
A new  
politics for 

transforming 
education:

Towards an 
effective way 
forward

VALERIE HANNON AND 
ANTHONY MACKAY

CSE 
LEADING 
EDUCATION
SERIES
FEBRUARY 2023

14



Contents
3	 1. The issue: Failing the future

5	 2. Two paradigms 

9	 3. A tragic misalignment

14	 4. What is to be done? 

19	 5. What has the climate movement to teach us?

24	 6. Some ways forward – applying these lessons

Acknowledgements
The authors wish to acknowledge the valuable input provided 
by Tom Beresford and Keith Redman in preparing this paper.  

ISSN 1838-8566  ISBN 978-0-6457476-0-7

© 2023 Centre for Strategic Education, Victoria.

The Centre for Strategic Education welcomes usage of this 
publication within the restraints imposed by the Copyright Act. 
Where the material is to be sold for profit then written authority 
must be obtained first. Detailed requests for usage not specifically 
permitted by the Copyright Act should be submitted in writing to:

Centre for Strategic Education  
Mercer House, 82 Jolimont Street,  
East Melbourne VIC 3002

Produced in Australia by Centre for Strategic Education  
Mercer House, 82 Jolimont Street, East Melbourne VIC 3002

Editorial Team: Anthony Mackay, Keith Redman,  
Zena Marzi, Andrew Miller

The series is intended to encourage discussion of major issues 
in education. Views expressed by the authors do not necessarily 
represent views of Centre for Strategic Education. Comments on 
papers are most welcome.



Prologue

In the period November 2022–January 2023, an international enquiry was conducted through 
a series of interviews with distinguished ‘actors’ who have been at the interface of politics and 
education for the last 20 years, in either elected ministerial or senior political adviser roles.1 

They cover the jurisdictions of Australia, New Zealand, the UK, US, Canada, Finland, Portugal 
and Greece, together with a cross-jurisdictional perspective from OECD. This is not a random 
sample, but a group chosen because of 

1.	 the interviewees’ deep knowledge of and engagement in political processes in relation 
to education, and

2.	 their own commitment to the need for profound change. 

Unless otherwise designated, all quotations in this paper are from transcripts of our 
conversations with these interviewees.

We have restricted our attention only to systems in democracies, and we are of course aware 
that they are in advantaged economies in the global north. The extent to which the conclusions 
may have any value for other contexts is not for us to judge. 

The following analysis is, however, entirely the responsibility of the authors.
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Debates about the future direction of education  
have, for the last 30 years, been dominated by 
narratives of reform and improvement. It could be 
argued that this was largely a debate controlled by 
actors outside education itself, particularly those 
in politics who perceived the need for education to 
shift: primarily, to become more accountable and to 
serve the needs of economies better. In the age-old 
fashion of educators, they sought to take ownership 
of this movement, and subvert it to some degree, in 
order both to serve wider objectives and to insert a 
sound pedagogical element into what might have been  
a technocratic exercise.

1The issue: 
Failing the future
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This reform agenda carried with it an acknowledgement of the need to invest in innovation 
and technology; the need to think increasingly in systems terms;  the growing synergy between 
the needs of the new economy (jobs, skills and competencies). Whilst broadly recognised 
as necessary but not sufficient, the enabling role of education in addressing these objectives 
was a centre piece of improvement efforts.

However, today, the debates amongst educators have taken a very different turn. Without 
looking to abandon the undoubted improvement that has taken place in many school systems 
– for the reform agenda had many beneficial outcomes – there is now a powerful strand of 
thinking which suggests that a new approach, more adequate to the times, must be developed. 
The reasons for this include

�� the increasingly powerful analyses and critiques2 that cite the failure of statutory education 
systems to address the key issues of our time: equity, climate justice and sustainability, 
learners empowered to shape their future, democracy under threat, and the contestation 
of knowledge and truth – to name but a few

�� the realisation that the UN Sustainable Development Goals3 do not go far enough as overall 
objectives to address these profound issues

�� despite innovative activity to create multiple ‘beautiful exceptions’, modelling different 
approaches in schools, the realisation that these are failing to ‘cut through’ in terms of 
shifting systems. The maintenance and resilience of prevailing mass models of compulsory 
education remains the political priority, and

�� whilst the COVID pandemic disrupted schooling as it was known, and created a space for 
experimentation (particularly with technology), it has failed to leave a legacy of innovation 
or significant change. The urge has been to get back to ‘normal’.

The sense of urgent need for a refreshed approach has been growing in educational debates 
(see Appendix 2 for examples). In political terms, it surfaced fully in the UN’s Transforming 
Education Summit 2022.4 The shift in language was significant. It recognised that we need 
to be in the space of transformation, and not merely improvement of the old model. 

However that is a rare surfacing, in the public conversation about education, of a different 
kind of debate. Generally speaking, the language of politics is dominated by levels of funding, 
structural arrangements and accountability measures – and, where politicians do engage with 
a wider set of considerations, global windy rhetoric is rarely matched by domestic policy 
making or concerted efforts at change; rather like the approach to the climate emergency. 
This is an analogy to which we will return.

Currently, there are few signs that political agendas match either the aspirations of educators 
or the real needs of learners. A repeated lament from the educators with whom we have 
worked for the last ten years is that they want to engage in different approaches, but ‘the 
system’ will not let them.

