 2: the Lockdown as a Welcome Break from School

A recurrent theme through the interviews was that the interviewed psychologists described 
that most of the students both with and without special needs—with the exception of the 
most vulnerable children—tackled the lockdown surprisingly well. It is, however, impor-
tant to bear in mind that the first lockdown in Denmark was short compared to many other 
countries, which might explain the relatively positive evaluation of the lockdown. An EP 
for example described:

I have a special class for children with autism spectrum disorders, and they really 
enjoyed the lockdown, and the parents enjoyed the lockdown so much that they were 
reluctant to send their kids back to school again. The kids enjoyed having their par-
ents around, they enjoyed the predictability and daily routine during the lockdown.

One of the interviewed EPs is specialized in working with children with long-term 
school-absenteeism. She described how some of these children had more contact with the 
schools and participated more in school activities (online teaching) during school closures 
than before the lockdown. She described how a 15-year old girl told her that she no longer 
felt like an outsider as she was participating in teaching in the same way as her peers.

During the interview, the same EP told:

I have a boy who wets his pants in school. Under the lockdown, he completely 
stopped wetting the pants, but when he started in school after the reopening his prob-
lems were back again.

The EPs thus described how the lockdown became an oasis and a welcome break for 
some students.

As a consequence of the gradual reopening of schools in Denmark, students from 6th 
grade and up were homeschooled an extra month, and one of the interviewed EPs described 
how time was becoming a factor.

I really got the impression that many of the older students started feeling lonely 
or bored at the end of the lockdown, and I was very happy when they opened the 
schools for them as well.

If the lockdown initially represented a welcome break from schools, the prolonged school 
closures for the elder Danish students clearly started having some negative consequences in 
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terms of social isolation, boredom, and feelings of loneliness. This also indicates that the 
initial honeymoon phase, where families came together and fought against the virus quite 
quickly, came to an end. Nonetheless, the fact that the interviewed EPs described a pattern 
in which a substantial share of children clearly benefitted from the school closures should 
be taken as an opportunity to consider how school cultures might have damaging effects on 
students’ wellbeing, and how school cultures can be reshaped to be more supportive in the 
future.

One of the things that many families and children actually enjoyed, was how the virus 
slowed everything down and forced families to spend more time together. Many fam-
ilies live their lives at breakneck speed, but the shutdown suddenly halted everything. 
Parents had more time with their children, and I am convinced that this had a positive 
impact on children wellbeing.

A related and common theme across the interviews is how the general slowing down 
of activities not only had positive environmental effects but also interpersonal and mental 
ones. While the outbreak of the virus obviously felt stressful for many families with raised 
levels of conflict, the EPs generally reported how the lockdown and the general slowing 
down of normal everyday life were beneficial for many children and their families.

Another EP described:

A girl told me how there were less conflicts in her family. But I also noticed how the 
lockdown affected my own family life. For the first time in years, we did not feel like 
being part of the rat race, which basically felt like a great relief. This has made me 
think that we underestimate children’s need for rest and relaxation, and that we tend 
to over-schedule children’s lives.

Many families obviously felt pressured at home during the lockdown with homeschool-
ing, and children from the most disadvantaged families most probably did not experience 
the benefits of less scheduled everyday lives. It is, nonetheless, noteworthy how it was a 
commonly held view among the interviewed EPs that the slowing down of activities had 
some unforeseen positive effects:

I was in contact with a family who has a son with ADHD. At first, we were all wor-
ried about how they would tackle the homeschooling and lockdown. Initially, they 
were extremely stressed and anxious about the whole situation. But slowly, they 
found a rhythm and actually ended up appreciating what they found to be a less hec-
tic everyday life.

As with the previous empirical examples, the duration and length of the lockdown is an 
important factor to bear in mind as some of the qualities of a less scheduled everyday life 
might decrease over time.

Some of the interviewed EPs also emphasized how many students felt less academic 
pressure during the lockdown, which seemed to have a positive effect on some of the stu-
dents with long-term school absenteeism.

