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Abstract
This article deals with the COVID-19 pandemic as a point of acceleration for the emergence 
of a distinctive and yet unstable problematization of the 20th-century school form. Focusing 
on the Italian public and policy debate on education and adopting an archaeological analytics, 
it explores what ‘other’ coordinates for the forms of schooling are emerging through the 
encounters, clashes and co-options between different epistemological standpoints. Mapping 
the knowledge production about the space(s), time(s) and subjectivity(/ies) of schooling, we 
discuss the emergence of a problematization of the school form articulated around the concept 
of ‘blending’ and unfolding around a distinctive set of organizing dualisms: developmentalizing/
securing, normalization/pluralization and individual/population. We offer a preliminary sketch 
of the contours and tensions that constitute the epistemic space where this problematization 
unfolded. First, we show how medical, economic, digital and educational knowledges converge 
around the imperative to blend the school form and make it secure and productive through the 
‘digital’. Second, we describe the paradoxical traits of the emerging figure of the blended-school 
form at the intersection between different possible configurations of the space(s) and time(s) 
of schooling and isolate four strategies for the (self-)governing of its subjectivities: therapy, 
prudentialism, discipline and enhancement.
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Introduction

What is a school is always open to debate and in the last decades a significant literature has dealt 
with the question of the school form, studying it empirically and underlining the historical condi-
tions of school configurations in different education systems (Maulini and Perrenoud, 2005; Meyer 
and Rowan, 2006; Tyack and Tobin, 1994). Recently, the global and globalizing transformations 
that can be related to the ‘digital age’ (Lupton, 2014) and the platformization of education (Van 
Dijck et al., 2018) have put many traits of the institutionalized school form in tension, opening 
multiple pathways of transnational and vernacular policy change and reform. As Van Dijck et al. 
(2018: 131) have recently argued, in many education systems, digitalization, platformization and 
the three related mechanisms of datafication, personalization and commodification are affecting 
the very notion of education, its organizational forms and its values, opening the space for a clash 
between conflicting views on the values of education as a private and/or public investment.

Of course, spaces of negotiation have opened up over what education should look like in the 
contemporary digitalized and platformized societies. A significant example, in this respect, is  
the process of the Europeanization of education and the space of negotiation unfolding around the 
European Union (EU) open education framework: an umbrella that organizes a wider strategy of 
education reform which attributes to digitalization the role of innovating the school form, interven-
ing on educational resources and contents, teaching methods and knowledge production, learning 
and its recognition, strategic decisions, forms of collaboration, access, participation and customi-
zation (Inamorato dos Santos et al., 2016). In transnational spaces, like the European one, lines of 
epistemic and technical mutation of education, its epistemologies, organizational forms and ethics 
are unfolding. In those spaces, among the other things, a re-imagining of the spatializations, tem-
poralities and subjectivities of education is carried on through the intersection of different kinds of 
initiatives, policies, voices and expertise (Williamson and Hogan, 2020).

In this article, we intend to contribute to the debate on these lines of epistemic and technical 
mutation, looking at the COVID-19 pandemic as a point of acceleration in (and intersection between) 
the epistemic rethinking of the 20th-century school form and the digitalization of education. In fact, 
during the pandemic, we have witnessed an acceleration in the digitalization of the ecology of edu-
cational practices and policy in the EU and all over the world. Digital technologies and platforms 
have provided and are still providing an emergency solution for making possible a form of schooling 
or education at a distance, in a situation where social distancing has become the basic norm.

With this work, we explore the intersection between the pandemic digital acceleration and the 
epistemic rethinking of the 20th-century school form, focusing our attention on the case of Italy, 
one of the first European countries to be hit by the pandemic and to decide on the closure of 
schools. Three aspects that relate to our focus make the Italian a case of interest.

First, as happens in other European education systems, in Italy the discourse on schooling has 
been firmly articulated around the bricks-and-mortar classroom, which is the main spatial, tempo-
ral and ethical unit of education. Here the combination between a strictly ruled environment and 
the bodily presence allowed a particular kind of compromise between discipline and self-regula-
tion and assigned to the teacher the role of the ‘governor’ of such a space. Moreover, school tem-
porality has been articulated around the unit of the lesson: teachers have a standard time unit at 
their disposal to teach their lessons to students; the school bell marks the unformed flow of the time 
with discrete unities which beat and give rithm to the school life, signal the change of teachers or 
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students in a classroom and regularize the different individual routines in the collective life. Finally, 
the school form was clearly oriented to produce a certain kind of pupil and teacher: an educational 
orthopaedics was being prepared to make bodies docile and composed in linear organizational 
series, while the teacher was shaped as the one who possesses the disciplinary knowledge, with a 
specialization that had to be combined with other specializations by mean of a national standard-
ized curriculum. It is the disciplinary school form that is inhabited by disciplined subjectivities 
(Foucault, 1995).

Second, the force of such a discourse on education and the centrality of the classroom unit par-
tially explain Italy’s character of ‘late-comer’ in the process of digitalization and its lagging behind 
most Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries when it comes 
to equipment and usage of digital technologies in schools (Avvisati et al., 2011).

Third, the combination between the two reasons above and the significance of the pandemic as a 
point of intersection and acceleration in the field of education. In this institutional scenario, as hap-
pened in other countries – but probably in a more institutionally violent form – the pandemic made 
suddenly dangerous or impossible the usual way of schooling, opening up a discursive field where 
different modes for thinking the reconfiguration of the school form had the possibility to emerge.