This is the starting point from which we launched an international enquiry with a group of 
remarkable individuals who are distinguished by having been at the very heart of the politics 
of education in their various jurisdictions; whether as elected politicians with ministerial 
responsibility, or as advisers at the highest level, working in the political theatre. We set 
before them the above account, and invited them first to respond to that.
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Two 
paradigms2
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We would argue there are now two paradigms in play. There is, first, a 20th century paradigm, 
which actually conditions arrangements in most education systems.

20th century paradigm
�� Education’s purpose is economic growth and individual advancement.

�� Its function is to transfer knowledge and sort/sift individuals into tracks.

�� Its means are teacher-centred, academics-focused, with terminal assessment. 

In contrast there is the following emergent alternative, which is fast gaining traction amongst 
educators.

21st century paradigm
�� Education’s purpose is thriving people, places and planet.

�� Its function is to empower learners and release human creativity.

�� Its means are personalised, competency-based and real-world.

Whilst educators increasingly are adopting the 21st century paradigm, politicians almost 
invariably speak in the language of the former – and with good reason.

If you are a politician with only a tiny bit of bandwidth to get messages into the media 
in a way that doesn’t take too long, it’s hard. Obviously you’ve got the whole weight 
of most of the media against you, who will denounce you straight away. ... I remember 
in Obama’s team, they said: If we start talking about wellbeing in anything, … let 
alone education, we’re finished. That just becomes the signal that we’re not serious; 
we’re not talking about jobs and economy.

Geoff Mulgan

To some extent, that culture has shifted a little, especially post-pandemic. However, there 
remains a lack of political leadership to create a different kind of debate: to create the 
conditions for change – not to mandate or require it, but to enable it. This view was widely 
shared by our interviewees. For example, 

There now exists a strong and well-articulated case for change – the ‘push’. 

There are plentiful examples of successful new approaches, and many promising instantiations, 
and ideas awaiting trialling and experimentation – the ‘pull’. 

The new paradigm is humanity’s – and collective; old schooling was solely 
individualistic. The old paradigm was bloodless. We should recognise that you can 
team up with technology on the ‘humanity’ paradigm – in service of all living things.

Michael Fullan
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However, system change across the UK, US, Australia and many parts of Europe is not seen 
other than at the incremental edges. So, the issue is not one of a lack of evidence, nor of 
professional disengagement. Privately, politicians who engage seriously with educators claim 
to appreciate the need for more fundamental change; but this does not surface in manifestos, 
nor in policy agendas. Promising initiatives modelling a transformed approach are not just 
ignored but subjected to even more controlling scrutiny, deploying the old metrics and 
criteria. Whilst endorsing this analysis, some interviewees sounded a note of caution about 
overgeneralisation, as indicated in the following comments from Schleicher and from Knight.

The world is an amazing laboratory – what you say is true in some places but not true 
in every place. And I do think that we see some system leaders who have been able 
to change the needle, and align a political discourse with the reality at the frontline … 
I think people are clear that the current system has sort of exhausted its possibilities. The 
biggest threat to education is no longer its perceived inefficiency. It’s really the loss of 
relevance that is visible. … The old industrial system cannot deliver on what is needed.

Andreas Schleicher

I moved from Minister for Schools to Minister for Employment, and I could see the 
problem of the lack of real-world education – especially a problem for those I was 
trying to save from long-term unemployment. So I very abruptly saw the failings of the 
system that I’ve been advocating for three years.

Jim Knight

To get system change, you can’t power your way through. You need to engage with 
those you disagree with. We have to have empathy with ‘people in our way’. … 
Politicians have less and less power to get things done – how do you use the power 
you do have to get things done? You have to combine humility and courage. (Leaders 
who do this) don’t just use power, they’re quite humble. To do this work, you have to 
be more humble in order to be more effective

Michael Fullan

A further nuance was the degree to which there is aspiration towards the new 21st century 
paradigm amongst the teaching profession. This was remarked on as follows in the case of 
England, where the rhetoric has been around the primacy of knowledge.

This argument is not won amongst educators. In England the emphasis on subject 
‘ownership’ has been welcomed – it speaks to a sense of pride in professionalism.  
We cannot be too complacent about where the profession is at. 

Peter Hyman

Moreover, the recent past of ‘standards-based reform’ has much to teach us about system 
change methods – if we can learn them.
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As indicated in the following comments, the view that there is a failure to address the future 
was widely shared by our international interviewees.

Education ministers see themselves as outside the system: on top of it, fixing it. It’s a 
closed system. It’s all inform or reform, not transform.

Olli-Pekka Heinonen

The Education 2030 (project) – the Learning Compass, brought people together and 
created a shared language. Some interesting changes around this – looking beyond 
cognitive skills.

Andreas Schleicher

... when we say there is lack of political leadership, I would perhaps rather say that, 
for now, there seems to be developing a new global leadership around education that 
we have never seen before. 

Pilvi Torsti

There has been a push towards consistency. And when you are in politics, that sounds 
like a good thing. Yes: consistency and measurement. But they are also constraining 
of any further change or innovation in the system. The political challenge is really how 
you give school leaders more power to innovate whilst not appearing to go soft on 
standards. Standards are the traditional values of education. 

Jim Knight

What I see are politicians grasping increasingly extreme versions of effectively the 
same, very tired narrative on each of their respective ideological sides, which for us  
[in the US] is a very binary system. And it means that the right is increasingly reliant in 
education on Old-style Reagan, that right kind of market type solutions. And on the left 
there’s more identity politics than there was in the Clinton and Bush years.