Phase 2: Reopening

Three sub-themes once again emerged from the analysis of the transcribed interviews:

1.	 The number of students per class matters
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2.	 The deregulated school
3.	 Resilience is an educational matter

Sub‑theme 1: the Number of Students Per Class Matters

As previously described, the lockdown only lasted 1  month for the youngest children 
and students in Denmark, who were back in school by April 15. The reopening involved 
marked reductions of class size with only 50% capacity to increase social distance in each 
classroom. Throughout the seven interviews, it was stressed how the reduced class size 
resulted in less conflicts, less disruptions in teaching, markedly improved student well-
being, and improved teacher job satisfaction. Despite the difficult circumstances, with pre-
cautionary measures and restrictions, the EPs agreed that the reduced class size had a very 
positive effect on the learning environment during the first month after the reopening of 
schools. One EP expressed:

I was almost left shocked by the positive impact of the reduction of class size. Every-
thing just seemed more relaxed with teachers having more time and mental resources 
to teach.

In some Danish authorities, EPs were asked to act as assistant teachers during the reo-
pening of schools as the reduced class size resulted in teacher shortage. As a consequence, 
two of the interviewed EPs worked as assistant teachers for about 4  weeks. They both 
stressed how this gave them new perspectives and insights about teachers, students, and 
school life in general.

One of these EPs described:

12 students in a class just created a completely different atmosphere and had a very 
positive impact. The whole school was characterized by a calm in the air, and silence 
ruled in classes. To avoid teacher shifts, the same teacher taught the same classes the 
entire day, which also gave students a sense of predictability and continuity.

The same EP added:

It was interesting to see that school days were shorter and there was less traditional 
teaching. Nonetheless, many teachers told me that they had a clear feeling that stu-
dent learning outcomes were better than usual because of the reduced number of stu-
dents in the classrooms. I think that both students with and without special needs got 
something positive out of the reduced class sizes.

Intuitively, it is hard to argue with claims that class size matters and that the more stu-
dents a teacher is responsible for, the harder it is to teach. Yet, the issue of class sizes is 
surprisingly controversial. Although, it is difficult to isolate the effect of class size meth-
odologically, there is research evidence suggesting that students from small classes achieve 
better academic results. But decreasing class sizes also comes with a substantial price tag, 
and research evidence also points to high-quality teaching as more important than class 
size. Local authorities are often facing strict budget constraints, and EPs are used to facing 
budgetary pressures (Szulevicz & Tanggaard, 2014). Interestingly, the reopening gave new 
perspectives on different economic priorities, as expressed by an EP:

It really became clear to me how much context matters. Instead of blaming the 
kids, we should look at their surroundings. That’s not new to us. But we have 
seen that many of our students thrive in smaller groups. So instead of segregat-
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ing these children in special education classes that are much more expensive, we 
could reduce class sizes and thereby succeed in including them.

The reduced class sizes after the reopening thus gave food for thought in relation to 
the organization of and sizes of classes, but the EPs also identified how the lockdown 
and reopening gave new insights about students’ special needs:

Overall, the corona outbreak has taught us something about resilience. When 
you as an educational psychologist is surrounded by many fragile children and 
children with special needs, you easily tend to focus on their difficulties. Yet, 
most children tackled the lockdown and reopening of schools much better than 
expected.

The COVID-19 pandemic is putting new and unforeseen pressures on all of us. 
Nonetheless, children do not always react in anticipated ways. The EP suggests that 
professionals (teachers and EPs (and probably parents)) tend to be biased toward 
expecting more vulnerable behavior patterns from children in times of crisis. Yet, 
many of these children actually handled the situation better than expected from them.

Sub‑theme 2: the Deregulated School

The headline of this paragraph is obviously a bit self-contradictory as the reopening 
of schools, on the one hand, was marked by several measures to suppress COVID-19 
restrictions. These measures restricted the freedom of movement of students and teach-
ers and limited possibility for social interaction and thus regulated school in hitherto 
unforeseen ways. On the other hand, several of the interviewed EPs noticed how school 
life in other aspects seemed more loose and less regulated. One EP expressed:

Each school had more autonomy to shorten school days, and as the same teacher 
had the same class all day, the timetable was also more flexible.

Another EP added:

The teachers clearly felt less pressure from the administration and local authori-
ties in relation to learning objectives and student learning outcomes. In that 
sense, the corona kind of paused accountability measures in schools, and I think 
it was a kind of relief for the teachers. During the lockdown, the teachers fought 
with online teaching, but being back with fewer students and less administrative 
pressure was positive.

