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INTRODUCTION 
The age of COVID-19 has ushered in not just new uncertainties, but new awareness of the turbulent 
and challenging environment in which institutional teaching and learning takes place. These 
uncertainties have emerged not just from the virus itself, but from the various responses to it, and the 
consequences of those responses in turn. Impacts have been particularly evident in the digitalisation of 
education, as institutions move to online and hybrid provision in a range of circumstances, across a 
range of platforms.  
This paper explores the possibility of using scenario planning - understood as the construction of 
imagined future contexts to inform strategy - to support teaching in a time of change. It offers a broad 
introduction to the topic before exploring the application of the Oxford Scenario Planning Approach, 
and the case study of a future-of-schools scenario project delivered for the University of Oslo on the 
eve of the COVID-19 outbreak. It argues that scenario planning can help decisionmakers to reframe 
their perspective on the future which awaits them, highlighting issues and challenges which were 
previously overlooked. 
 
FACING WILD AND FERAL TIMES 
The coronavirus pandemic is just one of the most dramatic examples of a world-shaking event that 
seemed for many to "come out of nowhere", yet it is far from the only one this century: one might 
think of the 9/11 attacks in Washington, D.C. and New York, or the global financial crisis of the 
2010s. 
 In each of these cases, the event was not impossible to predict, but for many it lay outside of the 
frame of what they expected or thought worth preparing for. As Beatrice Weder di Mauro of the 
Centre for Economic Policy Research put it in a 2020 interview about the global economic impact of 
COVID-19, "There was no imagination to see where something like this could come from."1 Actors 
believed they were operating under conditions of reasonable certainty, only to find themselves 

 
1 Martin Sandbu, "Coronavirus: the moment for helicopter money", Financial Times, March 10, 2021, accessed 
29 May, 2021, https://www.ft.com/content/abd6bbd0-6a9f-11ea-800d-da70cff6e4d3. 
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experiencing what Ramírez and Wilkinson have called "TUNA conditions": contexts characterised by 
turbulence, uncertainty, novelty and ambiguity.2 
In addition, the future under such TUNA conditions can be typified, as Ramírez and Ravetz have 
done, as "wild" or "feral".3 In their taxonomy, drawing on Rittel and Webber's notion of "tame" and 
"wicked" problems,4 "tame" conditions apply when we have justifiable expectations of what the future 
will hold based on prior experience: the authors give the example of crossing the street, where the 
pedestrian makes a decision to cross based on their understanding of traffic rules, vehicle speeds and 
driver behaviour, and their own physical capabilities.  A tame problem can be compared to a puzzle: it 
"may be complicated but is resolvable through unilinear acts and it is likely to have occurred before".5 
Under "wild" circumstances, however, "[o]n the basis of past experience [...] we know that in the 
future also there will be surprises, events that could not have been predicted in advance"6 -- the 
"unknown unknowns" which then-US Defence Secretary Donald Rumsfeld made infamous at a press 
briefing in 2002.7  
"Feral" conditions come to exist when the seemingly tame situation becomes wild, "when futures 
previously considered to be predictable are expected that they might become unpredictable, without 
having been thought to be unpredictable to start with."8 Taking the model of the domesticated animal 
which lapses into a wild condition, Ramírez and Ravetz indicate that we face feral futures when our 
own actions cause apparently tame conditions to become turbulent and uncertain, and "human 
intervention create[s] an unwanted unfolding situation that could not have occurred in the wild."9 
This notion of the "feral future" is especially relevant for those of us studying the transition to new 
online pedagogical tools and techniques during the times of COVID-19. The TUNA conditions 
experienced by education institutions have not solely emerged from the characteristics of the novel 
coronavirus itself, but from the complications which have ensued as communities and organizations 
have sought to respond to the pandemic in more or less haphazard ways. The transition to novel and 
technologized ways of teaching and learning under the pressures of a global health emergency is a far 
from "tame" journey, requiring as it does the coordination of a wide range of social and technical 
systems involving many actors with different priorities. 
Ciborra has indicated "the importance of the unfinished, the untidy, the irregular, and the hack as 
fundamental systems practices"10 within information technology. He gives the example of the Russian 
MIR space station as a complex technical achievement which incorporates, "hand in hand, advanced, 
robust engineering solutions, rustic design, and widespread virtuoso tinkering (what the French call 
bricolage) to keep the equipment and the system going as a whole."11  