John White

Set against this is the emergent set of international dialogues being held at global level where 
politicians might be exposed to a strand of thinking which does challenge – in a way they 
might take seriously – the old narrative. The UN Summit on Transforming Education has 
already been mentioned. The latest initiatives of the OECD – despite its identification with 
the PISA testing structure – are firmly addressing the future and the need for a new paradigm: 
in particular, Education and Skills 20305 and Education for Human Flourishing.6

If there has been a failure to address the future in terms of education, what accounts for this? 
Emerging from our enquiry was a picture of misalignment: a tragic one.
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Those who have never been within the political process can only make some informed guesses 
about the factors that give rise to the misalignment. However our interviewees consistently 
identified the following features.

Misalignment of timescales
The very essence of life in the political domain in democracies is election. In addition, for 
obvious reasons, the timescales for facing the electorate are very different from those entailed 
in systemic change. This also involves political churn. There is very little continuity in the 
political leadership of systems; and, in the short time they have, politicians need – somehow 
– to make their mark.

The time frames that we are dealing with for a politician, you know, if you do 
something well, you’re going to see the fruits in many years down the road. When 
you make a mistake, the media are after you the next day. I think that makes it really 
difficult for politicians to take that risk. There is an asymmetry of costs and benefits. 
Things are seen as important but not urgent.

Andreas Schleicher

You have to look at how parties develop their policy agendas. It is ultra short-term. 
How could it be with a longer time frame?

Pilvi Torsti

The older I get, the more I am stunned by how few people view it as their role to say: 
let’s stop and let’s ask where is the world really going to be in 50 years, not the next 
few months, and let’s build our solutions to suit.

John White

Elections are everything. And that means that there’s a time phase of an election 
period which is usually four to five years. And that creates the frame where the action 
happens. It takes a year to learn what they are dealing with and get things going. 
Success means making reform decisions. 

Olli-Pekka Heinonen

The Minister would ask ‘When will this be done?’ ‘When can we take credit?’ 

Rod Allen

Education is a low political priority: the benefits too far away. Reward is distant; the 
pathway unclear. You have to intrigue those people that this will produce great yield for 
society. And I’m not talking theoretically and I’m not talking in the distant future.

Michael Fullan
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Misalignment of cultures
We know culture eats strategy for breakfast. If cultures are misaligned between two domains, 
how can progress happen? Consider our interviewees’ comments.

Of course, there are always exceptions and outliers. In Portugal, it is not unusual for academics 
to become ministers – ‘and their expertise is recognised and respected’ (Joāo Costa). Also, 
this is the case in Finland, where Pilvi Torsti has been intimately involved in creating an 
agenda for her party for future-focused education.

People who succeed in politics and also the people who succeed in journalism – who 
are politicians’ intermediaries with public opinion – are, by and large, success stories 
in education. That is: education as it’s been constructed in the academic model, and 
so they find it harder to see any problems with it. We need to see more diversity in 
politicians who come through a different route.’

Jim Knight

I was unusual – I wasn’t really a politician: I actually WANTED to be Education 
Minister. I literally ran for Parliament on the basis that I wanted to become the Minister 
of Education and argue why this is important. I don’t think that‘s the imperative of most 
ministers of education around the world. It is not a popular portfolio!

Hekia Parata

In the education system and in the political system, they have a different kind of 
functioning logic. And you have to understand the logic – how both parts are needed 
in order for a functioning education policy to be in place. What is the logic behind 
them? I would say that the political logic, at the end, is very simple. In reality, it is to 
get voted into power again.

Olli-Pekka Heinonen

Quite simply, education ministers are not trained to be systems thinkers in general. The 
agenda of system transformation actually requires thinking that is deep and wise; and 
an embrace of a transformation strategy across wide-ranging, half-hidden connections. 
That doesn’t cut with political culture: it won‘t come naturally to many, or to most 
political practitioners.

Tom Bentley

...it really required that there were a few of us in the sort of leadership positions in the 
party that weren’t too much worried about our own political future, but rather actually 
that ‘we want to get this one thing done and then we will perhaps do other things in 
life’. ... It needed enough people not worried about their political future.

Pilvi Torsti
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The currency of politicians is popularity.

Hekia Parata

It’s also a risk. Every politician, I think, wants to leave his or her mark, but they also 
want to make sure that they don’t, you know, have some riots or be considered to have 
made some really stupid mistakes. So it’s the risk factors there too.

George Papandreou

There are no incentives at all for a politician to focus on the long-term future.

John White

Many education ministers are junior to rising. It’s a fact about the education portfolio 
that it can be seen as a make-or-break, or it’s something that ministers do on their way 
to the ‘great’ offices of state. It has hugely more potential and impact than it does on 
long-term societal outcomes. But there’s a fact about the political ladder, where it’s a 
relatively rare experience that a minister could bring about education system change 
after an apprenticeship as a junior minister. So, do they delegate to experts? What risk 
are they prepared to take with their own political trajectory?

Tom Bentley

(Politicians are) ... influenced by evidence. The Head/Heart/Hand agenda is hard to 
evidence. Simplicity wins out. Head/Heart/Hand is a different order of complexity; it’s 
harder to comprehend, to deliver and to get evidence of. So why should a politician 
risk that?

Peter Hyman

Misalignment of incentives
Given all this, a politician contemplating formulating an agenda more geared to the future than 
to the past needs strong supporting evidence and some confidence it won’t destroy their career.