While the precautionary measures related to COVID-19 were constraining, the fact 
that teachers felt less administrative pressure during the reopening relates to an on-
going public debate about Danish schools. In recent years, the view that a limit has 
been reached in terms of performance pressure, assessment, accountability, and evalu-
ation is gaining ground. The COVID-19 might help to change this by renewing focus 
on spontaneity, deregulation, local learning communities, and improvisation (Holm, 
2020). An EP expressed the same view this way:

I hope that our politicians will learn from this situation. It is evident that schools 
have been regulated too strictly and that more flexibility and autonomy is needed.



	 Szulevicz

1 3

Discussion

In many ways, the COVID-19 pandemic exposes the ordinary/extraordinary dialectic that 
Tateo and Marsico (2019) and Tateo (2020) propose as an analytical tool from cultural 
psychology to analyze different sociocultural processes. And while Marsico and Tateo 
originally used the ordinary/extraordinary distinction to analyze meaning-making through 
which humans turn ordinary semiotic objects into extraordinary ones, the distinction can 
be used to understand some of the sociocultural processes going on during the pandemic 
and also of how EPs make sense of children’s reactions toward the pandemic. The dis-
tinction ordinary/extraordinary is to be understood as a systemic opposition, and not just 
as either/or. To illustrate this, we can go back to the empirical material, where EPs got 
new perspectives on the ordinary classroom while working as assistant teachers due to the 
extraordinary circumstances. From a semiotic cultural psychology perspective, Venuleo 
et al. (2020) describe the current pandemic as an uncertain social landscape that triggers 
highly affect-laden or simplified interpretations of the realities. They describe that it is not 
surprising that people easily fall into affect-laden interpretations in times of crisis, and that 
the pandemic scenario triggers people into often alarmist sense-making. In his analysis of 
the use of face masks during the pandemic, Tateo (2020) discusses how the meaning of 
things and events can be escalated and deescalated through processes of semiotic regu-
lation. But interestingly, the pandemic also triggers a war on sense making and a power 
struggle about the right to define the effects and consequences of the pandemic. The pan-
demic is obviously a highly extraordinary event that disrupts existing ways of doing and 
understanding things, but the situation also calls for a sense of realism and proportion. 
In that context, Rose et al. (2020) argue that predictions of a “tsunami” of mental health 
problems as a consequence of the pandemic are overstated. Some people are obviously in 
need of extra special and mental care, and the disproportionate effects of the COVID-19 
on the most disadvantaged in society were perfectly predictable—as also evidenced in this 
article’s “Empirical Results” section. However, from there to interpreting the consequences 
of the pandemic as leading to a large increase in the number of people suffering from anxi-
ety, depression and stress could be considered an affect-laden interpretation of the conse-
quences. Feelings of anxiety, stress, and despondence are ordinary and expectable feel-
ings in the current situation. But understanding them as diagnosable conditions might be 
problematic or be evidence of a dominant biomedical understanding of the consequences 
of COVID-19. Rose et  al. (2020) argue that those at greatest risk of developing serious 
and enduring mental distress are those already impacted by social inequality or those in 
need of specialized mental health support. For the remainder, talking about a diagnosable 
mental condition represents an already widespread tendency to psychiatrize and individu-
alize our understanding of fully understandable and expectable reactions to the crisis. A 
consequence of focusing on mental distress in the population has been a general emphasis 
on expanding access to specialized mental health care to cope with the consequences of 
the pandemic. According to Rose et al. (2020), emphasis should also be put on years of 
underfunding of community mental health services and on rebuilding economic and social 
supports that have been stripped away over the last years. Rose and his colleagues are writ-
ing from a British perspective, but their point globally seems to be pretty generalizable. 
If we compare their point to this article’s empirical material, two things come to mind. 
Firstly, the highly positive evaluation of the reduced class sizes during the reopening is 
thought-provoking, as the reduced class sizes both led to better student and teacher well-
being and a better learning environment. To bring matters to a head, the problem is not the 
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student, but the classroom—or the organization of the classroom. If we want to strengthen 
individual resilience, we should start looking, not so much at the individual child, but rather 
at the organization of the learning environment. This also points to the fact that questions 
about vulnerability and marginalization are related to social background, family relations, 
and individual characteristics. But they are to a great extent also educational questions. The 
ways learning environments are organized (class size, flexibility, teacher autonomy, perfor-
mance pressure etc.) clearly have great impact on children’s learning and wellbeing.

