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understood as a space of freedom from necessity; the necessities of work as well 
as identity. If school can achieve this, then it is plausible to imagine that it has some 
influence on the educational effects of social and economic inequality.  

 
But there is a significant distinction between resisting and overcoming the 

effects of inequality. The suspension of identity does not mean that schools are 
equipped to overcome social and economic injustices in general. Indeed, the 
pandemic draws attention in quite precise ways to the scope of influence over the 
attainment gap that schools do have: schooling may stall the widening of the 
attainment gap, but that is not the same as overcoming it. It seems that suspension 
only has a negative relation to the gap: it can at best prevent further widening, but 
cannot fundamentally solve it. 

This brings theory to the fore: why are politicians asking educationalists to 
solve social problems? One might argue that this reflects a one-dimensional 
political culture in which educational interference is one of the few levers available 
to politicians. We wish to make the perhaps controversial argument that schools 
ought to be allowed to focus on education (Vlieghe and Zamojski 2019). Such a 
controversial claim might seem irrelevant or unacceptable in normal times. But 
then, do we really want to return to ‘normal’? 
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We are living through unprecedented times and times which will test our 
leadership capacities at all levels of the system to the full. This crisis needs to be 
understood from a global perspective and within broader social parameters – the 
quest for social justice, amongst other imperatives. Over 1,383 million children and 
young people (CYP) world-wide were affected by school closures in May 2020 
(UNICEF Office of Research, 2020c) with over 90% not in attendance at school in 
early spring (Lee, 2020), heightening inequalities and disrupting the social 
relationships of CYP (Armitage & Nellums; Editor, 2020b; Van Lancker & Parolin, 
2020).  

UNICEF stresses the importance of providing opportunities for children to 
catch up with their learning either through remedial programmes, accelerated 
tuition or additional teaching time (UNICEF Office of Research, 2020b). However, 
they observe that only a fifth of low income countries had implemented measures 
to train teachers on the use of online platforms (UNICEF Office of Research, 
2020b). Globally, access to digital technologies is highly unequal (Armitage & 
Nellums, 2020) with fewer than half of households in the majority of countries 
having access to the internet, affecting rural areas in particular (UNICEF Office of 
Research, 2020c). Even in the more prosperous countries represented in the 
OECD, access to the internet varies according to socio-economic status (OECD, 
2020). Around 15% of Scottish teachers expressed concerns about CYP’s lack of 
access to technology to support home learning during lockdown (Educational 
Insitute of Scotland, 2020).  

For children and young people living in poverty, the home environment may 
not be conducive to learning (Armitage & Nellums; Barnard, 2020; UK 
Government, 2020; UNICEF Office of Research, 2020c; Van Lancker & Parolin, 
2020). Around a quarter of parents participating in a UK survey considered that 
they did not have adequate resources to support home learning during lockdown, 
citing lack of teacher support or inadequate learning space within the family home 
(UK Government, 2020), putting a strain on family relationships (UK Government, 
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2020), compounded by a lack of access to outdoor spaces and leisure activities 
(Editor, 2020c). 

Around a sixth of Scottish teachers responding to an EIS survey were 
concerned that the learning needs of children and young people were not being 
met adequately during lockdown, citing lack of one-to-one support of the kind 
normally offered by learning support assistants, challenging family circumstances 
and lack of access to resources in the family home. A similar proportion were 
concerned that the socio-emotional needs of CYP with Additional Support Needs 
were also not being met adequately (Educational Insitute of Scotland, 2020).  A 
survey conducted by the Child Poverty Action group highlighted that the concerns 
of parents were not solely around learning but around the emotional support which 
would be offered to CYP on return to school (Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG), 
2020). 

Companionship, play and peer interaction are essential for psychological 
wellbeing (Liu, Bao, Xiaolin Huang, & Lu, 2020) and the development of key social 
skills and emotional resilience (Music, 2017). Increasingly, concerns are expressed 
about the impact of Covid-19 on the socio-emotional development of CYP (Editor, 
2020a; Orben, Tomova, & Blakemore, 2020), although access to social media may 
have served to mitigate these effects to a degree for adolescents (Orben et al., 
2020). For some children, confined to their homes, potentially exposing them to 
abuse and neglect (Lee, 2020; OECD, 2020; UNICEF Office of Research, 2020a, 
2020c; Usher, Bhullar, Durkin, Gyamfi, & Jackson, 2020), compounded by the lack 
of access to key adult supports and services (Armitage & Nellums; Golberstein, 
Wen, & Miller, 2019; Lee, 2020; UNICEF Office of Research, 2020a, 2020c; Usher 
et al., 2020), with schools less able to provide a safe-guarding function (Armitage 
& Nellums; Lee, 2020), difficulties may have been exacerbated.  