In terms of a politician’s career path, it is a risky space for advancement.
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And societal dynamics
Of course, none of these ‘misalignments’ can be detached from the societal dynamics in which 
these political cultures grow up. John White sees the situation in the US as intimately related 
to nostalgic craving (as is possibly the case in the UK). He commented as follows.

Equally, in Canada, Rod Allen commented as follows.

A further factor is the degree to which education is in fact a low political priority. Our 
interviewees had mixed views on this question and, of course, there were many differences 
between jurisdictions and historically. They pointed out that in two instances – the Blair 
years in the UK and the 1980s in the US, education did become a ‘Tier 1’ political issue.  
In White’s view this was clearly linked to broader social dynamics.

In any reference to social dynamics, the role of the media – primarily mass media, as opposed 
to social – must be taken into account. A view emerged from our interviewees that, in general, 
the media need simplicity; they feed on conflict and/or on relatively trivial diversions from 
the major issues.

It’s not just a political desire to go back to the way it was before COVID, but it‘s to 
go back to a place that never was: it’s dreaming to go back to a place that’s simpler 
and predictable and you can sort of get your hands around it. Not that the world ever 
was that way, but perhaps it was more that way a while ago. I think there is a sense 
around the world that things are – if not out of control – at least out of a single person’s 
grasp. Like climate.

Rod Allen

Education is part of a wider political gestalt. If you think about education as a function 
of the larger politics, I would call it a kind of decadence and polarisation that manifests 
in intellectual nostalgia. ... In the US specifically, different jurisdictional governing 
and political models. We have a different system here partially because of our anti-
intellectualism, because of our tradition of pragmatism, of individualism. We are late  
to global affairs almost always: slow to recognise existential threats, but then doing  
so with great force.

John White

(There was) a recognition of the limited reach of the social reforms of the 1960s, but 
a faith in their moral underpinnings; there was the rise of social science and data as 
a kind of vehicle for scaled reforms. And there was a deep, deep existential fear of 
being outcompeted by the Soviets on skills and economics and politics and space and 
everything else.

John White

<  13  >



What is to 
be done? 4

<  14  >



In the face of these formidable problems, it is understandable that one hears from time to 
time the cry that education should be taken out of politics and politics out of education. In 
our view, this is both misguided and unachievable. It is unachievable because, since we are 
talking about a huge investment of societal resources in a universal, mandated service, it 
cannot be the case that elected governments would outsource the distribution and focus of 
those resources to an unelected, apolitical body. We cannot give up on politics: moreover nor 
should we. It is, after all, through education (still) that a society transfers, indeed recreates, 
the notion of who and what it is; what it stands for.

The default position among educators is that everything will be fine if the government 
gave us the money and left us alone. And whenever politicians do anything they’re 
interfering, or they’re top-down ... And that is a completely unrealistic position.

Michael Barber

I think that’s really where, for me, the political dimension comes in: it’s the framework 
that public policy needs to set, to ensure that we reconcile the personalised adaptive 
way of learning with the equity in opportunities now. I think there is a great risk our 
societies will atomise, amplify the polarisation: everybody creating their own world, 
their own ideas, and then we will not have any kind of common space. ... I think the 
risk of local fragmentation is very real, not just local in local and geographic terms: 
also local in political and cultural and social terms. I think there’s a great risk that our 
societies will atomise. And hyper-localisation is not a solution – look at the US. You 
know, you’ve rolled down educational responsibility to a very final level without solving 
any problem. It hasn’t solved the problems. 

Andreas Schleicher

You can never kind of depoliticise education, definitely not. It’s all about values and 
that’s what education is. Learning is very social: it’s about bringing societal values to 
the piece. It is an absurd idea to separate them. 

Olli-Pekka Heinonen

If we don’t keep our politics and accountability healthy, then we know – as we have 
seen over the last decade – what will follow. Responsibility for education has to be a 
task of democratically elected government.

Tom Bentley

(NB: this from a former Minister of Education in Finland, which is widely misunderstood 
as having de-politicised education.)

Nor does it seem a very promising approach to devolve decisions more and more to localities 
– whilst high degrees of autonomy, community engagement and diversification are desirable, 
as Schleicher noted, certain things cannot be devolved.

That being the case, what strategies look promising?
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A strategic alignment
Amongst the big political thinkers we interviewed, there emerged the notion that a different 
kind of alignment needed to be forged.

I think to expect politicians to lead, and use up huge amounts of their political capital 
in a hostile environment, against hostile timescales and incentives in the absence of 
a massive social movement, is quite difficult. ... One of my great disappointments 
in education is how weak the business voice has been on all this and especially on 
the future of work. There are those who say all the right things in private but, as an 
influence on government, almost zero. However, now, business has started being a 
lobby on government on the sort of stuff that wasn’t really even talked about 10 or 20 
years ago and they’re doing it purely for self-interest. They need reasonably motivated 
people who turn up to work. So I wouldn’t underestimate a narrow self-interested 
strand of the argument. And in a way, that relates to climate, because any coalition is 
going to be a hybrid of different registers of argument, which will be slightly in tension 
with each other. But that’s always been true of the green movement, which has had 
its extremes. That’s how movements work: they are not necessarily logically coherent. 
They’re assemblies of alignment.

