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Abstract
The paper provides an insight into the results of large-scale research aimed at in-
vestigating educational change through empirical analysis of schools in Hungary. 
In the final phase of the research, the coronavirus pandemic provided an oppor-
tunity to analyze emergency changes. An important question was what organi-
zational conditions, leadership strategies, development knowledge and previous 
pedagogical practices can effectively support expeditive steps in the changing en-
vironment. The presumed links between the pre-pandemic school characteristics 
and crisis-responses are illustrated by innovation cases. The paper also discusses 
how the exploratory activities of the research team have been shaped by social 
distancing.

Keywords: school management | COVID | educational change | 
sustainability | research design
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Povzetek
Prispevek predstavlja rezultate obsežne raziskave, ki z empirično analizo šol 
na Madžarskem preučuje spremembe v izobraževanju. V zadnji fazi raziska-
ve je pandemija koronavirusa ponudila priložnost za analizo sprememb v 
izrednih razmerah. Pomembno vprašanje je bilo, kateri organizacijski pogo-
ji, strategije vodenja, razvojno znanje in predhodne pedagoške prakse lahko 
učinkovito podprejo hitre ukrepe v spreminjajočem se okolju. Domnevne 
povezave med značilnostmi šole pred pandemijo in kriznimi odzivi so po-
nazorjene s primeri inovacij. Obenem prispevek obravnava tudi, kako je 
omejevanje socialnih stikov vplivalo na raziskovalne dejavnosti raziskovalne 
skupine.

Ključne besede: vodenje šole | COVID | spremembe v izobraževanju | 
trajnostni razvoj | raziskovalni načrt
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Introduction
In recent years, the COVID-19 pandemic and related emergency restric-
tions have required serious adaptation in most sectors. During this period, 
countless new innovative solutions were created, which can help organiza-
tions increase their competitiveness even in the post-covid period. Schools 
had to close, so students learned from home. With the introduction of re-
mote home learning in the education sector, solutions for imposing the cur-
riculum were created in many institutions, the interpretation, analysis, and 
examination of which logically attracted the attention of those interested in 
workplace learning.

In this study, we rely on the results of two larger-scale studies,1 which examine 
the theoretical connections of educational changes for a decade, through a 
qualitative and quantitative analysis of implementation and innovation pro-
cesses in Hungary. The coronavirus pandemic in its final phase opened up the 
possibility of analyzing emergency changes. An important question arose, for 
example, as to what organizational conditions and previous pedagogical prac-
tices could best support individual institutions in responding to the changed 
environment with the rapid and efficient development of new solutions. 

This study aims to provide insight into how educational research, which 
had been conducted according to a proven protocol for many years, was 
transformed because of the emergency transition: how research questions 
and theoretical frameworks were supplemented, and what new data collec-
tion and analysis solutions appeared. In addition, relying on empirical data, 
it illustrates the presumed relationships between the post-covid operational 
and leadership characteristics of educational institutions (e.g. management 
strategies, development practices) and their reactions to the emergency. 
These research results were an important background source for a presenta-
tion of the same title given at the ENIRDELM 2022 conference. 

National research on educational 
changes
The research behind this study was aimed at exploring the theoretical con-
nections of educational changes, to which two essential perspectives were 

1 The research was carried out at Eötvös Loránd University (research ID.: OTKA 101579, 115857), the secondary analysis 
of its results was financed by the Learning Institute of Mathias Corvinus Collegium.
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connected: the investigation of the implementation of major changes and 
the exploration of the implementation mechanisms of innovations at the 
local level. In the following, we describe the development of these research 
focuses, and the related tools and methods.

Researchers of educational changes have known for a long time that there 
is inevitably a severe gap between the curriculum proposed according to 
central ideas and the curriculum implemented in individual schools. The 
planning and development frameworks, regulations and goals appear in 
practice as adaptable possibilities, on the basis of which the teachers and 
students together create genuine, real and infinitely different learning pro-
cesses, i.e., the implemented curriculum (Ben-Peretz, 1975; Deng, 2011). 
Since the concept of “possible curriculum” took root in the 1970s, more and 
more curriculum theory treats the issue of changes in the learning environ-
ment as a priority problem area. In the field of educational changes, school 
development and educational innovation research, there have been many 
works that focus on the relationship between the planned and implemented 
curriculum (Clamdinin-Connelly, 1992; Mischke, 2010; Lieberman, 1998; 
Hopkins – Reynolds, 2001; OECD, 2013). The increasing importance of 
the problem area is also shown by the fact that numerous professional fo-
rums, conferences, workshops, or professional and development policy doc-
uments focus on the relationship between theory, policy, and practice.