In this article, we will address the epistemic dimension of these transformations, looking at the 
debate that unfolded in the Italian national space since the beginning of the pandemic. The adoption 
of an archaeological analytics (Foucault, 2002) will allow us to explore what ‘other’ coordinates for 
the forms of schooling are emerging through the encounters, clashes and co-options between differ-
ent epistemological standpoints; that is, how new understandings of ‘how the school form should 
and could be’ are emerging. Using ‘Didattica a Distanza’ (DaD)1 as an entry point, we conducted a 
6-month research project that started at the beginning of schools’ closure in Italy and led us to collect 
more than 100 documents. Looking at this documentary basis, we will try to sketch out the knowl-
edge space in which the form of contemporary schooling is being re-imagined as a ‘blended’ form. 
In this attempt to disentangle the emergent asymmetries in the assemblages of people, technologies 
and policies, the main coordinates that inform the new school form seem to turn around this set of 
dualisms: the developmentalizing and the securing of the school space(s); the normalization and the 
pluralization of the school time(s); the individuality and aggregation of the school subjectivity(/ies).

After a brief introduction of the main theoretical concepts that have inspired our analysis, of the 
methodological approach, and the contextualization of what happened to the Italian school system 
during the pandemic, we will structure the article into three main sections, presenting our ‘knowledge 
mapping’, organized along three main axes: the space(s), the time(s) and the subjectivity(/ies) of 
schooling. In our conclusions, we will argue that the COVID-19 pandemic has acted, in the Italian 
context, as an accelerator for the emergence of a distinctive problematization of the school form, 
articulated around the concept of ‘blending’. We will visualize this through an epistemic space figure, 
whose quadrants are delimited by the intersections between the different possible configurations 
assumed by space(s) and time(s) of schooling and whose productions are the different governing 
strategies of the subjectivities that inhabit these quadrants. Across these intersections, the ‘blended-
school’ form assumes multiple nuances and shades. Nevertheless, the problematization of the so-
called ‘traditional school form’ has become an unavoidable node in any discourse on education.

The COVID-19 pandemic as an epistemic singularity: the 
emergence of the blended-school form

In contemporary education research, many scholars are involved in the endeavour of writing a 
critical history of our educational present; that is, ‘a reflection upon the contingency, singularity, 
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interconnections, and potentialities of the diverse trajectories of those elements which compose 
present educational arrangements and experience’ (Grimaldi and Barzanò, 2014: 28).

It was once assumed that contingencies and heterogeneous assemblages are the working mecha-
nisms that produce our educational present, but a great opportunity to interrogate it can be seen in 
the COVID-19 pandemic. In fact, following Deleuze and Guattari (2004: 22), we can say that it 
functions as an epistemic singularity:

[one of] those rare and singular points in which a transformation happens. [. . .] Singularities, therefore, 
signal and constitute a change of phase and place themselves in those points where a shift in intensity 
happens, where assemblages and machines exceed thresholds of consistency. They are not points of 
arrival, but of crucial transition, places of bifurcation, thresholds of transformation.

The usefulness of exploring our educational present through the pandemic singularity resides in 
the fact that it can be considered a point of metastable equilibrium, during which different configu-
rations of knowledge clash with each other and departing from which many futures become pos-
sible. During historical events like this, the significant changes in the epistemic configurations of 
what ‘a school’ is or should be are made clearer and more recognizable.

Coming to the kind of questioning through which the educational present could be interrogated, 
different perspectives are mobilized to suggest a shift towards a major concern with the forms, 
rather than with the essence of the phenomena under scrutiny (Ball, 2016; Fenwick and Edwards, 
2019; Fenwick and Landri, 2012; Thompson, 2019; Wilkins and Olmedo, 2018). Locating our-
selves within such a variegated field of inquiry, our interrogation questions the changing and 
mutating historically determined configurations of ‘how it is considered a school should be’, 
instead of ‘what the school is’.

To perform this kind of interrogation, in this article, we employ an ‘archaeological’ analytics 
(Foucault, 1989a, 1989b, 2002), as reworked by Deleuze (2006, 2014; Peters and Taglietti, 2019). 
Thanks to its invitation to de-naturalize and de-essentialize what we see and what we say, such a 
perspective permits us to investigate schooling as a form that is continually reshaped by the pro-
duction of knowledges about it. In archaeological terms, the reality is not objective nor subjective, 
but an effect of production of power-enmeshed and historically situated dispositifs of power-
knowledge. This production is power-dependent: knowledge springs out from ‘enunciative hot-
beds’ (Deleuze, 2018), sites of power not to be intended as organizations nor as individuals, but as 
a-personal individuations that promote relevant ideas about an issue.

Through a triple move of detachment from things, authors and truths, knowledge is approached 
as something that does not refer to a real-world out there, but as what materially produces the 
shapes that we see and speak when we live in the world. Ontology becomes an epistemology 
(Deleuze, 2006): the archaeological analytics looks at knowledge production as a relational space 
of distribution governed by inner rules. This gaze opens up the way to treat knowledge as a surface: 
we can reconstruct the movements that concepts autonomously make on the skin of a given society, 
looking for the main coordinates that border the discursive field and shape the reality.

Conceptualizing the knowledge production as a relational space of distribution of the statements 
is a crucial point for our analysis. It implies that the process of reshaping of the school form could 
be considered as revolving around a ‘discursive regularity’ (Foucault, 2002): something which has 
become discursively inescapable and around which all the possible variations and recombinations 
of elements are reshuffled. In particular, the Italian school form – as the pandemic singularity, 
through the acceleration and intersections it implied, has made clearer – is enmeshed in a process 
of re-articulation around the notion of the ‘blended’ form as a discursive regularity. It means that 
the nexus between the blended school and the imperative ‘to blend’ the school form is unavoidable 
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and it is now simply no longer possible to talk about schools without a reference to hybrid forms 
of schooling, mediated by digital devices and/or platforms, even for those who reject this approach.