It is important to recognise that Covid-19 restrictions were experienced 
differentially by CYP and that it presents not only as a time of challenge but also 
as a time of opportunity and for learning. What is absolutely clear from the above 
is the need for an holistic approach which draws fully on the school and its 
community, working in partnership with parents and external agencies to identify 
and address the needs of the community and clear, considered guidance from 
government, consulting fully with stakeholders.  

Leadership programmes, and headship programmes in particular, have 
always stressed the need for emotionally intelligent leaders (see Crawford (2009)) 
who are listening, flexible, adaptable and responsive to the changing needs of their 
school communities and are grounded in their values. The pandemic has brought 
this into sharp relief. It has provided an opportunity to stand back, take stock, to 
identify what is really important to the school community and to consider what can 
be learned and built upon in the future. Parental engagement in children’s learning 
emerged as key as did digital learning.  

A survey conducted with past and present Into Headship students at the 
University of Strathclyde1 paints a very clear picture of dedicated senior leaders 
reaching out to their school communities and, in particular, to the most vulnerable 
children and families. They recognise a significant number of challenges in so 

 
1 This survey and related research will be the focus of future articles 
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doing, but what is particularly heartening is the degree to which they considered 
that Into Headship had helped to prepare them to cope with the demands of the 
pandemic.  

This pandemic will challenge leadership at all levels of the system. Whether 
the system comes out proud is a measure of the quality of leadership and capacity 
building that has been put in place across the system and the commitment of all to 
serving our school communities. Individually, and collectively, we can make a 
difference. 

 
REFERENCES 
Armitage, R., & Nellums, L. B. Considering inequalities in the school closure response to COVID-19 

(Correspondence). The Lancet Global Health 2020, 8(5), 644.  
Barnard, H. (2020). Coronavirus: what does it mean for people restricted by poverty?  Retrieved from 

https://http://www.jrf.org.uk/blog/what-does-covid-19-mean-people-restricted-poverty 
Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG). (2020). The Cost Of Learning In Lockdown: Family Experiences 

Of School Closures In Scotland. Retrieved from https://cpag.org.uk/policy-and-
campaigns/report/cost-learning-lockdown-family-experiences-school-closures  

Crawford, M. (2009). Getting to the heart of leadership: emotion and educational leadership. London: 
SAGE. 

Editor. (2020a). Pandemic school closures: risks and opportunities (Editorial). The Lancet Child and 
Adolescent Health, 4(5), 341.  

Editor. (2020b). Prioritising children's rights in the COVID-19 response (Editorial). The Lancet Child 
and Adolescent Health, 4(7), 479.  

Editor. (2020c). Redefining vulnerability in the era of COVID-19 (Editorial). The Lancet Global Health 
2020, 395(April 4), 1089.  

Educational Insitute of Scotland. (2020). Teaching during the Covid-19 school shutdown survey 
results: initial findings. Edinburgh: EIS. 

Golberstein, E., Wen, H., & Miller, B. F. (2019). (COVID-19) and Mental Health for Children and 
Adolescents (Viewpoint). JAMA Pediatrics. doi: 10.1001/jamapediatrics.2020.1456 

Lee, J. (2020). Mental health effects of school closures during COVID-19. The Lancet Child and 
Adolescent Health, 4(6), 421. doi: 10.1016/S2352-4642(20)30109-7 

Liu, J. J., Bao, Y., Xiaolin Huang, X., & Lu, L. (2020). Mental health considerations for children 
quarantined because of COVID-19. The Lancet: Child and Adolescent Health, 4, 347-349.  

Music, G. (2017). Nurturing Natures: Attachment and Children's Emotional, Sociocultural and Brain 
Development (2nd ed.). London: Routledge. 

OECD. (2020). Trends Shaping Education: Spotlight 21. Coronavirus special edition: Back to school. 
Paris: OECD. 

Orben, A., Tomova, L., & Blakemore, S-J. (2020). The effects of social deprivation on adolescent 
development and mental health. The Lancet Child and Adolescent Mental Health 4(8) 634-
640.  

UK Government. (2020). Coronavirus and the social impacts on Great Britain.  Retrieved from 
https://http://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/healtha
ndwellbeing/bulletins/coronavirusandthesocialimpactsongreatbritain/14may2020 - 
understanding-the-impact-on-society. 

UNICEF Office of Research. (2020a). COVID-19, global governance and the impact on children: In 
conversation with public health expert Devi Sridhar. 
https://http://www.unicef.org/globalinsight/stories/covid-19-global-governance-and-impact-
children 

UNICEF Office of Research. (2020b). How COVID-19 is changing the world: a statistical perspective 
(Vol. 2). Paris: CCSA. 

UNICEF Office of Research. (2020c). How COVID-19 is changing the world: a statistical perspective 
(Vol. 1). Paris: CCSA. 