Embedded in this context, our research into the implementation of educa-
tional development interventions that began in 2010 (Fazekas, 2021a) was 
carried out, which sought the answer to the question of which conditions 
can prove to be the most decisive from the point of view of the imple-
mentation of development programs, when non-linear systems of influence 
come into focus. By reviewing previous empirical results, they undertook to 
describe the complex world of the phenomena shaping the implementation 
of interventions along the lines of a few easy-to-grasp key factors. Based 
on these and related to them, they revealed new correlations through the 
qualitative and quantitative examination of the central curriculum develop-
ment programs implemented in Hungary with EU funding between 2004 
and 2012. An important feature of the research was the simultaneous focus 
on the individual (teacher), organisational (school) and systemic (public 
education) levels, combining the perspectives of the object (development 
programs) and subject (innovators, implementers) (OECD/Eurostat, 2018; 
Halász- Fazekas, 2021), the search for non-linear relationships, and the 
analysis of regression periods and harmful effects generated by the interven-
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tions. It became clear: educational practices in a critical mass of schools are 
actively shaped by innovations that arise at the local level, often hidden, the 
commitment to which can significantly influence how external influences 
prevail. Mapping of the system of educational changes continued between 
2016 and 2020 by exploring the birth, spread and systemic impact of inter-
ventions at the local level. The research design was constructed in the same 
way as the previous phase; after the theoretical foundation phase, the specif-
ics of the innovative activities of the institutions and teachers who respond-
ed voluntarily were obtained through questionnaire data collection and case 
studies. A serious difference is that the questionnaire survey took place at 
two data collection points, enabling longitudinal studies. According to the 
results, learning-organisational characteristics and the innovative behaviour 
of individuals can significantly determine whether innovation can take root, 
spread and help the pedagogical processes in the long term. However, we 
cannot speak of linear relationships in these cases either (Fazekas, 2021b). 
An important discovery of the research is that a significant proportion of 
the innovations observed were inspired by the educational development 
programs and tools of private sector companies, primarily in the IT sector, 
which gained a prominent role during the pandemic period.

The epidemic started in the last year of the latter research and had a sig-
nificant impact on its finalisation, in terms of content and management. 
It expanded the theoretical framework of the research with important new 
focuses; in addition to the implementation of centrally developed inter-
ventions and the birth and spread of local innovations, the framework for 
interpreting educational changes was also extended to the world of crisis 
innovations. In addition, special attention was paid to digital educational 
solutions in the former (implementation and innovation) areas. The empir-
ical implementation of the research, tools and focuses also expanded. The 
suddenly accelerated innovation practice in schools offered an area of anal-
ysis that a research group examining educational changes could not outdo. 
In addition, the tools we used, including our case study protocol, which 
was used by the research group for almost ten years, and which was based 
on personal visits, could not be followed due to the restrictions caused by 
COVID-19.

According to our original protocol supporting the qualitative part, our re-
search pairs spent a week in each educational institution and, in personal 
presence, first examined the specifics of the implementation of further de-
velopments and then the nature of the birth and spread of innovations. 
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During the school closures caused by the coronavirus epidemic, the research 
group could not continue this activity, so it developed a new type of case 
study protocol, that was adapted to remote education. This data collection 
procedure was based on online interviews, observation sessions (workgroup 
discussions, classes), and media content and documents. Within the frame-
work of the research, two types of qualitative research were developed using 
online survey analysis.

In the first case, we worked with institutions whose operations we knew well 
from before, which were the locations of case studies in the first and/or sec-
ond research phases. We conducted online interviews and class observations 
in a remote form, collected and analysed the most important related doc-
uments, and further, we asked the heads of institutions to provide written 
answers to a well-structured set of questions. This data collection method 
allowed us to examine what kind of crisis management systems were devel-
oping in those organisations that we previously - during our investigation - 
positioned on the axis of learning organisation operation, and organisations 
with development, implementation, and innovation knowledge. The case 
study model used in the second emergency included a parallel examination 
of several institutions’ practice previously unknown to us. Here, too, the 
protocol was based on a combination of interviews, observations and media 
and document analyses. Compared to the previous case study protocol, there 
was a difference in that here we did not ask the institutions connected to the 
research to fill in the questionnaire about experiences during closures due to 
the coronavirus, but to complete our questionnaire about the institution’s 
operation and innovation practice. Although we still gathered a wealth of 
knowledge about the functioning of individual schools, this new procedure 
did not allow us to get to know a particular organisation sufficiently. Thus, 
here the focus shifted from the subject to the object (Halász-Fazekas, 2021). 
In other words, the focus was no longer on the innovative activity, knowl-
edge, and practice of a school and its teachers, but on a specific educational 
or management problem and its creative responses. In this case, these were 
institutional responses to the management of remote education. Both types 
of case studies can be considered proven research practices born out of the 
crisis, which, thanks to their many advantages in terms of resources, are ex-
pected to be included in the design of new research in the longer term (now, 
regardless of the coronavirus epidemic).