Geoff Mulgan

You need social power, social salience. If you want to bring about transformational 
change ... it actually has to resonate and generate political traction and sustained 
support through the wider community. And then align with the interest-based politics 
and a professional mobilisation; with a broader social campaign and alliance that’s 
needed to diversify the renewal of education and bring professional interest and 
bureaucratic strategy into alignment with that bigger picture. 

Tom Bentley
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Time will reintegrate the learning and assessment and the examination process. And 
that will make high school experience very different. You’re no longer learning for an 
exam: your exam is part of your learning process and so it will lose its power. It will 
lose its grip over the system. The old industrial system cannot deliver on that, but I don’t 
think there’s an automaticity in this. The new system could super-empower those who 
have the right dispositions, the right resources, and leave others behind it. I think that’s 
really where the political dimension comes in. That’s the framework that public policy 
needs to set, to ensure that we reconcile the personalised adaptive way of learning 
with equity in opportunities.

Andreas Schleicher

Enlist technology as a change force
On this view, big change most often arrives as a result of massive global events, such as war 
or revolution; or as the result of disruptive technological change. Manifestly, we are going 
through the latter. The question is: how far will we be able to control it, especially in relation 
to the achievement – or otherwise – of greater equity?

Repeated studies make it clear that high-quality educational technology in AI and machine 
learning (now including generative technology), if well-harnessed, can provide potentially 
enabling breakthroughs in learning (curriculum, pedagogy, assessment, recognition and 
credentialling). But it must be well-designed, well-used and well-governed, if all learners 
are to benefit.7

Take the climate crisis movement as our guide
On this analysis, there is a startling congruence between the fight for climate justice and the 
fight for a new education agenda. Ask yourself: can you remember when you were vaguely 
aware that there might be an issue with climate – but that it was not a big deal, someone 
would see to it, and it certainly was not a major political priority? Arguably, that is where 
we are now in the case of education. The new paradigms in both cases are strikingly aligned.

They both involve a re-examination of our purposes as humans – and they are mutually 
interdependent. Quite literally and unequivocally, neither new paradigm – in climate 
or education – can succeed without the other. Each depends on the other for successful 
resolution. Clearly, if the climate crisis is unsolved, humanity has little future. Education 
will be impossible – and a truly transformational resolution of it would create a value frame 
for a profoundly different approach to learning. Conversely, to transform our approach to the 
climate crisis, education of a completely different order is essential, and the prevailing short-
termism (complacency around business-as-usual) is the profoundest enemy of them both.

In the public consciousness, we are where the climate and biodiversity crises were 20 years 
ago. Perhaps we are seeing the beginning of the equivalent of the COP process for education.

There are of course important differences, and not just in terms of the stages these immense 
shifts are at.
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On the climate agenda, the international community got together and agreed – this 
is what we know and this is what we need to do – and then established the shared 
vision and created political momentum around this. I think that’s often the precondition. 
If you do not align the different actors and the different perspectives and you do not 
have a kind of shared goal and metric, it’s very hard to institute change. 

Andreas Schleicher

The ‘burning platform’ is apparent in one but not in the other. 

Education lacks a ‘net zero’: a clear target that is scientifically demonstrable to be a pre-
condition for survival. 

The crisis, which I absolutely consider education to be in worldwide, does not 
have that visible visceral profile that these other crises do have. We see them being 
responded to because we see (a pandemic) and vaccines being flown in. We see 
(war break out) and missiles being shared. And we see new energies being invested 
in. So in education, it’s not a visible train wreck and nor would we want it to be. But 
unfortunately if we are to get the attention needed, then it needs to be understood that 
it is a crisis and it’s not just a crisis for the students who happen to be in the system at 
the moment. It’s a crisis for our future. 

Hekia Parata

Whilst there is currently little sign of a ‘popular campaign’ on the agenda for a new future 
focused education – save the spike in public commentary on acceleration in advances in 
technology and the consequent disruption to places of learning – the UN’s Transforming 
Education Summit has been accompanied by a strengthening of network and movement 
activity with civic engagement. 
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The consensus appears to be that there is a delicate dance between political leadership and 
the pressure of social movements to create change. There are undoubtedly numerous lessons 
to be learned from a wide variety of campaigns across history.

However, it seems to us that the campaign addressing the climate crisis is particularly 
relevant, given

�� the close relationship between the two crises: in a sense the solutions are interdependent, 
and

�� the acceleration of progress in the case of climate, and the success in inserting consciousness 
and purpose into the broader public/political domain. 

So what can we learn?

LESSON 1: Focus on purpose
Just as the climate and biodiversity crises have required people to face big questions – ones 
that in general we have preferred to ignore – so, in seeking the educational paradigm shift 
that we need, we too must focus relentlessly on purpose.8

There’s lots of reasons to be terrified. Why be an optimist? Because there are 
campaigns. There are social movements that have changed human action: the abolition 
of slavery in the US or, in our lifetime, attitudes to gay and lesbian people … And then 
you look at how those campaigns eventually shifted the politics. Learn from that.

Michael Barber

You have to start the discussion with the purpose. You really have to. That’s where 
we have to concentrate because that’s where the leveraging power is. In aligning 
the actors, it needs to start with the purpose. Not a hijacked or hidden purpose, but 
a truly openly discussed purpose. This is important, because understanding that we 
live in promethean times changes what has been seen as the purpose of education 
and school. If there is no clarity with the purpose, there will be a lot of polarised 
discussions, without understanding what is beneath the disagreement.