Secondly, the disproportionate consequences of the pandemic that Rose et al. (2020) 
described also very clearly stood out in the empirical material of this article. From 
Qvortrup’s et al. (2020a) Danish survey, we know that approximately 20% of the Danish 
student population was very negatively affected by the pandemic in terms of loneliness, 
well-being, and learning outcome. From the empirical material, it seems that students 
from socially disadvantaged homes were more affected during the lockdown than stu-
dents with special educational needs. A more in-depth analysis of the consequences is 
needed and will benefit from ongoing and more extensive research into the dynamics of 
the consequences of the pandemic.

Interestingly, the general slowing-down of everyday life during the lockdown was not 
only considered a negative side-effect of the pandemic. The interviewed EPs noticed how 
the slowing-down also seemed to affect both children and parents in positive ways. The 
German sociologist Rosa (2020a, b) has analyzed the consequences of the pandemic. He 
describes how life under the current crisis can be considered an antithesis to our usual 
accelerated lives, and he even talks about a “forced deceleration” during the crisis. He 
argues how, what he terms a “massive deceleration of real physical life,” leads to feelings 
of silence and exclusion on the one hand. On the other hand, the forced deceleration also 
makes us discover new forms of solidarity and new forms of amenability (Rosa, 2020b).

From Rosa’s (2020a) standpoint, the current crisis had led to a general loss of ontologi-
cal security, but the crisis has also created new opportunities for resonance. According to 
Rosa, resonance is a form of world-relation, in which subject and world meet and trans-
form each other. Whether we in a post-corona landscape actually will learn to decelerate is 
open to debate and probably highly doubtful. However, Danish professor in Education and 
teaching Per Fibæk Laursen is fairly optimistic in a recent article:

Danish schools are reaching the limit in terms of performance pressure, assessments 
and evaluations. The whole idea of meritocratic schooling, involving getting as many 
pupils as possible to perform well in academic terms, distorts our education system 
in relation to the needs of society. And it puts psychological pressure on our children 
and young people, he says.

He explains that COVID-19 might help to change this:

The use of virtual teaching at home has taught a lot of people to appreciate the quali-
ties of face-to-face teaching and dialogue in education. Some high-school students 
have even been on demonstrations claiming the right to get back to school. So Corona 
has led to a renewed focus on values such as community, close contact, spontaneity 
and improvisation. (Holm, 2020: 6)

According to Laursen, the pandemic has the potential to make us build back better by 
creating more resonant learning environments in which the last decades’ regulatory and 
performance-oriented school regimes might be scaled down for the benefit of teachers and 
students with and without special needs.
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Conclusion

At the time of writing (January, 2021), many parts of the world are experiencing massive 
second wave restrictions, and the pandemic has taken a massive toll on all of us. It is hard 
to overstate the extent to which the COVID-19 outbreak has affected the world. The focus 
of this article has been on some of the educational consequences of the pandemic from the 
perspectives of EPs. I have proposed two different approaches to understanding the pan-
demic from an educational perspective. The first approach emphasizes how the crisis has 
deepened existing inequalities and vulnerabilities, whereas the second approach tries to 
consider the pandemic as an opportunity to rethink education in different and more equi-
table ways. In some ways, both perspectives are useful to understand the consequences 
of the pandemic. The interviewed EPs described how the school closures exposed huge 
social inequalities and as such worsened the learning conditions for the most vulnerable 
and marginalized children disproportionately compared to their peers of the same age. On 
the other hand, the interviewed EPs also showed how the pandemic has shed light on the 
possible need for rethinking schooling in terms of for example class sizes, home school 
collaboration, teacher autonomy, performance pressure, school accountability, school eval-
uations, and understandings of student vulnerability. If some of these insights (together 
with other insights gained during the pandemic) are taken into account in future school 
development, the current crisis might also present an opportunity to build back better. On 
the contrary, the pandemic could also be the starting point of the complete opposite devel-
opment in which we end up building back worse. Educational philosopher, Biesta (2020), 
expresses such concerns in a recent paper. In the current situation where much education 
has moved online, Biesta is worried that the pandemic is used as an excuse to promote a 
digitalization of education in which digital education becomes an imperative for teachers. 
The consequence of the current focus on the need for digital education is that we tend to 
forget asking educational questions about the purpose of digital education and how digital 
education might (or might not) be a purposeful educational answer. Biesta is worried that 
we are permitting a virus to undermine educational artistry by forcing through a digitali-
zation of teaching that is not educationally justified.
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