Moreover, statements about the form of schooling could be intended as a multiplicity them-
selves, characterized by a dynamic of dispersion: starting from a ‘molar agency’ (Deleuze, 2006: 
76), knowledges disperse around the production of conceptual couples or dualisms, which include 
the molar agency itself and its opposite. In this movement of dispersion, a form of organization 
takes place through the formation of ‘discursive families’ (Deleuze, 2014), which group statements 
that, through a rule of passage, make a linkage between different aspects of life. This dynamic 
makes the discursive field always open towards the production of the ‘new’, along the three dimen-
sions of space, time and subjectivity, which are the Foucauldian re-interpretation of the Kantian 
a-priori condition of any possible knowledge (Deleuze, 2014). If a society always says everything 
that can be said at a given moment (Deleuze, 2014), then the ‘new’ is never hidden or to be discov-
ered. It is always already there, in any statement already said, which is waiting only for entering 
into a new relationship with the others. Changes and re-novations – more than innovations – of 
what exists are a matter of shapes and reshapings. In this way, our analysis gains the opportunity to 
go beyond the usual opposition between digital enthusiasts and traditions defenders, ‘apocalyptic 
and integrated’ (Eco, 2001), opening towards a more nuanced mapping of the different variations 
and declinations that arise from the multiple recombinations of the starting discursive elements: a 
figure of the epistemic space of the blended-school form inspired by the Foucauldian tetrahedron 
of the modern sciences (Foucault, 1989b).

Mobilizing the archaeological analytics

We applied the archaeological analytics to examine 102 documents that we collected starting from 
the beginning of March 2020, when the Italian Government stated that schools would close and the 
pandemic was faced with DaD, and until the end of August 2020, when the Italian Government was 
preparing schools’ re-opening for the new school year. The discursive corpus was constituted by 
the daily following of the public and policy debate on education in Italy, drawing on our long-
lasting expertise in researching national education policymaking (Grimaldi, 2019; Grimaldi and 
Serpieri, 2013; Landri, 2018). Applying a snowballing strategy, we collected documents from: 
ordinary and popular sources, such as the most important Italian, European and global news web-
sites; specialistic and thematic sources, such as the most important websites and blogs about Italian 
schooling; and scientific, political and policy sources, such as institutional websites of governmen-
tal bodies and academic institutions. DaD was our entry point theme and, starting from it, we went 
on iteratively remodelling sources and themes of interest, focusing little by little on the widest 
theme of the Italian form of schooling and its relation to the use of digital technologies.

Once constituted, the corpus was analytically treated using an online visual board and following 
a three-step procedure. First of all, through a process of mapping and labelling, we identified the 
six ‘enunciative hotbeds’, the a-personal individuations from which the statements about the Italian 
school form emerged: International Organizations, Public Health Agencies, Intellectuals/Opinion 
Leaders, Ed-Tech Industries, Governmental Institutions and Education Professionals. Then we 
looked at the corpus inner forms of organization, identifying the nine ‘discursive families’ that 
group those statements that regularize the linkages between different aspects of life: violet (whose 
statements regularize the linkages between schools and health); blue (whose statements regularize 
the linkages between education and economics); green (whose statements regularize the linkages 
between education and commons); orange (whose statements regularize the linkages between edu-
cation and the digital); red (whose statements regularize the linkages between schools an the rejec-
tion of any change in the school form); pink (whose statements regularize the linkages between 
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schools and security); light blue (whose statements the regularize linkages between schools and 
economics); light green (whose statements the regularize linkages between schools and education 
as a common); and yellow (whose statements regularize the linkages between schools and the digi-
tal). These first two steps produced a visual presentation of our knowledge mapping, which is 
reported in a simplified version in Figure 12 and which show that the ‘blended-school’ form, which 
is at the centre of the debate, is something neither homogeneous nor defined, but a multiplicity that 
is assembled and framed from heterogeneous and often conflicting discourses.

Finally, we ran through all the statements grouped in each ‘discursive family’ to highlight the 
dynamics of reciprocal interaction, combination and hybridization among statements that produce 
the knowledge space of blended schooling as an unstable space of multiplicity. After a brief con-
textualization of what happened to the Italian school system during the first months of the pan-
demic, we will now present these mechanics, focusing on: (a) the different spatialization(s) for 
developmentalizing and for securing the blended-school form; (b) the different normalized and 
pluralized temporality(/ies) of the blended-school form; (c) the different individualities and aggre-
gations in the subjectivity(/ies) of the blended-school form.