Olli-Pekka Heinonen

The outcome could still be profound disagreement, of course, but perhaps it would not all 
be negative. In effect, this is to require that we face up to the question of ‘what will be a 
good life?’ since ... although we have material abundance we do not in fact have emotional 
abundance. Most people are deprived of what really matters.9

The multiple ways in which the two new paradigms support each other become apparent 
here. Of course our maintenance of some form of civilisation is essential for the continuance 
of education. Also, the new education, and all it entails in terms of values, dispositions and 
competencies, is essential for the success of a sustainability paradigm. Education can be seen 
to be a regenerative tool. 
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I actually think the big political challenge for us is to connect with strangers, to connect 
with people who think and work and live in different cultural traditions: to think as a 
scientist. And as an artist, all at the same time!

Andreas Schleicher

To get system change, you can’t power your way through. You need to engage with 
those you disagree with. You have to have empathy with ‘people in our way’.

Michael Fullan

LESSON 2: Understand denial psychologically
Climate activists have learned to adopt a kinder stance to those whose denial springs from a 
place of fear and misunderstanding (if not towards those whose egregious denial springs from 
threatened profits and ego). Activists have identified a set of common reactions: distancing, 
dissonance, denial, accepting doom, threatened identity.10 

We have heard how, in education, nostalgia drives change-resistance – and the easiest thing 
is to ‘other’ those who disagree. 

They (politicians) have had the courage to stand for election, to put up with the bear 
pit of politics, deal with all the media pressures. They are people we should respect 
and admire for their choice to do that. But if you start with, ‘they‘re all on-the-make 
charlatans’ (which I don‘t think is true) you get into completely the wrong mindset. You 
go there thinking that they‘re all cynical on the make and you‘re right and you’re good. 
These are people who chose to stand for election, that‘s courage.

Michael Barber

LESSON 3: It’s about systems AND individual action
The climate change movement now repeatedly stresses that change depends on both system 
action – work beyond the power of ordinary people or even communities – as well as action 
at the individual level. Neither can be let off the hook.11 And of course, at the systemic level, 
the movement is leveraging the power of international dialogue, pressure and debate. Whilst 
the Climate Conference (COP) processes have been a disappointment in terms of ensuring 
collective and cohesive action, nonetheless, arguably they have moved the needle in a way 
that nothing else could have; have provided unique fora in which young people can be heard; 
introduced and prosecuted the notion of climate justice and reparation; and insisted on the 
issue being in the public eye (despite the undermining tendencies of most mass media).

Still, the climate movement insists on the importance of individual action and responsibility: 
how you vote, how often you fly, how you purchase and invest. This in spite of the fact that 
systems do lock in, or reinforce certain individual behaviours. Individuals may prefer to 
pollute less by using public transport but, if there is none to be had, what option do they 
have? Making the connections – and using restricted personal choices as catalysers of public 
protest and action – is the lesson here.
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LESSON 4: Get smarter about messaging
It is fair to say that the messaging around the climate emergency in the early days was 
unhelpful if not disastrous.12 It made people feel helpless, guilty, doomed and stupid all at 
once. Slowly it has been grasped that the message or ‘the story’ must not just catastrophise 
and blame. Whilst being unrelenting about urgency, it must offer hope – not just of survival, 
but of what could actually be a better future. It is not all about loss – things can be different 
and better. Also it needs to be emotional, not just cognitive. 

(In education) ... It has to be deeply relational and deeply felt emotionally. ... Either 
you’re fighting the top all the time or you just give up on them. Either of those is 
dysfunctional. So how are you going to get engaged with them? (It’s) no good to  
go to leaders and say, ‘You’ve got it wrong. Please do it right’.	

Michael Fullan

Furthermore, some fresh approaches to the messaging are needed. When positions are entirely 

predictable we fall into false dichotomies and binaries.

We need a bit of political creativity (on messaging). The test is whether it’s slightly 
surprising, unpredictable. It needs to be a different combination, not what you would 
expect. ... I’m struck by how much the global education conversation is now about 
democracy. Ten years ago that wasn’t on the agenda. But now (the talk is) of the duty 
of an education system to prepare young people to spot disinformation; to be active 
citizens – and that you can’t do through classroom pedagogy. It has to be the exercise 
of real power, which could be, say, participatory budgets. But it’s got to be exercising 
the muscle for real.

Geoff Mulgan

LESSON 5: Mobilise young people
Surely the clearest lesson from the progress of the sustainability agenda has been the immense 
power of mobilising young people. From the classroom strikes to the stunning articulacy of 
youth denunciations of our current path, we have seen how the mobilisation of young people 
– who, moreover, are steadily acquiring the vote – can change the game.

LESSON 6: Understand the methods of mass media
Whilst it is doubtful whether any climate activists might claim that they have cracked the 
code of how to deal with the general hostility of mass media, they are nonetheless generating 
some useful insights. The mass media standard operating procedure is to attack, vilify and 
belittle those who suggest alternatives. They conjure and magnify conflict. They distract 
with trivia, creating noise around irrelevancies.13 The lesson must be to acknowledge and 
avoid these pitfalls. 
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LESSON 7: Build alliances and people power
Activists’ own analysis14 shows that, in general, social movements succeed when they 
deploy the following four key strategies: continually expand in size and diversity; secure 
key defections from key power brokers; deploy mixed methods (from protests to boycotts); 
and stay the course.

Further to that last point, no movement has failed when either it gets 3.5 per cent of people 
on the streets, or 25 per cent accept new social norms.15 The former is an unlikely scenario 
for education – but now not impossible to imagine in relation to the climate emergency. 