Usher, K., Bhullar, N., Durkin, J., Gyamfi, N., & Jackson, D. (2020). Family violence and COVID-19: 
Increased vulnerability and reduced options for support. International Journal of Mental 
Health Nursing.  

Downloaded from Brill.com 04/16/2024 10:50:02AM
via Open Access. This is an open access article distributed under the terms

of the CC BY-NC 4.0 license.
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0


 

20 
 

2020), compounded by a lack of access to outdoor spaces and leisure activities 
(Editor, 2020c). 

Around a sixth of Scottish teachers responding to an EIS survey were 
concerned that the learning needs of children and young people were not being 
met adequately during lockdown, citing lack of one-to-one support of the kind 
normally offered by learning support assistants, challenging family circumstances 
and lack of access to resources in the family home. A similar proportion were 
concerned that the socio-emotional needs of CYP with Additional Support Needs 
were also not being met adequately (Educational Insitute of Scotland, 2020).  A 
survey conducted by the Child Poverty Action group highlighted that the concerns 
of parents were not solely around learning but around the emotional support which 
would be offered to CYP on return to school (Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG), 
2020). 

Companionship, play and peer interaction are essential for psychological 
wellbeing (Liu, Bao, Xiaolin Huang, & Lu, 2020) and the development of key social 
skills and emotional resilience (Music, 2017). Increasingly, concerns are expressed 
about the impact of Covid-19 on the socio-emotional development of CYP (Editor, 
2020a; Orben, Tomova, & Blakemore, 2020), although access to social media may 
have served to mitigate these effects to a degree for adolescents (Orben et al., 
2020). For some children, confined to their homes, potentially exposing them to 
abuse and neglect (Lee, 2020; OECD, 2020; UNICEF Office of Research, 2020a, 
2020c; Usher, Bhullar, Durkin, Gyamfi, & Jackson, 2020), compounded by the lack 
of access to key adult supports and services (Armitage & Nellums; Golberstein, 
Wen, & Miller, 2019; Lee, 2020; UNICEF Office of Research, 2020a, 2020c; Usher 
et al., 2020), with schools less able to provide a safe-guarding function (Armitage 
& Nellums; Lee, 2020), difficulties may have been exacerbated.  

It is important to recognise that Covid-19 restrictions were experienced 
differentially by CYP and that it presents not only as a time of challenge but also 
as a time of opportunity and for learning. What is absolutely clear from the above 
is the need for an holistic approach which draws fully on the school and its 
community, working in partnership with parents and external agencies to identify 
and address the needs of the community and clear, considered guidance from 
government, consulting fully with stakeholders.  

Leadership programmes, and headship programmes in particular, have 
always stressed the need for emotionally intelligent leaders (see Crawford (2009)) 
who are listening, flexible, adaptable and responsive to the changing needs of their 
school communities and are grounded in their values. The pandemic has brought 
this into sharp relief. It has provided an opportunity to stand back, take stock, to 
identify what is really important to the school community and to consider what can 
be learned and built upon in the future. Parental engagement in children’s learning 
emerged as key as did digital learning.  

A survey conducted with past and present Into Headship students at the 
University of Strathclyde1 paints a very clear picture of dedicated senior leaders 
reaching out to their school communities and, in particular, to the most vulnerable 
children and families. They recognise a significant number of challenges in so 

 
1 This survey and related research will be the focus of future articles 

 

21 
 

doing, but what is particularly heartening is the degree to which they considered 
that Into Headship had helped to prepare them to cope with the demands of the 
pandemic.  

This pandemic will challenge leadership at all levels of the system. Whether 
the system comes out proud is a measure of the quality of leadership and capacity 
building that has been put in place across the system and the commitment of all to 
serving our school communities. Individually, and collectively, we can make a 
difference. 

 
REFERENCES 
Armitage, R., & Nellums, L. B. Considering inequalities in the school closure response to COVID-19 

(Correspondence). The Lancet Global Health 2020, 8(5), 644.  
Barnard, H. (2020). Coronavirus: what does it mean for people restricted by poverty?  Retrieved from 

https://http://www.jrf.org.uk/blog/what-does-covid-19-mean-people-restricted-poverty 
Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG). (2020). The Cost Of Learning In Lockdown: Family Experiences 

Of School Closures In Scotland. Retrieved from https://cpag.org.uk/policy-and-
campaigns/report/cost-learning-lockdown-family-experiences-school-closures  

Crawford, M. (2009). Getting to the heart of leadership: emotion and educational leadership. London: 
SAGE. 

Editor. (2020a). Pandemic school closures: risks and opportunities (Editorial). The Lancet Child and 
Adolescent Health, 4(5), 341.  