 
2 Rafael Ramírez and Angela Wilkinson, Strategic Reframing: The Oxford Scenario Planning Approach (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2016), 221. 
3 Rafael Ramírez and Jerome Ravetz, "Feral futures: Zen and aesthetics", Futures 43 (2011), 478-487. 
4 H.W.J. Rittel and M.M. Webber, "Dilemmas in a general theory of planning", Policy Sciences 4 (1973), 155-169. 
5 Keith Grint, "Wicked Problems and Clumsy Solutions", Clinical Leader 1 (2008), 55. 
6 Ramírez and Ravetz, 479. 
7 In 2002, Rumsfeld stated at a press briefing: "There are known knowns. There are things we know that we 
know. There are known unknowns. That is to say, there are things that we now know we don't know. But there 
are also unknown unknowns. There are things we do not know we don't know." See "February 12, 2002 Defense 
Department Briefing", C-SPAN, accessed 10 March, 2021, https://www.c-span.org/video/?168646-1/defense-
department-briefing. 
8 Ramírez and Ravetz, 479. 
9 Ramírez and Ravetz, 480. 
10 Claudio Ciborra, The Labyrinths of Information: Challenging the Wisdom of Systems (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2002), 2-3. 
11 Ciborra, 2. 
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Those of us who spent parts of 2020 balancing a laptop on a "stand" improvised from the fattest books 
we own, trying to bribe our children to stay off camera with a biscuit, Googling to see how to use a 
half-remembered feature of the software we've just been trained on, all while also considering the 
advantages, disadvantages, and privacy implications of the various platforms we have been requested 
to use, will recognise the truth of Ciborra's assessment - as will those who have been urgently tasked 
with finding and installing platforms or solutions that can deliver the requirements of teaching and 
learning in a fast-changing, hard-to-predict environment. 
Under these circumstances, when the future may not behave according to the models of the past, and 
our own actions may create untoward "feral" situations which would not have otherwise occurred, 
scenario planning offers a way to bring together a range of stakeholders, usefully challenging and 
informing decision-making in the present through the collaborative construction of plausible imagined 
futures. 
 
Scenarios and their value to decisions about online education 
As Spaniol and Rowland note in their article "Defining scenario", the scenario is one of the most 
widely used, yet ill-defined tools in the repertoire of scholars and practitioners who work on futures 
and foresight. Their 2018 analysis of various definitions proposes that scenarios are a systematized set 
of comparatively different narrative descriptions about their users' external context, future oriented 
and plausibly possible.12 
Scenario planning originated in the early days of the Cold War with nuclear wargaming pioneered at 
the RAND Corporation and Hudson Institute by Herman Kahn and others. Realising that nuclear 
conflict was unprecedented, and strategies could therefore not be developed by analogy to previous 
military experience, Kahn began devising imagined futures to sharpen leaders' thinking and highlight 
the implications of strategic choices. In 1967, Kahn and Wiener defined scenarios as "attempts to 
describe in some detail a hypothetical sequence of events that could lead plausibly to the situation 
envisaged [...] Some scenarios may explore and emphasize an element of a larger problem [...] Other 
scenarios can be used to produce, perhaps in impressionistic tones, the future development of the 
world as a whole, a culture, a nation, or some group or class."13 
Scenarios were subsequently developed as a tool for use in corporate strategy, notably by Pierre Wack 
and his colleagues at Royal Dutch Shell. Wack's work inaugurated a tradition of scenario planning - 
"Intuitive Logics" - which eschewed preferred or probable futures in preference for the creation of 
plausible imagined futures which enabled decisionmakers to reperceive their strategic situation.14 As 
Ramírez and Wilkinson put it, scenario planning in this tradition "invites explicit consideration and 
contrast of alternative future possibilities to frame and reframe a situation", through rehearsing actions 
in different future contexts, or reflecting back from each imagined future as a vantage point to 
appreciate implications for decisions today.15 As Burt and Nair have argued, the benefits of such 
reperception may consist not just of what is learned, but what is unlearned in the process: "letting go 
or relaxing the rigidities of previously held assumptions and beliefs, rather than forgetting them, as 
part of the general approach to creating strategic foresight."16 