However, on the latter insight, COVID has shown us how very possible it is for significant 
numbers of people to accept new social norms, sometimes quite rapidly. Consider this in 
relation to the role of a teacher and a parent/care giver.16

Of course, none of this is to suggest that the climate movement has got it all right. Manifestly 
this is not the case. Sub-sections of the movement are constantly revising their strategies 
and approaches in the light of new learnings.17 So must education activists. The business of 
constructing alliances of disparate actors is messy, but essential.
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Some ways forward – 
applying these lessons 6
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Might these insights, from a movement that is entirely aligned and integrated with a 
transformational shift in education, help us to sketch out a more powerful strategy? We 
offer the following, again drawing upon the wisdom of our interviewees, in the light of the 
lessons above.

Talk about it!
We need to take every opportunity, at whatever level (the school gate, the national conference, 
the staff meeting, with political candidates) to talk about this agenda as the most exciting, 
positive and responsive educational development in our lifetimes. That means finding fresh 
ways to talk about purpose (perhaps ‘thriving’, not succeeding); outcomes (for everybody, not 
just those who get into university); and processes (not either/or, but both/and).

A public narrative is called for that encourages a deeper community conversation, a national 
discourse – what some jurisdictions are convening post UNGA (United Nations General 
Assembly, 2022) – namely a Big Education Conversation.18 

Taking the ‘lessons’ set out above, we need to avoid appearing to mount a full-frontal attack 
that detracts from everything that has been achieved in the last 30 years; but rather, represent 
it differently. We have not yet found the new narrative in a sufficiently nuanced way that is 
persuasive.

One needs to create a powerful societal vision, a strategy to change the consensus. 
For Julia Gillard (former Australian Education Minister and then PM) it was the Gonski 
reforms and what lay behind them. You need to create the umbrella of a wider vision.19

Tom Bentley

I don’t believe we have yet found the right set of narratives. We have to start with the 
fact that we have an education system that achieves its objectives (pretty much to get 
as many kids as possible through a bunch of tests and get them into university). As a 
result, though, we spend so much resource of time and money on testing our kids, to 
filter them out and to brand too many as failures; but the objective is now woefully out 
of date – it is not the solution. We could be spending that same amount of time and 
resource on a more personalised, competency-based real-world education. Now we 
have to add in a changed economy and fulfilling lives. It’s not that we want to dump 
the core competencies: it’s that we want to amplify them. My best version of a new 
narrative is to credit the teachers with what we have at the moment. It is doing what  
it was designed for, really well. It’s just that we’ve moved on.

Jim Knight

We have to reframe the whole idea of ‘standards’ – traditionally that meant well- 
functioning schools and core literacies as outcomes. Now, we need to broaden them 
so they mean MORE. The story can’t be one-dimensional; it has to be nuanced.

Peter Hyman

This approach entails reframing the whole standards-based agenda.
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Let’s get together and figure out how to be more persuasive. You can only get that if 
you interact with people. You only get that if you connect to emotions. You only get that 
if you’re seductive, in the best sense of that word.

Michael Fullan

It is not part of winning political strategy to get stuck in that zero-sum game, saying it’s 
either an incremental agenda, or it’s a transformational agenda. You have to put it in 
terms of educational value and community value, and not just in terms of technological 
modernisation.

Tom Bentley

It’s as much about the language you use. If I were advocating (for a broader 
curriculum), I’d say this is about character: you’re creating these opportunities in sport 
and art and music and mountaineering to generate character. And I think that would 
play well – testing people’s resilience as opposed to snowflakes. And then when 
you talk to The Guardian’s reading public, you talk about how we’re creating the 
opportunities for every child that only exist now for those with the will and the means. 
You would have to think (the strategy) through and you might still get torn to shreds – 
and obviously if you screw up the implementation.	

Michael Barber

We need to devise a smarter communications approach – and in terms of style and channels, 
not just content.

Also, since there are great stories to tell – of powerfully engaged young people, of inspiring 
outcomes, and of more profound professional satisfaction – they need to be told. In addition, 
they need to be told not just to ourselves. 

Amongst other approaches, this requires a media – both electronic and print – to exercise 
responsibly the role that broadcasting can play in enabling an informed public discourse 
on significant change. The problem is how do we get the media to change? By what means?  
As examples to consider, there is the case in British Columbia, of a fundamental rethinking 
of the assessment and reporting of student progress, or the case in Portugal, of a national 
campaign on New Roles for the Teaching Profession. 

Some overall lessons are clear.

It’s probably not smart to be talking about ‘transformation’... it’s better to say ‘The world 
has moved on’. It’s better to speak of ‘more than’; rather than just ‘instead of’. 

Peter Hyman
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We need a step-by-step plan – ‘boulders across the river’. Assessment is a great place 
to start – to free up the curriculum. And ‘bridging practices’ – like the introduction of 
personal extension projects. 

Peter Hyman

Don’t get stuck in the culture wars, what’s included in this or that academic subject. Be 
more ruthless in saying: fundamentally we need to have a curriculum and a pedagogy 
and an assessment system and therefore an accountability system that recognises the 
need for our children to thrive in this 21st century and that requires some significant shift. 

Jim Knight

For all this to happen and the politicians to be willing to take the risk of acting 
differently, you must be able to show there is a better way, to show success. Doing 
pilots, sandboxes, experiments that engage local community creates advocates to 
support the different way. It must be evidence-based and value driven. That gives the 
tools for politicians to make the arguments in public.