Sudden school closures and emergency distance learning: Italy 
and the pandemic

When the pandemic was officially declared by the World Health Organization (WHO) on 11 March 
2020, Italy was already facing its first COVID-19 wave and the government was supported in its 
decision-making by two collegial bodies with relevant expertise in public health: the pre-existing 

Figure 1. The ‘blended-school’ form: knowledge mapping.
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Italian College of Health (ISS) and the ad hoc set-up the Technical-Scientific Committee (CTS). 
School buildings were closed on 5 March. Even if initially planned until 14 March, the school 
closures were time after time prolonged until the end of the school year in June 2020, while Italy 
was experiencing one of the most rigorous general lockdowns in the western world. DaD, in this 
period, was presented as the only possible way to keep schools ‘open’, while the buildings were 
closed: this produced an increasing demand from the schools for digital devices, apps, platforms 
and infrastructures. A partnership of the Ministry of Education with leading national and interna-
tional ed-tech companies, like Microsoft, Google and TIM, was arranged to offer ready-made digi-
tal solutions to schools, often with the ‘freemium’ formula. In sum, a digital acceleration took 
place: educational apps usage doubled during the lockdown, with some platforms more down-
loaded than others (Palmer, 2020). It was the beginning of a still ongoing tough discussion aimed 
at understanding whether it was just an emergency solution or a chance (often strongly contested) 
for an enduring transformation of the school form. At last, with the end of the lockdown, during 
summer 2020, in a context of seemingly general acceptance of social distancing norms in public 
life, the debate on the schools’ reopening in September raised a chronic issue for the Italian school 
infrastructures: the poor physical conditions of the existing school buildings and their often too 
small spaces, not compatible with the new rules on social distancing. As new school buildings 
could not be built in time, school spaces were expanded through local agreements with other local 
institutions and, at the same time, several documents were prepared for the setting-up of school 
spaces before the re-opening.

Re-spatializing Italian schooling: for developmentalizing and for 
securing the social body

The re-spatialization of the school form goes through many documents and the totality of the hot-
beds of our corpus. While the whole public and policy debate had been focused on the dichotomy 
between the closure and the opening of schools, epistemically, a space is always a form of enclo-
sure that arranges spatial configurations, opening to the possibility of some functions and closing 
to others, according to a rationality (Foucault, 2009).

So, the knowledge about the blended-school spatialization is produced through the tension 
between different forms of rationality that arrange the school space for acting on the social body: 
the one inherited by the consolidated school form and that functions as a molar agency, ‘The 
Developmentalizing’, and its related dualism ‘The Securing’. The first one spatializes schools as 
places functional for intervening on the social body aiming for its growth and improvement, be it 
civic, economic or social; the second one frames schools’ spaces as functional for making the 
social body secured and protected from menaces to its integrity, be it physical, psychological or 
economical: a dynamic of immunization and discretization is at work in this enunciative field.

The statements that regularize the linkages between schools and health are exemplary in produc-
ing a spatialization for securing. School becomes a ‘medicalized’ space that needs to be immunized 
from an external threat: the Istituto Superiore di Sanità (ISS) and the CTS, whose statements are 
aligned with the medical knowledge globally promoted by the WHO and the European Centre for 
Disease Prevention and Control (ECDC), ground their decisions on a principle of maximum precau-
tion: ‘since solid data are missing, it is difficult to say when this measure should end to have an 
impact in terms of containment [of infections]’ (QuotidianoSanità.it, 2020). In any case, a limited 
time was meant to be unhelpful (D’Amato, 2020). Even when, in the late spring, a proposal was 
advanced for a symbolic reopening of school buildings only for the last day of school, the CTS 
expressed a negative opinion, because ‘it would be difficult to manage the distancing between young 
[. . .] people in a period in which the contagion still exists’ (La Repubblica, 2020).
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On the other side, a spatialization for developmentalizing is effected by the statements that regu-
larize linkages between education and the digital. Innovation is the keyword that relates digital means 
and the educational endeavour to make the social body improved, more productive and more updated: 
they allow ‘to make evident work and design flows’ in education (Gervasutti, 2020), shifting towards 
a perspective of ‘life-long learning’ (Gervasutti, 2020) which extend schooling beyond schools 
(Gervasutti, 2020). It is in respect of this that the statements that regularize linkages between schools 
and the digital can frame DaD as a space that is contiguous and not so different from ordinary school-
ing. It is what is witnessed by initiatives such as ‘#theschooldoesnotstop’ of the Ministry of Education, 
published online in the lockdown period ‘to show that the school world, even in such a difficult and 
unpredictable moment, goes on’ (Ministry of Education, University and Research (MIUR), 2020a). 
And it is what supports the belief that is possible to plan a school reopening in September 2020 where 
‘lessons will be attended half of the time in the classroom and half online: [. . .] the pupils who stay 
at home will follow the lessons with their classmates but connected to the computer’ (Agenzia 
Nationale Stampa Associata, 2020). No different is the rationality which frames the spatialization 
sustained by statements that regularize the linkages between schools and the rejection of any change 
in the school form. Even the public call, signed by well-known scholars, such as the notorious phi-
losophers Massimo Cacciari and Roberto Esposito, and that has become a sort of manifesto for the 
schools’ reopening, sustains that school ‘means [. . .] dynamics of onnilateral training, intellectual 
and moral growth, maturation of a civil and political consciousness’ (Cacciari, 2020).

In any case, the field is not entirely occupied by these polarized positions. Many statements 
operate discursive recombinations and make multiplicities emerge. For example, the statements 
that regularize the linkages between schools and security outline a school spatialization which 
hybridizes the securing and the developmentalizing rationalities, with the former having the effect 
of regimenting the latter. In the models and norms that planned the September 2020 reopening, 
schools become ‘spaces of retention’ (Politecnico di Torino, 2020), where standard distances of 
one metre between the lips of students and of two metres between the teacher’s and the students’ 
desks must be respected (MIUR, 2020c). But when even these measures will not be enough, the 
continuity of schooling as a space devoted to developmentalizing the social body would be easily 
ensured by the transfer of the classroom to the digital space, thanks to the guidelines for Digital 
Integrated Teaching (MIUR, 2020b).