 
12 Matthew J. Spaniol and Nicholas J. Rowland, "Defining scenario", Futures Foresight Science 1 (2019), e3. doi: 
10.1002/ffo2.3. 
13 Herman Kahn and Anthony J. Wiener, "The use of scenarios", The Hudson Institute, accessed 10 March, 
2021, https://www.hudson.org/research/2214-the-use-of-scenarios. 
14 Spaniol and Rowland. See also Pierre Wack, "Shooting the Rapids", Harvard Business Review, March 10, 
2021, accessed 29 May, 2021. https://hbr.org/1985/11/scenarios-shooting-the-rapids. 
15 Ramírez and Wilkinson, 27. 
16 George Burt and Anup Karath Nair, "Rigidities of imagination in scenario planning: strategic foresight through 
'unlearning'", Technological Forecasting and Social Change 153 (2020), 12. 
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In a field such as online education, it is difficult to predict with confidence how technology might 
develop, and at what pace. Should those of us planning for the future of teaching and learning 
consider holograms? Implants? Novel applications of machine learning? A complete transition from 
physical to digital learning spaces? Even if we knew on which technological developments to focus, 
the future of education will depend as much on how such technologies are employed as the new 
technical capabilities they offer: consider how the arrival of the smartphone transformed the personal 
transportation market by enabling the creation of ride-share services.17   
Instead, scenario planning in the Intuitive Logics tradition invites participants to explore futures on 
the basis of plausibility, seeking those futures which challenge current assumptions in ways which are 
strategically useful.18 In the Oxford Scenario Planning Approach, an Intuitive Logics method used in 
the case study below, a distinction is drawn between the transactional environment - the immediate 
business environment in which a client operates, and which the client can influence through 
interaction with the other entities that populate it - and the contextual environment which lies beyond 
a client's direct or indirect influence. Factors from the contextual environment are juxtaposed in order 
to imagine future transactional environments - that is to say, scenarios - which enable the challenging 
of current strategic assumptions and the reframing of the present situation.19 
In the next section, we will explore the application of scenario planning to questions of online 
education through a project conducted for the University of Oslo on the eve of the COVID-19 
outbreak. 
 
"SCHOOLS AND/OR SCREENS": THE OSLO EXAMPLE 
The "Schools and/or screens" scenario project was convened in late 2019 by University of Oslo 
researchers working on two projects, the "Screen Cultures" initiative and "Living the Nordic Model"; 
these respectively aim to challenge the routine ways in which people make sense of screen-based 
technologies, and to understand the lived implementation of the Nordic model in child-raising by 
families and institutions.20  The aim was to bring together stakeholders from across the Norwegian 
education sector to engage them with the university's projects, and to jointly discover new and 
emerging focal points for research into the digitalization of education. 
 
The Scenario Building Process 
Participants were recruited for a one day workshop which took place on 28th October 2019. Attendees 
included schoolteachers, researchers from across the university's education and media departments, 
and representatives of educational nonprofit organizations and tech companies, plus Norwegian 
government bodies including the Directorate for Education and Training and Kulturtanken, the 
agency responsible for school students' art and culture provision. 

 
17 See, for example, Walter Skok and Samantha Baker, "Evaluating the impact of Uber on London's taxi service: 
a strategic review" Knowledge & Process Management 26 (2019), 3-9. The authors highlight that Uber's success 
in London did not solely derive from app technology - as other similar services failed to prosper in the same 
market - but also from its original business model; they also note that despite the pervasiveness of apps, the 
city's transport regulator has failed to avail themselves of the same technology to track drivers and improve 
safety. 
18 On plausibility, see Ricarda Schmidt-Scheele, The Plausibility of Future Scenarios: Conceptualising an 
Unexplored Criterion in Scenario Planning (Bielefeld: transcript Verlag, 2020). 
19 Ramírez and Wilkinson, 128-132. 
20 See "Screen Cultures Research", University of Oslo, accessed 10 March, 2021, 
https://www.hf.uio.no/english/research/strategic-research-areas/screen-cultures/research/index.html and "Living 
the Nordic Model", University of Oslo, accessed 10 March, 2021, https://www.uio.no/english/research/strategic-
research-areas/nordic/research/research-groups/living-the-nordic-model/. 
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Scenarios were focussed on a typical Norwegian headteacher as "client", regarding them as the 
principal decisionmakers with regard to what technology was used within their schools and a key 
figure in terms of the direct relationships held with children and their carers as well as a wide range of 
institutions including unions, government bodies, the media, and technology suppliers. The scenarios 
produced would reflect potential future transactional environments for this client, with key 
uncertainties drawn from a map of those contextual forces which lay beyond the headteacher's control 
to directly or indirectly influence.  
These uncertainties were used to structure three scenarios, iterated twice in the workshop and then 
subsequently online by a core group from within the university. A time horizon of thirty years was 
selected as the appropriate distance from which to appreciate how emergent change in the present 
might play out over time. Finally, the core university team were joined by an external respondent 
from Western Sydney University's Young and Resilient Research Centre to provide additional 
commentary on the finished scenario document, which was presented in March 2020. 
 