The qualitative data collection stages had already been completed by the 
time of the school closures caused by the emergency. Nevertheless, the re-
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search group was motivated to enrich its knowledge in the field of crisis 
innovations by using the method of statistical analysis. To this end, they an-
alysed the quantitative indicators of the locations of the case studies, aiming 
at investigating the nature of crisis innovations, that is, they examined what 
institutional and innovation specificities were reported by the organisations 
whose crisis responses were analysed in more depth during the question-
naire survey. Given that a significant proportion of innovations related to 
crisis management were digital educational solutions, special attention was 
paid to the analysis of data describing the birth and spread of innovations 
with a digital profile collected in the post-covid period (Lukács, 2020). In 
addition, it was also possible to join the quantitative data collection of two 
companion studies. One of them, in the final phase of the research, i.e. after 
the first wave of the epidemic, examined the relationship between the func-
tioning of learning organisations, innovative and developmental activities, 
the solutions used during the closures caused by the virus, and digital com-
petencies in the institutions of the Southern Hungarian Region (Baráth et 
al., 2021), while the other conducted international data collection concern-
ing the above topics, specifically regarding innovations related to STEAM 
(Kersánszki, 2020). These two data collections contained institutional iden-
tifiers corresponding to our research and repeated many questions. Thus, 
it became possible to create a consolidated database: (1) which contains 
the cases of national institutions responding to several (1-5) data collection 
points, giving the opportunity for longitudinal investigation, which (2) in-
cludes national and international data, allowing for international compari-
son, and which (3) includes implementation, innovation, learning organi-
sation, STEAM and crisis innovation focused issues, thus enabling complex 
content approaches that go significantly beyond the practical limits of the 
specific study. The research coordination practice that emerged due to the 
crisis offers long-term opportunities that, like the renewed case study proto-
cols, are expected to be organically integrated into future research designs.

Crisis management and digital 
innovations
As we alluded to above, in the additional phase of the research, we expand-
ed our conceptual frameworks used for examining educational changes in 
such a way that we supplemented our originally applied innovation and 
implementation approach with the examination of innovations created as a 
response to the crisis. The regularities of the birth, implementation, spread, 
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and viability of the latter may fundamentally differ from those whose pur-
pose is general modernisation or some kind of response to a problem exist-
ing in the system’s normal operation. In addition, we deepened our knowl-
edge in the field of digital innovations, separating the problem area from the 
issue of crisis innovation. Pedagogical processes offer many opportunities 
to use digital tools and procedures, so for example, exciting exercises can 
be created through the educational use of video, gamification, simulation 
applications, statistical analysis programs, or international social media. The 
purpose of the development and adaptation of related exercises can be both 
to strengthen the motivation to learn and develop specific competencies, 
and to manage an emergency, such as the development of remote education 
caused by the coronavirus (Balázs et al., 2010; Halász, 2021).

In addition to digital solutions for pedagogical purposes, we must also 
mention digital innovations at the organisational level. Organisational in-
novations can be identified as an independent category that affects the or-
ganisation’s business practices, workplace organisation or external relations. 
Such are, for example, innovations affecting the teachers’ division of labour, 
external-internal communication or the conditions of administrative work 
(e.g., network operation, platforms enabling horizontal knowledge sharing, 
data collection and analysis systems, data collection, hosting systems), the 
effective operation of which in most cases requires digital support (OECD, 
2005; OECD/Eurostat, 2018).

There are many forms of the birth and spread of educational changes, in-
cluding processes supported by digital tools. As mentioned earlier, in our 
theoretical model applied research we distinguished from the beginning 
those that are, in the classical sense, self-initiated local-level innovations and 
those that are changes arising because of some central influence (regulation, 
reform, development). The latter include centrally initiated innovations 
that (1) expect faithful compliance with regulations (“top-down”), those 
that (2) are centrally initiated, but plan to give a large scope to the shaping 
effect of the change at the local level (“bottom-up”), and those in which 
the process of policymaking and implementation cannot be separated from 
each other (“joint creation”) (Altrichter, 2005; Datnow–Park, 2009). With-
in the framework of these category systems, it was challenging to inter-
pret the system of crisis innovations, although it mostly coincides with the 
third – open and multi-level – approach. According to this interpretation, 
based on network operation, the planning and implementation processes 
are blurred; both the central and school actors are interpreted as the creators 
of the developments, and the operation of the networks plays a prominent 
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role during the entire development. However this interpretive framework is 
also typically applied where an intention to innovate can be assumed, and 
the main starting point is not a state of emergency created by some crisis. 
Characteristics of the latter changes are that significantly less time is avail-
able, supporting resources are less available, but at the same time, the sense 
of responsibility and cooperation of the local participants is solid, and there 
is a large number of people in a similar situation who are willing to (or are 
forced to) cooperate. The number of institutions, teachers, and the nature of 
contact with partners (maintainers, parents, public administration bodies) 
can be drastically transformed, new relationship systems can be formed, 
and the intensity and form of cooperation of the existing ones can undergo 
profound transformations.

During the coronavirus pandemic, most education systems were trans-
formed in a drastically short time, which is expected to permanently impact 
the operation of educational systems and everyday pedagogical practice at 
the international level (Tingzhou, 2020; United Nations, 2020). In most 
educational systems, the support effect of the mid-level could not take ef-
fect in time, so the individual schools had to develop their creative proce-
dures themselves, in applying which it became possible to organise school 
learning and teaching even in the epidemic situation. The development of 
new forms of education and the introduction of the digital work schedule 
suddenly required leaders and teachers to have professional (digital, curric-
ulum planning, management) competencies, which would take several years 
to develop or strengthen in the familiar environment (Schleicher, 2021; 
OECD, 2020). Many groups of those dealing with educational changes 
have started a project that tried to collect these solutions, innovations and 
changes, and whereby, in addition to directly supporting the adaptation of 
schools, understanding the nature of crisis innovations has also become a 
significant issue (Ferdig et al., 2020, Clark, 2020, Horváth et al., 2020). To 
this end, special attention was paid to previous research results that could 
help understand the innovations generated by reality (van Twist et al., 2013; 
Taalbi, 2017, Halász, 2014).