Finally, a different kind of discursive hybridization is effected by the statements that regularize the 
linkages between education and commons and between schools and education as a common. 
Reversing the previous one, the interferences between the securing and the developmentalizing 
rationalities produce here an effect of nuancing, moving the immunization towards the protection and 
the growth towards the enhancement. The transfer of schooling to the digital space is a timely chance 
to protect our society from a dangerous virus, but is also the opportunity to rethink some basic notions 
of schooling, such as the pedagogies (Benussi, 2020), the teacher’s competencies (Selwyn, 2020) and 
the inequalities in accessing education (Alfieri, 2020; Mantellini, 2020). It is ‘the creation of new 
educational environments [that] increase the porosity of educational life in its connection with public 
spaces’ (Nóvoa and Alvim, 2020: 38), but always aiming at ameliorating the social body.

Reorganizing the temporality of Italian schooling: time, times and 
pluralization

Rethinking the spatial dimension of the school form also involved a discursive remaking of its 
temporality. Interestingly, despite – or, maybe, due to – the strong heritage described in the intro-
duction, only a few statements in the enunciative field of the blended-school form are related to the 
temporal dimension. Furthermore, not all enunciative hotbeds produce statements about 
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temporality: the Public Health and the Ed-Tech Industry hotbeds do not present any statement 
concerning this dimension.

The molar agency around which the knowledge about the blended-school temporality is pro-
duced is ‘The Time’, with its related dualism ‘Time/Times’: a dynamic of pluralization and frag-
mentation is at work in this enunciative field, in opposition to the inherited disciplinary dynamic 
of unification and normalization.

This dualism is very clear in the statements’ dispersion produced starting from the International 
Organizations hotbed. In the statements that regularize the linkages between education and eco-
nomics, ‘The Time’ assumes the form of ‘the future’: ‘what lessons can we take from the pandemic 
for the future?’ (Forum for World Education, 2020). COVID-19 is framed as a ‘temporary cessa-
tion’ (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO)/International 
Institute for Higher Education in Latin America and the Caribbean (IESALC), 2020: 6) of the 
normal time of face-to-face teaching, and we have now to take lessons in order to better ‘plan our 
way out of the crisis’ (UNESCO/IESALC, 2020: 37) and ‘prepare in time’ (UNESCO/IESALC, 
2020: 7) for the resumption of normality. Even when time pluralities are considered, they are 
reconducted to models: ‘students can learn [. . .] at different times’ (OECD, 2020: 3) with ‘digital 
learning solutions’ (3), but what we need to do is to ‘explore different time and school models’ (3) 
which can ‘prepare [. . .] longer-term disruption of school’ (OECD, 2020: 1). The rule of passage 
of this family is the normalization and discretization of temporality: one present, one future, and 
one line to be traced between them, with differences that can be considered quantitative variations 
of the same temporal substance. On the other hand, the statements that regularize the linkages 
between education and commons frame temporality in the form of ‘futures’: COVID-19, more 
than an interruption, becomes what starts a new era, the ‘post-COVID world’, in which ideas ‘for 
the futures of education’ are proposed (UNESCO, 2020). In this family, not only there is not the 
best solution, but many possible ideas for the blended-school form: even the thinking process is 
different. Solutions are not to be prepared in time, but are ‘timely’ (Nóvoa and Alvim, 2020: 39) 
ensured by well-prepared teachers. School hours become ‘volatile’ (Nóvoa and Alvim, 2020: 36) 
and education ‘cannot revolve around [a one-hour] “lesson” but, rather, “study” ’ (Nóvoa and 
Alvim, 2020: 39), as well as competing with digital means for students’ ‘attention’ (Harris, 2020). 
The rule of passage of this family is the multiplication, pluralization and differentiation of educa-
tional temporalities: the recognition of an irreducible multiplicity that cannot be governed in other 
ways than through local and just-in-time practices.

Starting from this rift, many kinds of articulation are possible, in the space of dispersion of our 
discursive field: for example, the statements produced by the hotbeds ‘Governmental Institutions’ 
and ‘Education Professionals’, that regularize the linkages between schools and security. Their 
temporality is partially conformed with the one of those statements that regularize the linkages 
between education and economics, but with the peculiar irruption of a pluralization: the addition of 
the (normalized) time of distance teaching to the (normalized) time of schooling. It is a flourishing 
of measures and a distillation of minutes that try to align school reopening, prevention from conta-
gion, and distance teaching: ‘In September we will come back to school and lessons will be for 
half-time in the classroom and half-time online’ (Agenzia Nazionale Stampa Associata, 2020), 
taking care to avoid gatherings, through the shifting of entry and exit times with 15-minute-differ-
ences (MIUR, 2020c). When in DaD mode, then, ‘students [must be offered] an adequate combina-
tion of synchronous and asynchronous activities [. . .] ensuring at least 15 hours/week of 
synchronous teaching in comprehensive schools [. . .] and at least 20 hours/week in high schools’ 
(MIUR, 2020b: 4–5). The same temporality goes through the statements from teachers’ unions, 
which strongly criticize these governmental acts: ‘we had 5 months to plan [. . .] the return to nor-
mality’ (Cusmai, 2020); ‘the blended-school [must contemplate] wide bands of hours-flexibility 
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for teachers’ (School Principals’ National Association, 2020). Even when statements try to align 
school and digital technologies, promoting the ‘future of teaching’ (Benussi, 2020) through the 
digital revolution, the temporality does not change. Digital teaching requires an ex-ante design, an 
in-time performance and an ex-post evaluation (Benussi, 2020). Furthermore, digital contents must 
be planned in order to face the different temporalities in which distance-students can live: ‘often 
our guys are connected with disabled-cam, while being in pyjamas. Well did that head-teacher who 
asked his physical education teachers to plan a gentle “muscle awakening” for their students at 
8.30’ (LeggiOggi.it, 2020). As declared by a social entrepreneur, World Economic Forum Young 
Global Leader and member of the Advisory Board of the Ministry of Education: ‘the future asks 
[of] us more digitalization. So, what we have tried to do is to think about different age groups’ 
(Pozzi, 2020). The molar ‘Time’ faces a sort of partial pluralization: when secured, when digital-
ized and even when contested, the blended-school form is shaped by the multiplication of normal-
ized, linear and quantified temporality, attempting to plan lives and to discipline students, by 
creating their ‘new [multiple and blended] routines’ (LeggiOggi.it, 2020).