Three Visions of the Future 
The process yielded three scenarios for the future of education in Norway: "The Child Who Had To 
Grow Up", "Norway Prime", and "Make Norway Great Again." Each offered its own challenges to 
expectations and assumptions about the future of digitalized teaching and learning. 
In "Child", children and young people largely self-educated, working with autonomous or semi-
autonomous software agents in powerful and responsive virtual environments. The role of teacher had 
been ceded entirely to digital resources and schools were no more, replaced by an institution more 
like a library equipped with advanced tactile, visual, and telepresence technology. The focus on self-
directed learning and education through playful exploration meant that young people achieved 
independence at an earlier age, and also employed digital telecommunications in their informal social 
and emotional learning. The line between adulthood and childhood blurred as greater responsibilities 
and freedoms within digital space were given at an ever younger age. 
In "Norway Prime", a heavily-surveilled corporate-dominated future saw families trade privacy for 
comfort. Education, along with other public and domestic utilities and luxuries, was bundled with 
employment and teaching was tailored to produce the next generation of knowledge workers. Health 
became a key battleground in this scenario, as algorithmic monitoring systems sought to police the 
ways in which parents and carers looked after their children. Parents fought back against these 
systems, insisting that they knew what was best for their child's health and wellbeing. These battles 
ranged from "arguing with the algorithm" over when a child should wipe their runny nose for 
themselves to breakouts of Munchausen's Syndrome By Proxy, where parents exerted an extreme and 
perverse notion of care in order to defy the claustrophobic system within which they lived. 
Finally, in "Make Norway Great Again", economic mismanagement and an unexpectedly fast global 
abandonment of fossil fuels depleted Norway's sovereign wealth fund, crippled its economy, and sent 
the nation into spiralling decline, leading to a "rustbelt future". Digital technology lagged relative to 
the rest of the world and tech investment by an increasingly authoritarian government focussed on 
security & law enforcement. Teachers and schools as we currently know them still existed in this 
world, but their role had expanded to include forms of social work - guided by digital apps - which 
were considered necessary to maintain cohesion in an increasingly riven society. 
Each scenario stretched received notions of what might await Norway in terms of the digitalisation of 
education. Such received notions find expressions in official reports such as the Norwegian 
government's NOU series, which under titles such as "The School of the Future" confine themselves 
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to questions framed by the status quo, such as the content of the future school curriculum.21 These 
scenarios offered plausible new business environments within which education might have to take 
place, going beyond technical considerations to unfurrow assumptions about the robustness of the 
Norwegian social model, the stability of current notions of childhood, the managed decline of 
Norway's oil wealth, and the longevity of schools themselves as a social institutions. 
In "Child", educational institutions had become "teacherless" through digitalisation and the nature of 
adolescence had shifted from our time. In "Norway Prime", health was the battleground between a 
privatised education sector and children's carers, acting in defiance of the authorities. In the 
authoritarian future of "Make Norway Great Again", teachers' role, however unpalatable it was to our 
participants, was more clearly defined - and closer in resemblance to that of today - than in other 
scenarios. 
 
2050 comes to 2020 
The scenarios were completed at the end of February 2020 and published early the following month. 
Norway had detected its first case of COVID-19 on February 26, 2020.22 Almost immediately, 
challenges which the scenario process had explored in the imagined far future began to appear in the 
present. 
The vision of 2050 in the scenario of "Norway Prime" highlighted that the battle between parents and 
institutions over the right to define and determine children's health and wellbeing could be a key 
tension of the digitalised era. Now, within days of the document's publication, parents who disagreed 
with the City of Oslo's decision to keep children in school during the pandemic were using Facebook 
to organise and lobby the authorities, taking two warring conceptions of what was best for school 
students' health into the digital realm.23 Once Oslo's schools did close, the new circumstances - with 
parents and teachers negotiating the content and form of education under the additional pressures of 
lockdown, in the superficially "welcome" environment of the child's home, via the medium of 
Microsoft's Teams platform - resonated with the insights of "Norway Prime."24 
Other scenarios also had light to shed on the circumstances which were emerging. In particular, the 
vision of a post-oil collapse in "Make Norway Great Again" had been challenging to workshop 
participants confident in the plans for a managed long-term decline in Norway's oil production and 
wealth; yet by May 2020, the pandemic had caused the economy's most severe ever peacetime 
economic setback, leading Norway to break a self-imposed cap on spending from its oil-generated 
sovereign wealth fund for the first time in more than a decade.25 Like inhabitants of the "Make 