The related research – including our related data collection – clearly point-
ed out that there were big differences between schools and their teachers 
in terms of how they were able to solve the remote home learning issue 
and how well they were able to develop their professional knowledge in 
the right direction (both affective, and from a cognitive point of view). 
There were schools where the crisis triggered a tsunami of innovation, where 
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gamification, knowledge sharing platforms, and the appeal of the digital 
world captivated the participants, there were schools which transformed 
their whole learning program online, while there were schools where the 
teaching materials were sent to their students in electronic or paper form 
via mail without fundamental changes. It is shown that this (latter) group 
of schools could not adapt to the new situation and could not change their 
traditional system. It is a long-known fact that we can think of organisations 
capable of effectively developing their pedagogical practice – whether it is 
about adapting external developments or developing local innovations – as 
those that operate as learning organisations with high absorption and dy-
namic capabilities. According to our model, created in our empirical data 
collection, this organisational nature can be described with the following 
characteristics: (1) school management that encourages knowledge-creating 
and knowledge-sharing activities and applies effective management, (2) an 
atmosphere of trust that supports learning and knowledge sharing among 
teachers, (3) teacher learning in school, (4) data wealth and data process-
ing, (5) development activity, and (6) horizontal cooperation of leaders and 
teachers within the school and with other schools, (7) openness of the stake-
holders who influence the operation of the school. Although we can think 
that each of these factors may have played a major role in the responses to 
the crisis, based on the results of the research focusing directly on crisis in-
novations, we can consider that some of them may be particularly important 
to focus on, while others should be put in a new perspective when examin-
ing crisis innovations. Thus, for example, cooperation for a common goal, 
breaking away from routines, more flexible organisational arrangements, 
systematic institution-level research and development activities, analysis of 
technological possibilities, external communication and resource mobilisa-
tion practices, and the timing of strategic steps are valued (van Twist et al., 
2013; Taalbi, 2017, Clark, 2020).

Crisis innovations and their 
characteristics
With our previous theoretical framework, during our case studies focusing 
on crisis innovations, we examined both the “seriousness” of developments 
we encounter (object approach), as well as under what conditions and in 
which organisational environments they were formed (subject approach).
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An important question was how well the investigated innovations could 
provide adequate answers to the problems that arose, how well we can think 
that they can remain viable in their environment in the long term, and 
how well they can spread and have an impact in other contexts. From the 
perspective of the subject approach, we were primarily interested in those 
learning organisation characteristics which proved to be the most important 
in creating significant crisis innovations.

We analysed the practices of a total of eight educational institutions. In the 
selection of the said institutions, in addition to accessibility, an important 
aspect was to collect data in the most diverse areas possible, according to cri-
sis responses and organisational functioning, different types of institutions 
(primary schools, secondary schools and higher education institutions, as 
well as reform pedagogy and foundation institutions, were also included in 
our sample). It can be stated that each of the examined institutions oper-
ated as an innovative institution from some point of view even before the 
closures due to the coronavirus pandemic, so without exception we can 
identify a major innovation in all of them, which we can think gave a real 
answer to the problems that arose, or that within the framework of the or-
ganisation it can be integrated into practice for the long term. In some cases, 
there is also the possibility of spreading. In the table below, we highlight one 
defining innovation from each institution.

One of the essential messages of the case analyses was that each of the char-
acteristics of the learning organisation we identified could be important 
in terms of whether serious crisis responses like the ones above were able 
to arise in an institution. In addition, among the organisational charac-
teristics, the strategic quality of leadership proved to be the most decisive 
in our cases. That is, how quickly the leaders managing the operation of 
the institution reacted to the crisis, how they monitored the environmental 
changes, analysed the expected government actions, and whether they react-
ed proactively to all this knowledge and information. In those organisations 
where the management reacted proactively with a strategic approach, stu-
dents were typically ordered to have an extraordinary break even before the 
government announcement. Together with the teaching staff, the leadership 
started the transition to remote education, the technical preparation of the 
digital platforms, planning of the new work schedule and the implemen-
tation of the necessary intensive training and preparations (cases I, III, IV, 
VII).
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“A few days before the government decision, we decided to stop stu-
dents going to school for some days. We sent the children home, and 
we were in the school from morning to night, looking for a way to 
continue. We knew the closures were coming and we had to be pre-
pared.” (head of school - case I.) 

From the point of view of the organisational characteristics, it was also par-
ticularly important whether there was more serious development experi-
ence and knowledge in an organisation. Those organisations that were not 
unfamiliar with more radical shaping of the organisation’s operation (cases 
I. II., IV., V., VI., VII.) were able to quickly activate the professional tools 
of change management, which represented a significant positional advan-
tage over those institutions where management and teachers had to learn 
how to use these tools. We have seen that the definite presence of one of 
these two organisational characteristics (proactive leadership, development 

Table 1: Identified innovations and their

Number Area of 
innovaton Innovation Description Institution

I Curiculum Virtual  
school

A virtual school constructed by students during the closure, which 
is a digital copy of the "real" building, and within which each 

student and teacher could continue teaching with their own avatar 
in online synchronous form

Private 
school  

ISCED 2-3

II Organisational 
operation

Digital 
Working 

Group

An organisational innovation, which led to the creation of a digital 
work group, and which also ensures a prominent role for digital 

content in the operation of the institution in the longer term.