Multiple temporalities, at last, find their own space in the statements that regularize the linkages 
between schools and education as a common. In the middle of the pandemic, a head-teacher states, 
‘in my school, distance teaching conked out [. . .]. It wasn’t a technical or cultural problem. It was 
the virus, that here mowed down mothers, fathers, and grandparents’ (Corriere Cesenate, 2020). 
The time of the virus and the time of schooling, the time of students and the time of the community: 
an irreducible multiplicity that slits and melts the educational practice. Looking at the schools 
reopening, a famous Italian theatre actress proposes: ‘we can open theatres in the morning, and 
have teachers flanked by actors’ (Leggo.it, 2020). Education is beyond schools, but schools can 
embed other educational spatialities through the incorporation of other fragmented temporalities.

Reshuffling the (de)composition of subjectivities in the Italian 
schooling: dividuals, individuals and populations through usual 
clashes and unedited alliances

The third axis of discursive change concerned the subjectivities inhabiting the school form. It goes 
through many documents and the totality of the hotbeds of our corpus. In the discursive field we 
mapped, it is possible to describe a significant dispersion of statements that shape educational 
subjectivities and the related ethics, conceived as ‘the arena of the government of the self’ (Dean, 
2010: 20). ‘Who is the subject target of educational activities?’ and ‘Who has the mastery of educa-
tion and can teach to others?’ seem to be the key (not neutral) questions. The reshaping of school 
subjectivities towards a blended form faces the well-established arrangement described in the 
introduction and is articulated through statements that swivel on a different way of thinking about 
the subject and its (self-)government.

Preserving the same approach of the previous two dimensions, we can say that the knowledge 
about the blended-school subjectivity is produced through the tension between the molar agency 
inherited by the disciplinary school, which is ‘The Individual’, and its related dualism ‘The 
Population’: the first one looks at subjects as single persons to be governed, organized, moved, 
taught, composed and even boosted up from the outside; while the second one speaks of subjects 
as groups, categories, ‘populations’ of humans, non-humans or less-than-human dividuals (Deleuze, 
1992) that have to be made (self-)circulating and expressing (positive and negative) potentialities 
which are inside them.

The statements that regularize the linkages between schools and health and between education 
and the digital are exemplary in producing blended educational subjectivities as populations. 
Following the imperative of ‘reducing the likelihood of the virus circulation’ (Rovelli, 2020) as 
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stated by ISS, statements from the Public Health hotbed look at the ‘pediatric population [which] 
could play an active role in the transmission of the virus’ (Giornale di Sicilia, 2020), underlining 
that ‘the viral load in children differs little from those in adults’ (Connolly and Willsher, 2020). 
Students are considered as a relatively homogeneous group of beings, characterized by their inner 
predisposition to be carriers of infections comparable with adult beings. Even the virus is intended 
as a population: an undifferentiated mass of RNA chains that circulate following the rules of the 
biological world inscribed in it. On a completely different scale, statements from the Ed-Tech hot-
bed shape educational subjectivities as statistical aggregates of some attributes: if, in the state-
ments that regularize the linkages between schools and health, individuality disappeared in groups 
of beings, here it disappears in favour of flows of micro-characteristics in which the flux of the 
digital experience can be fragmented and registered. Microsoft, for instance, focuses on feelings 
and emotions, which come to constitute a specific population to be enhanced in blended schooling, 
as they have ‘a big impact on engagement, learning, and wellbeing’ (Microsoft Education Center, 
2020). ‘Emotions can surface in ways that aren’t easy to understand’ (Microsoft Education Center, 
2020), so a system to help digital teachers in making digital students ‘feel heard, valued, and con-
nected during distance learning’ has been prepared and offered. Pupils and teachers are here read 
as populations: sources of positive and negative feelings on the one side, and dams for checking 
and deviating on the other, both granting a circulation of affects that impacts digital education. It is 
the same for data: each student using digital software is decomposed into flows of data, which 
become the effective educational subject. It is in relation to this that the chief executive officer 
(CEO) of an Estonian ed-tech company can say that

when people are learning online, all their answers and mistakes are data that maps how the memory works. 
Using these data the computer chooses the next most efficient exercise for the student’ making teaching 
‘an order of magnitude more efficient than normal [one]. (Palmer, 2020)

And it is in relation to this that privacy could become an issue for Zoom and other platforms: 
‘users should be aware that [. . .] Zoom’s standard privacy policy allows data sharing for targeted 
marketing’ (Mischitelli, 2020).