 
21 "NOU 2015: 8 The School of the Future - Renewal of subjects and competences", Ministry of Education and 
Research, accessed 23 March, 2021, https://www.regjeringen.no/en/dokumenter/nou-2015-8/id2417001/. 
22 Reuters, "Norway detects its first case of coronavirus", February 26, 2020, accessed 12 March, 2021, 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-health-norway/norway-detects-its-first-case-of-coronavirus-
idUSKCN20K31G. 
23 Ingrid Hovda Storaas, "Holder barna hjemme fra skolen: – Har et kollektivt ansvar for å begrense 
spredningen", Verdens Gang, March 12, 2020, accessed 29 May, 2021, 
https://www.vg.no/nyheter/innenriks/i/b52er5/holder-barna-hjemme-fra-skolen-har-et-kollektivt-ansvar-for-aa-
begrense-spredningen. 
24 For more on this scenario and its relationship to the COVID-19 outbreak, see Matt Finch and Steffen Krüger, 
"2050 was last year", Times of COVID-19, December 16, 2020, accessed 12 March, 2021. 
https://timesofcovid19.temporalities.no/2020/12/16/2050-was-last-year-matt-finch-steffen-kruger/. 
25 Reuters, "Norway shatters wealth fund spending cap amid pandemic", May 12, 2020, accessed 12 March, 
2021, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-norway-budget-
idUSKBN22O1IR?taid=5ebaa9a13e01670001c545a4. 
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Norway Great Again" scenario, Norwegians in the pandemic were confronted with a less comfortable 
answer than usual to the question: how long will your oil riches last?26 
It is not that these issues were entirely unpredictable or unimaginable - but nor were "surprises" like 
9/11, Brexit, the global financial crisis, or a global pandemic. Rather, the aim of the scenarios had 
been to bring these issues within the strategic frame of decisionmakers, using 2050 as a means to 
stretch their sense of what might await them in the present, and moving decisions around online 
education from the operational to the long-term and truly strategic. 
The greatest challenge faced by the project was the pace at which COVID-19 disrupted the practice of 
teaching and learning. Even though key features of the scenarios had stretched expectations around 
the future business context for digitalized schooling in Norway, the swift arrival and impact of the 
coronavirus meant that it was hard to implement strategy based on the scenarios, as organizations 
moved into a more reactive mode. By the end of March 2020, adaptations were proposed to the 
Oxford Scenario Planning Approach to address the particular challenges of the pandemic and the 
exponential acceleration of change in many domains.27 
 
CONCLUSION 
When the future refuses to behave like the past, knowing what to plan for becomes increasingly 
difficult. The complex nature of online education as a technical, institutional, and social practice 
requires planning and foresight methods which are suitable for coping with significant uncertainties in 
the future business environment, at a strategic as well as operational level. 
Edtech companies, higher education institutions, staff, unions, students, and their families will all 
perceive, from their different perspectives, the high stakes and lasting consequences involved in 
decisions about the form which online teaching takes. Under such circumstances, it is valuable for all 
those involved in online education to come together and construct scenarios jointly. 
Scenario building creates an opportunity for those teaching in a time of change to challenge the 
modelled futures of others, as well as their own assumptions, hopes, and fears about what will 
transpire. This work can help us to find surprising futures which previous lay in our blindspots, not 
only highlighting emerging factors in the present, but also providing a safely remote "imaginary" 
context in which challenging concepts and feelings can be expressed. 
  

 
26 See "Why every Norwegian ecowarrior has 200,000 petrodollars", The Economist, February 8, 2020, 
accessed 12 March, 2021, https://www.economist.com/europe/2020/02/08/why-every-norwegian-ecowarrior-has-
200000-petrodollars. 
27 See Rafael Ramírez and Trudi Lang, "The Oxford Scenario Planning Approach in the era of COVID-19", Saïd 
Business School, accessed 12 March, 2021, https://www.sbs.ox.ac.uk/oxford-answers/oxford-scenario-planning-
approach-era-covid-19 and Trudi Lang and Rafael Ramírez, "Tending the lily pond: Exponential growth and 
scenario planning", Saïd Business School, accessed 12 March, 2021, https://www.sbs.ox.ac.uk/oxford-
answers/tending-lily-pond-exponential-growth-and-scenario-planning. 
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