Public 
school  

ISCED 1-2

III Curiculum Method 
of slowed 

obsevation

Video usage procedure in observation-based educational 
situations, which helps to better illustrate phenomena with the 

help of slowing down and focus.

Private 
school  

ISCED 1-2

IV Organisational 
operation

Mentor  
system

A mentor system structure that was created to strengthen network 
knowledge sharing, such is the organisational level.

Public 
school  
Higher 

Education

V Curiculum Digital 
gamification

A wave of digital gamification spreading at the organizational level, 
which meant the transfer of diverse previous games existing in the 

organization into an online form.

Public 
school  

ISCED 1-2

VI Organisational 
operation

Digital form 
of applying 

the Complex 
instruction 

Program 
(DigiCIP)

The Complex instruction Program is a pedagogical method 
developed by Stanford University and adapted to the Hungarian 
context by an innovative teaching staff (see OECD, 2008). Today, 

CIP is widely used in Hungarian schools. One of the oganizing 
principles of the CIP method is that the teacher gives students a 

great deal of responsibility, which is strongly present in the digital 
form of CIP too.

Public 
school  

ISCED 1-2

VII Organisational 
operation/ 
Curiculum

Parents'  
school

Preparing parents for the mathematical development of lower 
school students through homework.

Private 
school  

ISCED 1-2

VIII Organisational 
operation/ 
Curiculum

Remote 
learning 

simulation

In-person remote learning simulation to support teachers' digital 
and professional competencies.

Church 
school  

ISCED 1-2
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knowledge) can be assumed to be a necessary and sufficient condition for 
the organisation to create adequate and viable crisis responses (innovations) 
in the longer term. Responses can be very different (panic reaction, a for-
mal solution which helps the school to stay alive during the crisis period, 
strategic response, etc.). We focus on responses that are based on innova-
tion; thus, the stakeholders consider the crisis not (only) as a threat but as 
a possibility as well. This approach relates to the proactive leadership style 
and the experience in development, which constitute characteristics of the 
learning organisation.

In accordance with our current knowledge of educational changes, spon-
taneous transformations, and direct development interventions, our case 
studies also highlighted the importance of internal and external relations 
and the intensity of knowledge-sharing. We have seen several examples 
where there can be considered a serious innovation aimed at building or 
strengthening the internal-external knowledge sharing system (cases II., 
IV. VI). However, it is important to emphasise, that among the institu-
tions that created such innovations, there was also an institution (case IV) 
where most colleagues operated in an isolated manner when the crisis sit-
uation arose. Notwithstanding the fact that there were previous attempts 
to horizontally share the pedagogical procedures proven in the practice of 
individual colleagues, no truly functioning practice of internal knowledge 
sharing was developed. Here, the top-down mentoring system structure, 
the related platforms, and the clarified participation expectation from the 
management, which were launched following the leadership decision due 
to the crisis situation, provided the conditions that created a structured re-
flection on pedagogical practices and offered a viable space for horizontal 
knowledge sharing. In this case, two very prominent factors were behind the 
success of top-down innovation. Even before the crisis, the leadership of the 
organisation had serious theoretical and practical development knowledge, 
which is clearly shown by the fact that it had previously successfully (with-
out much resistance) managed such top-down redistributive changes that 
required the application of complex change management. Furthermore, the 
crisis situation created an organisational atmosphere in which most partici-
pants could experience the planned intervention as an adequate response to 
their problems. This case made visible what was also supported by our previ-
ous research results: although internal and external knowledge sharing is an 
unquestionably important element of the context supporting the creation 
of serious innovations and possible crisis responses, if the innovation itself 
includes horizontal knowledge sharing elements, a remarkable and lasting 
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long term pedagogical innovation extending to the organisational level can 
also be imagined in institutions where professional collaborations did not 
work in the beginning.

In addition, our cases drew attention to another important organisational 
characteristic: the innovative professional knowledge of the teachers, in-
cluding primary proficiency in the use of digital technologies, experience 
gained in innovative pedagogical procedures (e.g. gamification, project 
method), and innovation and risk management knowledge in general. Our 
cases showed that these three dimensions were particularly decisive in terms 
of whether the schools and their teachers could create viable and adequate 
innovations in their crisis responses for the longer term. Although a signif-
icant increase in the educational application of these procedures has been 
observed in Hungary over the past two decades (Fazekas, 2021, Anka et 
al., 2016), thanks to EU-funded interventions aimed at the development 
and dissemination of the new pedagogical solutions mentioned above, even 
together with the amount of classroom application, its level did not reach 
the international average before the start of the pandemic (OECD, 2014). 
The crisis innovations we identified clearly showed that the most significant 
pedagogical changes were typically based on advanced professional prac-
tice. Thus, for example, the structure of the virtual school (case I) was born 
in a school where the previous practice of teachers was characterised by a 
particularly high level of digitalisation, the online gamification of lessons 
(case V) was created in an organisation that had previously heavily utilised 
gamification, and the school that gave the students responsibility for their 
group learning process also had a strong tradition of using a special cooper-
ative method well known and widespread in Hungary, namely the Complex 
Instruction Program (CIP) (school VI). 