A similar educational subjectivity, but whose enhancement is self-driven, is produced by the 
discursive alliances between the statements that regularize the linkages between education and 
commons and between schools and education as a common. Teachers’ and pupils’ subjectivities are 
considered as a unique community, a school population, whose inner potentialities are seen as 
completely realized in the pandemic crisis:

in a few days, hundreds of thousands of subjects have learned to make function, in a way or another, a 
knowledge that could never have passed through the classic mechanisms of formal learning. It has been 
and will continue to be a great experience of collective initiation. (Maragliano, 2020)

Even when distinguished from students, teachers are said to be a population full of capacities: 
‘teachers need to [. . .] feel confident in their capacity’ (Selwyn, 2020). ‘The individual’, instead, 
become a tendency that needs to be countered: either it would be the individualization of educa-
tional work which comes together with the digitalization of school (Gotor, 2020), or it would be 
‘the call for a “personalization” of learning in “domestic” spaces, through the use of a panoply of 
digital means’ (Nóvoa and Alvim, 2020).

On the opposite side, the statements that regularize the linkages between schools and the rejec-
tion of any change in the school form are informed to ‘The Individual’. They frame school and 
subjectivities as bodies in a relation – ‘school means sociability, both horizontally (between stu-
dents) and vertically (with teachers)’ (Cacciari, 2020) – or as legal entities in a contract – education 
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being conceived as ‘a fundamental right of free and equals citizens’ (Baccini and Latempa, 2020). 
In any case, individualities to be disciplined, discrete entities at the human scale, who are acted and 
taught only when physically co-present, so that their most radical critique points towards the neo-
liberalization of teachers and students that the distance learning produces: ‘the new professional 
identity of the teacher coincides with the individual identity tout court’ (Viero, 2020).

But all this does not imply a polarization of the discursive field. Rather, we can see how a pro-
liferation of combinations is possible starting from this dualism. For instance, ‘The Individual’ is 
combined with ‘The Population’ in a very distinctive set of statements that regularize the linkages 
between education and economics and between schools and economics. The crucial concern of 
these statements is the loss of human capital in terms of learning objectives caused by the interrup-
tion of schooling during the pandemic. Firstly, educational subjectivities affected by distance 
learning difficulties are framed in terms of populations: ‘poorer children suffer most’ (Economist, 
2020), ‘boys and girls in vulnerable situations’ (Fondazione Agnelli, 2020), ‘students who come 
from families with less economic and cultural resources’ (Gavosto, 2020). Then, the proposed 
remedies focus on individualities: ‘teachers at school to learn self-evaluation’ (Corriere della Sera, 
2020), summer schools to promote the recovery of girls and boys (Fondazione Agnelli, 2020), 
teachers and students who have to be encouraged (OECD, 2020) and to learn technologies ‘for a 
real distance learning’ (Gavosto, 2020), because they ‘have a delay not to be underestimated in the 
use of the digital mean’ (OpenOnline, 2020). On the one hand, populations, intrinsically defined by 
socio-economic indicators, shape the effects of distance learning; on the other, therapeutics to cor-
rect negative effects must be applied to individuals, considered as lacking something that could be 
put into them from the outside.

Finally, a quite paradoxical and prudentialist (Dean, 2010) kind of discursive reconfiguration is 
operated by those statements that regularize the linkages between schools and security. ‘Each one 
protects everyone’ is the rule stated in the report ‘Schools opened, society protected’ by the 
Polytechnic University of Turin (2020), and highly considered in the policymaking debate. This 
report, together with other statements from the Education Professional and the Governmental 
Institutions hotbeds, designed the blended-form subjectivity of the Italian school reopening policy. 
It is a subject firstly considered as a hazardous composition of different subsets of population: the 
school staff Federation of Knowledge Workers - Italian General Chamber of Work (FLC-CGIL, 
2020), the ordinary students of the first cycle, the ordinary students of the second cycle (Fioramonti, 
2020), the special needs students (MIUR, 2020b), and so on. Then, these hazardous sub-popula-
tions, whose circulation will imply a natural contagion rate, should be regulated through a real 
individualized orthopaedics of behaviours: differentiated paths for entrance and exit, new indi-
vidual desks with wheels to be provided to all schools (Zunino, 2020), distance learning as an 
integration to be offered to students when ordinary learning could be interrupted (MIUR, 2020b).

Conclusions

In this paper, we have argued that in the Italian public and policy debate on education, the COVID-
19 pandemic has acted as a point of acceleration for the emergence of a distinctive and yet unstable 
problematization of the school form. The need to rethink school and schooling during the pan-
demic created a space of intersection and reciprocal co-option between statements on school 
reform, digitalization of education, economic welfare and public health. Addressing spatialization, 
temporalization and the making of subjectivities as the three key dimensions of this epistemic 
reconfiguration of the school form, we have discussed a proliferation of combinations about the 
desirable form for the ‘school of the future’ that unfolded around a distinctive set of organizing and 
distributing dualisms: developmentalizing/securing, normalization/pluralization and individual/
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population. Within this space of dispersions and combinations, medical, economic, digital and 
rejection knowledges, rather than polarizing, have co-opted one another, converging around the 
imperative to blend the school form and make it secure and productive through the ‘digital’. With 
our research, we attempted a preliminary sketch of the contours and tensions that constitute the 
epistemic space where this problematization unfolded. At the intersection between the different 
possible configurations of the space(s) and time(s) of schooling, the paradoxical traits of the emerg-
ing figure of the blended-school form (see Figure 2) are highlighted by the four strategies for (self-)
governing the subjectivities that inhabit such a space: therapy, prudentialism, discipline and 
enhancement.