Editor. (2020b). Prioritising children's rights in the COVID-19 response (Editorial). The Lancet Child 
and Adolescent Health, 4(7), 479.  

Editor. (2020c). Redefining vulnerability in the era of COVID-19 (Editorial). The Lancet Global Health 
2020, 395(April 4), 1089.  

Educational Insitute of Scotland. (2020). Teaching during the Covid-19 school shutdown survey 
results: initial findings. Edinburgh: EIS. 

Golberstein, E., Wen, H., & Miller, B. F. (2019). (COVID-19) and Mental Health for Children and 
Adolescents (Viewpoint). JAMA Pediatrics. doi: 10.1001/jamapediatrics.2020.1456 

Lee, J. (2020). Mental health effects of school closures during COVID-19. The Lancet Child and 
Adolescent Health, 4(6), 421. doi: 10.1016/S2352-4642(20)30109-7 

Liu, J. J., Bao, Y., Xiaolin Huang, X., & Lu, L. (2020). Mental health considerations for children 
quarantined because of COVID-19. The Lancet: Child and Adolescent Health, 4, 347-349.  

Music, G. (2017). Nurturing Natures: Attachment and Children's Emotional, Sociocultural and Brain 
Development (2nd ed.). London: Routledge. 

OECD. (2020). Trends Shaping Education: Spotlight 21. Coronavirus special edition: Back to school. 
Paris: OECD. 

Orben, A., Tomova, L., & Blakemore, S-J. (2020). The effects of social deprivation on adolescent 
development and mental health. The Lancet Child and Adolescent Mental Health 4(8) 634-
640.  

UK Government. (2020). Coronavirus and the social impacts on Great Britain.  Retrieved from 
https://http://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/healtha
ndwellbeing/bulletins/coronavirusandthesocialimpactsongreatbritain/14may2020 - 
understanding-the-impact-on-society. 

UNICEF Office of Research. (2020a). COVID-19, global governance and the impact on children: In 
conversation with public health expert Devi Sridhar. 
https://http://www.unicef.org/globalinsight/stories/covid-19-global-governance-and-impact-
children 

UNICEF Office of Research. (2020b). How COVID-19 is changing the world: a statistical perspective 
(Vol. 2). Paris: CCSA. 

UNICEF Office of Research. (2020c). How COVID-19 is changing the world: a statistical perspective 
(Vol. 1). Paris: CCSA. 

Usher, K., Bhullar, N., Durkin, J., Gyamfi, N., & Jackson, D. (2020). Family violence and COVID-19: 
Increased vulnerability and reduced options for support. International Journal of Mental 
Health Nursing.  

Downloaded from Brill.com 04/16/2024 10:50:02AM
via Open Access. This is an open access article distributed under the terms

of the CC BY-NC 4.0 license.
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0


 

22 
 

Van Lancker, W. V., & Parolin, Z. (2020). COVID-19, school closures, and child poverty: a social 
crisis in the making (Comment). The Lancet Public Health 2020, 5(5), 243-244.  

  

Latto, L. and Dunlop, A-W. (2020) What might the Covid Pandemic mean for the SERA Early Years 
Network? Scottish Educational Review 52(2), 23-25 

23 
 

What might the Covid Pandemic mean for the SERA Early 
Years Network? 

 
Liz Latto1 & Aline-Wendy Dunlop2 
 
1University of Edinburgh 
2University of Strathclyde 
 
 
 

The SERA Early Years Network (EYN) engages with a mix of researchers, 
practitioners and policy makers at local and national level. The planned expansion 
of Early Learning and Childcare (ELC) in Scotland, which is carving out a new 
sector identity as well as linking firmly to early primary education, frames the EYN’s 
work to benefit children aged 0-8 years, their families and the professionals who 
work with them. Annual consultation with our varied participants has ensured a co-
construction of recent programmes of events which has prioritised applied 
research into pedagogy, transitions, professional identity and national and 
international assessment dilemmas. These foci of interest sit well with the five 
purposes of our Network to –  

 
1. Promote professional development alongside best practice for the ELC profession 

in Scotland. 
2. Sustain and forge new links with policymakers, practitioners and the public. 
3. Expand research-informed practice by building (national and) international 

partnerships.   
4. Involve both current students and graduates working within the early education 

field. 
5. Promote and critique practitioner research.

 
As the pandemic began to affect us all including ELC, schools and 

university colleagues, we moved Network events online and renewed our focus on 
transitions, pedagogy and professional identities with a call for a Network themed 
issue of the SERA Researching Education Bulletin. The discussion of practitioner 
research, academic research, doctoral and masters research held at our annual 
Scholars’ Lunch can now be understood to have anticipated not just the current 
interests of the group, but a pathway through Covid-19. Throughout this crisis, as 
many people work from home, there is a recognition of a need to come together 
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