“I also did a CIP class. Tasks for developing text comprehension were 
created for a (…) short story in the LearningApps application. The 
tasks assigned to the positions were different. The task of the ‘men-
tor’ was to organise which platform the group would use, the ‘scribe’ 
wrote the usual summary of the joint work, the device manager pre-
pared LearningApps, and the ‘time manager’ paid attention to the 
timing. They were enthusiastic and skilled.” (school VI teacher)

Our case studies show that the experience of change, the strategic nature of 
leadership (proactive/reactive), the innovative professional preparation of 
the teaching staff, including digital, innovation and learning organisation 
competencies, as well as the strength of external/internal relations, form the 
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force field within which it can be well appreciated that organisations are 
able to create quick, adequate and long term changes in crises. The follow-
ing matrix presents this innovation force field, indicating the place of the 
innovations we have learned about and highlighted in the system.

Table 2: Identified innovations according to the characteristics of the institutions that created them

Virtual school – case presentation
In the following, we present the remote operation of an ideal institution 
from the point of view of an innovation powerhouse, in which the organi-
sation (1) has a radical change experience, (2) is characterised by proactive 
leadership, (3) is innovative and (4) has a teaching staff with strong inter-
nal networking capacities. This is an inclusive, student-centered school in 
Budapest with a fundamentally socio-constructivist approach to learning, a 



133

Leadership views

democratic operation maintained by a foundation, and provides education 
at ISCED levels 5-12.

The school operates as a learning organisation with high absorption and 
dynamic capabilities, with a school leadership that encourages knowledge 
creativity and knowledge-sharing activities, applies effective management, 
and has an intense atmosphere of trust between teachers and students. The 
teachers share their knowledge with joy and openness. The institution’s ba-
sic approach is that it is okay to make mistakes and that it is important to 
support each other with constructive criticism. Part of the basic operation of 
the school is that the teacher is an independent, self-determining individual 
who is responsible for their actions and work and is given freedom in terms 
of the chosen methods and tools and in the selection of further training. 
Much emphasis is placed on the order of the procedures, despite the fact 
that, or precisely because, the institutional structure is characterised by a 
flat structure. Problem-solving is characterised by a bureaucratic approach, 
which helps in bringing problems to the surface and thinking about them 
together.

With the announcement of remote education, teachers were faced with 
a new challenge, which was extremely motivating for many, as they had 
to look for solutions different from the usual ones, and learn new things. 
In this stage of the process, there was extremely active cross-institutional 
knowledge sharing, with real learning processes. Several people reported – 
especially when thinking back to the spring of 2020 – the excitement of 
experimenting and learning new things:

“Spring was characterised by brainstorming and euphoria...we, the 
children, were very excited” (Teacher)

The operation of the school during remote education can be described 
as a dynamically changing, adaptive, resilient organisational operation  
(Figure 1).

The first step of the crisis response at the institutional level was the lead-
ership’s decision, that the institution should be closed prior to the gov-
ernment’s decision. This decision was preceded by a longer discussion and 
was accompanied by communication to all parties concerned. The closing 
marked a new beginning, which is clearly shown by the fact that the period 
that followed was also given a project name: it was announced as the Home 
Study Program.
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During the first weekend, a smaller group of teachers experienced in digital 
solutions systematised their knowledge, which they shared with the whole 
teaching staff as part of internal training. The knowledge was thus provided 
from an internal source, exploiting the organisation’s resources, and making 
use of the knowledge and abilities of the organisation’s members. The relat-
ed training was implemented in a hybrid way on the first day of remote edu-
cation, for which the management ordered a working day without teaching. 
On the preparation day, the teachers were given a “starter package” and 
defined the leading frameworks which they envisioned for the period ahead 
of them. According to the teachers interviewed, there was a real sharing of 
knowledge, they managed to calm down and see more clearly, which helped 
them to settle down. After that, internal knowledge sharing took place with-
in an organised framework at meetings, in online community groups, in 
the form of joint professional discussions, sharing of best practices, and 
discussing cases.

The leadership of the institution also considered it important to create the 
infrastructure conditions to make it possible to use the institution’s tools 
– both on the part of the teachers and the students. For this, they also 
acquired new tools, as well as specific platforms (e.g. Zoom, Discord) and 
additional task creation programs (which the teachers required for work) 
and subscribed for unlimited access. After creating these frameworks, the 
teachers worked independently and prepared their lessons (similarly to be-
fore remote education), so space was given for the autonomy of the teachers.

Figure 1: The functioning of the high school during remote education – example of resilient organi-
sational functioning –
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Students were also particularly active innovators in the crisis. The students 
provided a helping hand to their teachers in many areas: they helped their 
teachers with personal advice and educational materials, and they also creat-
ed the online version of the institution on the Discord interface (in the list 
above, the operation of this interface appears as the most forward-looking 
innovation). This support gave extraordinary “strength” to the teachers. It 
is worth noting here that the institution has a long tradition of mutual 
learning, even in traditional circumstances, and the involvement of students 
in educational processes, a practice which provided the main basis for the 
students’ involvement in the crisis resolution.