First, we have shown how the interruption provoked by the pandemic created the conditions for 
an epistemic struggle on the re-spatialization of the school as a blended space. Such a struggle 
unfolded around the developmentalizing/securing dualism, with the concatenation between a med-
icalization of the school as a place to be secured and its digitalization, intended as a strategy to 
guarantee its continuity as a process of production of human capital, competencies, wellbeing and/
or inclusion. It was a radical reshaping of the ‘dangerous and impossible’ traditional school form 
through its blending with the digital spaces. A set of discursive equivalences made ‘digital’ and 
‘blended’ synonymous with safe, inclusive, productive and effective. Rhetorics of equity, peda-
gogy and inclusion also re-articulated themselves around the discursive regularity of the blended-
school form. Around this regularity emerged the problem of a renewal of the compromise between 
discipline and self-regulation that characterized the institutionalized school form and the rethink-
ing of teachers and students’ roles as the ‘governors’ and the ‘governed’ of such a space.

Second, we have also mapped an epistemic struggle around the temporality of schooling, where 
the inherited disciplinary dynamic of unification and normalization entered into tension with the 

Figure 2. The epistemic space of the ‘blended-school’ form and its figure.
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possibilities of pluralization and the risks of fragmentation that the digital made actual. The key 
dualism of this problematization was the one between the linear, unique and developmental ‘Time’ 
of schooling and the multiple and uneven ‘Times’ of distance learning. Interestingly, despite the 
rhetoric on the personalization of learning and the flexibilization of education through the digital, 
the spatial blending of the school form according to the rationalities of security and developmental-
ism created the conditions for a value-laden framing of this dualism. If the molar Time was associ-
ated with a possibility of government, the Times in the plural were framed as the space of the 
‘impossibility of government’. In the spaces of intersection between health, economic, digital and 
educational knowledges, the molar ‘Time’ was the temporality to be secured, even when digital-
ized or contested. The blended-school form is still articulated around a normalized, linear and 
quantified, but also multiplied, temporality that has to be planned and governed through standardi-
zation. Difference has to be reduced to a norm.

Third, at the intersections between securing and develompentalizing, normalization and plurali-
zation, the regularized rules of passage between health, economics, digital and education knowl-
edges have opened a significant space of problematization concerning the kind of teachers and 
students that the school form can make possible. Again, we have been able to trace the emergence 
of a dualism between the molar instance inherited by the disciplinary school, ‘The Individual’ and 
‘The Population’ as an aggregated body of (sub-)individual unities. Within the field of the epis-
temic struggle we have sketched, the blending of the school form has involved multiple junctions 
between the framing of educational subjects as groups of sub-populations characterized by eco-
nomic, personal or psychological criteria (the disadvantaged, the special educational needs, the 
3–6 years, the digitally unskilled teachers, etc.) and ways of intervening on them through individu-
alized disciplinary, enhancing, therapeutic or prudential measures (meticulous distances, targeted 
training, tailored summer courses, etc.). At the cross-roads between the spatial rationality of secur-
ing and the imperative to guarantee the normalizing time of schooling, lacking subjectivities 
emerged to be cared for through therapeutic practices. When security encountered the pluralization 
and fragmentation of the educational time, then the problem became the responsibilization of pru-
dential individuals for their own safety within risky and unpredictable environments. On the oppo-
site side, when the spatial rationality of production met the imperative to guarantee the continuity 
and effectiveness of the uniform time of educational production, the disciplinary subjectivities of 
the 20th-century school form were restated, with the related need to manage and improve them 
through forms of direct intervention. At last, when developmentalism as a spatial logic intersected 
with the multiplicity of the blended school temporality, then the problem emerged to create the 
conditions for (attempting) a productive and effective (self-)regulation of teachers and learners, 
intervening on the space/time configurations within which their choice is exercised.

To conclude, what emerges from this article is thus a figure in tension between conflicting 
rationalities and epistemic knowledges that struggle to co-opt and stabilize the ‘substance’ of the 
blended school, in the attempt to open the way for a process of re-institutionalization of the school 
form. It seems that this epistemic struggle is not only an Italian story. It fosters and is at the same 
time fostered by the centrality of global and local ed-tech companies – such as Google and 
Microsoft, or TIM and WeSchool. It also seems that the epistemic struggle we have mapped has 
multiple points of contact with the discursive dynamics of the European and global debate on the 
rethinking of the school form, as witnessed by the active role played by the hotbed of the 
International Organizations, like the OECD, and the European Institutions and Agencies.

Of course, this is a work ‘in progress’, and any claim about the traits of the epistemic space we 
have analysed and the emergent school form could only be provisional. Rather than attempting to 
identify the emerging dominant blended-school form, our mapping permitted us to single out the 
many oscillations and variations between the poles that frame and shape the blended school as a 
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new regularity. As we highlighted, in fact: (a) all the discursive hotbeds talk about the blended 
school, which is something from which no one can escape; (b) there are many different ‘blended-
school’ forms, which differently shape spaces, times and subjectivities of schooling; (c) these dif-
ferent shapes are not assembled on the basis of their homogeneity or coherency, but on variable and 
local contingencies that will produce a heterogeneous, multiple and nowadays still unstable 
‘blended-school’ form.
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Notes

1. ‘Didattica a Distanza’ is the name of the solution to schools’ closure adopted in Italy, characterized by 
teaching and learning at a distance through digital platforms.

2. A fully surfable version of this figure is freely available at: https://miro.com/app/board/o9J_ld9egII=/.
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