Mental support for teachers helped the adaptation process. At the working 
group meeting, special attention and time were devoted to one another’s 
well-being; several people mentioned during the interviews the sustaining 
and empowering function of the initial “how are you?” circle. In addition, 
informal leisure meetings were also organised to support the connection 
and cooperation of the teachers, for mental strengthening and stress relief 
(e.g. online beer drinking, joint celebrations and mindfulness meditation 
training). Several interviewees emphasised – as we also experienced – that 
the leadership communicates openly about their dilemmas, difficulties, and 
possible mistakes. This creates a safe environment for teachers to experi-
ment and make mistakes.

The conscious management of the process made it possible to create a safe, 
relatively predictable environment even in this uncertain situation. In or-
der to summarise the experiences of the first quarter, the school collect-
ed questionnaire data from the various stakeholders (parents, students and 
teachers), and the educational framework was modified based on the results. 
Thus, for example, the number of platforms used was reduced and unified, 
class attendance was made mandatory, and teachers were provided with 
targeted professional support. As the remote education period progressed, 
the need to create rules decreased and the possibilities for developing rou-
tines and individual solutions became stronger. However, some dilemmas 
remained for the high school even during remote education, such as, for 
example, the question of camera use, the proportion of real-time classes 
versus the amount of remote learning assignments. These questions often 
also required the consideration of not strictly pedagogical issues (personality 
rights, financial opportunities).

The case clearly illustrated how the innovative professional knowledge of 
the teachers, including primarily proficiency in the application of digital 
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technologies, the experiences gained in innovative pedagogical procedures, 
as well as the knowledge of innovation and risk management in general, can 
support resilient organisational functioning and quick and effective crisis 
responses.

Summary
In this study, we have presented two studies exploring educational chang-
es that have been going on for nearly ten years, and whose content and 
on whose methodological approaches we rely heavily in our exploration of 
workplace learning. In the study, we focused firmly on the research method 
and tool solutions that occurred in the wake of the crisis, as well as the crisis 
response aspects of the results. This unexpected change in the context pro-
vided a unique opportunity to analyse the organisational and educational 
learning processes of the institutions participating in the research. The new 
situation raised new research questions, and moreover, it made it necessary 
for research work based on a standard design for a long time to find new 
ways of collecting and analysing data at short notice. Accordingly, in the 
final (emergency) phase of the research, we extended our theoretical models 
to include crisis innovations (in addition to local innovations and develop-
ment adaptations), conducted online case studies focusing on COVID-19 
responses among the schools participating in the research, and added to 
the questionnaire data collection of companion research with some focused 
questions. The new research methods and tools are expected to be helpful 
in non-emergency research designs, including workplace learning research. 
Among the organisations we examined, remarkable crisis responses were ob-
served in those that had more serious development knowledge, i.e. they had 
previous experience in managing more radical organisational or pedagogical 
changes and/or were able to utilise proactive crisis management tools that, 
firstly extended to finding crisis responses, acquiring the necessary compe-
tencies, and time frames for the organisation that could be used for com-
munication with partners. In addition, the preventive level of digital and 
innovation competencies and the use of innovative learning organisation 
procedures proved particularly important. In accordance with our case stud-
ies, it was also possible to set up a hierarchical order between these factors, 
according to which digital competencies prove to be particularly important, 
and the most major crisis responses were usually connected to institutions 
that previously had outstanding practice in the development of digital and 
mathematical competencies.



137

Leadership views

References
• Altrichter, H. 2005. Curriculum implementation – limiting and facilitating 

factors. Linz: Johannes Kepler University. 

• Anka Á., Baráth T., Cseh Gy., Fazekas Á., Horváth L., Kézy Zs., Menyhárt A., 
Sipos J. 2016. Szeged: Dél-alföld megújuló iskolái. SZTE. 

• Balázs É., Einhorn Á., Fischer M., Győri J., Halász G., Havas A., Kovács I. V., 
Lukács J., Szabó M., Wolfné Borsi J. 2010. Javaslat a nemzeti oktatási in-
novációs rendszer fejlesztésének stratégiájára. Budapest: Oktatáskutató és 
Fejlesztő Intézet. 

• Baráth, T., Kersánszki, T., Fazekas, Á. 2021. ‘Do organisations learn? Results 
of a Hungarian longitudinal school-research program.’ Opus et Educatio. 8 
(3): 270-285.

• Ben-Peretz, M. 1975. ‘The concept of curriculum potential.’ Curriculum 
Theory Network. 5 (2): 151–159.

• Clamdinin, D. J., Connelly, F. M. 1992: ‘Teacher as curriculum maker.’ In: 
Jackson P. W. (ed.) 1992. Handbook of Research on Curriculum. New York: 
Macmillan.

• Clark, L. 2020. Innovation in a Time of Crisis. New York: Harvard Business 
Publishing 

• Datnow, A., Park, V. 2009. ‘Conceptualizing Policy Implementation: Large-
Scale Reform in an Era of Complexity.’ In: Sykes, G., Schneider, B. and Plank, 
D. (eds.). Handbook of Education Policy Research. New York: Routledge. 

• Deng, Z. 2011. ‘Revisiting Curriculum Potential.’ Curriculum Inquiry. 41. (5): 
538-559.

• Fazekas Á. (ed.) 2021b. Innováció az oktatásban. Bp: MERSZ

• Fazekas, Á. 2021a. Közoktatás-fejelsztési beavatkozások hatásmechanizmu-
sai. Bp.: MERSZ. 

• Ferdig, R. E., Baumgartner, E., Hartshorne, R., Kaplan-Rakowski, R., Mouza, 
C. 2020: Teaching, Technology, and Teacher Education during the COVID-19 
Pandemic: Stories from the Field. Association for the Advancement of Com-
puting in Education (AACE).

• Halász, G. 2014. The OECD-Tohoku School project. A case of educational 
change and innovation in Japan. Manuscript. DOI: http://halaszg.elte.hu/
download/Tohoku_report.pdf.

• Halász, G. 2021. ‘Az oktatási innováció kutatása.’ In: Fazekas Á. (Ed.): In-
nováció az oktatásban. Bp.: MERSZ.

http://halaszg.elte.hu/download/Tohoku_report.pdf
http://halaszg.elte.hu/download/Tohoku_report.pdf


138

Educational Changes and Crisis Management

• Halász, G., Fazekas Á. 2021: ‘Who is innovating and how in the education 
sector? Combining subject and object approaches.’ Journal of Adult Learn-
ing, Knowledge and Innovation. 5. (1): 22-35. 

• Hopkins, D., Reynolds, D. 2001. ‘The Past, Present, and Future of School 
Improvement: Towards the Third Age.’ British Educational Research Journal. 
27 (4): 459-475.

• Horváth, L., Czirfusz, D., Misley, H. 2020. DiO - Digitális oktatási tapasztala-
tok. Bp.: ELTE PPK. 

• Kersánszki, T. 2020. Természettudományi azon belül is a biztonságtudományi 
területet érintő fejlesztések és innovációk születése, implementációja és 
hatása az oktatási ágazatban. Bp.: ÓE. 

• Lieberman, A. 1998. ‘The growth of educational change as a field of study: 
understanding its roots and branches.’ In: Hargreaves, Lieberman, A. Fullan, 
M., Hopkins D. (eds.) International handbook of educational change. Lon-
don: Kluwer. 

• Lukács, T. 2020. Digitális innovációk a kora gyermekkori nevelés intéz-
ményeiben. Bp.: ELTE PPK.

• Mischke, G. 2010. ‘Towards Effective Curriculum Design in Open Distance 
Learning.’ New Delhi: Progressio. 3 (2): 145-163.

• OECD. 2005. Oslo Manual. Guidelines for Collecting and Interpreting Inno-
vation Data. Third edition. Paris: OECD. 

• OECD. 2008. Universe Case – Hungary. IV. Béla Körzeti Általános Iskola és 
Napközi Otthonos Óvoda (IV. Béla District Primary School and Day-care Kin-
dergarten). Innovative Learning Environment Project. Paris: OECD. 

• OECD. 2013. Innovative Learning Environments. Educational Research and 
Innovation. Paris: OECD. 

• OECD. 2014. Measuring Innovation in Education: A New Perspective, Educa-
tional Research and Innovation. Paris: OECD.

• OECD. 2020. School education during COVID-19: Were teachers and stu-
dents ready? Paris: OECD.

• OECD/Eurostat. 2018. Oslo manual: Guidelines for collecting, reporting and 
using data on innovation (4th ed.). The measurement of scientific, techno-
logical and innovation activities. Paris: OECD. Luxembourg: Eurostat.

• Schleicher, A. 2021. The impact of covid-19 on education insights from ed-
ucation at a glance 2020. Paris: OECD.

• Taalbi, J. 2017. ‘What drives innovation? Evidence from economic history.’ 
Research Policy, 46 (8): 1437–1453.

https://akjournals.com/view/journals/2059/aop/article-10.1556-2059.2021.00042/article-10.1556-2059.2021.00042.xml
https://akjournals.com/view/journals/2059/aop/article-10.1556-2059.2021.00042/article-10.1556-2059.2021.00042.xml
https://akjournals.com/view/journals/2059/2059-overview.xml
https://akjournals.com/view/journals/2059/2059-overview.xml


139

Leadership views

• Tingzhou, L., Sha, L., Yuyang, Z., Wanying, L. 2021. ‘Policy Analysis of Edu-
cational Services for the One Belt One Road Initiative under the COVID-19 
Epidemic.’ Beijing International Review of Education. 3 (1): 72-91

• United Nations Sustainable Development Group. 2020. Policy Brief: Edu-
cation during covid-19 and beyond. Retrieved from. DOI: https://unsdg.
un.org/sites/default/files/2020-08/sg_policy_brief_covid-19_and_educa-
tion_august_2020.pdf

• van Twist, M. van der Steen, M., Kleiboer, M., Scherpenisse J. and Theisens 
H. 2013. Coping with very weak primary schools toward smart intervention 
in Dutch education policy. A Governing Complex Education Systems Case 
Study. Paris: OECD. 

https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/files/2020-08/sg_policy_brief_covid-19_and_education_august_2020.pdf
https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/files/2020-08/sg_policy_brief_covid-19_and_education_august_2020.pdf
https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/files/2020-08/sg_policy_brief_covid-19_and_education_august_2020.pdf