Olli-Pekka Heinonen

The education community has a huge power to be catalysts in society. If you can have 
influencers who, for no reason, have millions of followers, why can’t schools be that? 
The school could become the crucial bold centre for discussions on these issues. 

George Papandreou

In parallel with the climate movement, we need to refuse to be parodied as ‘woke’.

However, the new media need to be embraced too.

Show, don’t (just) tell
We need many more exemplars and prototypes that demonstrate the new practices and 
approaches, preferably in a wide range of different contexts. Currently, too many of the 
instantiations of real 21st century practice in schools are in the independent (fee-paying) 
sector, where there are resources and – perhaps more critically – freedoms to make change.20  

So two things are necessary. One is a ‘localisation strategy for achieving critical mass’ (Tom 
Bentley). 

And, secondly, 

The objective here is to grow the movement to tipping point – the point where politicians 
have to become followers.
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Leverage the international dimension 
At jurisdictional level, there is surely much to be achieved by leveraging the work going on 
internationally: using its findings, thought leadership, examples and innovations. It gives 
politicians cover for taking on a fresh agenda.

Education typically is a very domestic field of policy. We do not naturally look beyond 
our own little ecosystem, whether it’s the classroom, the school, the local community 
or the country. ... International activity creates a social licence. Look at the Education 
and Skills 2030 project. (The idea of) the ‘Learning Compass’ and ‘the future we want’ 
brought people together and created a shared language. Some interesting changes 
arose around this – especially people looking beyond cognitive skills. The ‘Learning 
Compass’ brings people together, it makes variation visible that you usually do not see. 
And I think that actually did create, in many countries at least, an aspiration for change.

Andreas Schleicher

(The) previous consensus was that education systems served nation states, but now we 
need … some global elements in our curricula, in the 2030s and the 2040s, around 
topics that touch on shared issues, whether it’s digitalisation, climate change, inequality 
– you name it – and we are also proposing some pilots of that perhaps. COVID made 
people understand that they are part of a global education community – beyond the 
nation state. And maybe the growth of the IB (International Baccalaureate) schools 
indicates the possibility.	

Pilvi Torsti

(Creating) international licence is part of the answer. You know, these very big 
international fora that we have been to, the negotiation and agreement of declarations 
(around education transformation) aren’t just something we point at, but do nothing 
about. How are they practically applied? How do we ensure that monitoring agencies 
are keeping countries accountable? 

Hekia Parata

One example would be the revived OECD Ministers of Education meeting held in Paris in 
December 2022, which resulted in a Declaration on Building Equitable Societies Through 
Education. Another is the annual International Summit on the Teaching Profession, a joint 
initiative of Education International and OECD – the most recent of which was held in 
Valencia, Spain, in 2022, addressing the theme ‘Excellence and Equity for All’. 

Some of our interviewees went further and suggested the need to begin to contemplate broader 
international collaboration on future-focused education.

François Taddei, founder of The Learning Planet Institute21 argues that we now need to become 
‘planetizens’ instead of citizens. Perhaps a collective global sense can only be created when 
we abandon old ideas about nationhood and exclusive identification with it.
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Assessment is the place to start. It can really free up the curriculum. 

Peter Hyman

Attack the metrics
In the context of the climate emergency, an important step forward has been to problematise 
the taken-for-granted metrics for assessing national ‘progress’ or prosperity.22 Since the 1930s 
these have hinged around GDP (Gross Domestic Product) as an indicator of ‘growth’. The 
higher the better. Now it is more widely understood that this not only ignores the limitations 
that the progenitors of the measure identified, it also perverts our concepts of progress; and 
indeed is driving us in the wrong direction. Infinite growth on a planet with finite resources 
is impossible. The ensuing debate is really important. Can there be ‘green growth’ and what 
does that look like?23

Similarly, in education, the assessment systems in most countries (with some notable 
exceptions) drive the system in the wrong direction; inadequately serving societies or 
individuals.24 This is an area where there is really high potential for alliance between providers 
and users of the system. Teachers, colleges, learners and parents are making common cause in 
identifying the inadequacies in the embedded conception of assessment in the old paradigm: 
as ‘judgement’; and as filter.25

The good news is that there are now smart, organised campaigns in many countries looking 
to take up this challenge, such as Rethinking Assessment26 in the UK, the Mastery Transcripts 
Consortium and Education Reimagined in the US,27 Learning Creates in Australia, and the New 
Metrics Project at the Melbourne Graduate School of Education, The University of Melbourne. 

Further, there is growing international activity in the development of indices of transforming 
education systems. Yidan’s Worldwide Educating for the Future Index28 2019 and Fadel’s 
Assessing countries’ competencies29 fit this category of activity The current ambitious R&D 
work of the Jacobs Foundation in association with Economist Impact – The Learning Ecosystems 
Framework – takes this direction further. 

These initiatives involving international collaboration are contributing to the building of 
the future of education – advocated by OECD and UNESCO – and have implications for a 
future PISA roadmap.

Involve (more) young people more
The weak notion of ‘learner voice’ that has characterised some education debates needs to take 
note of how young people have elevated the climate movement into a completely different 
level: not least in terms of the power of its leadership. This is not to say that action to give 
voice to learners in their schools has been mistaken – on the contrary, it has just not gone 
far enough. The assumption that they are not fitted to participate fully in the debate around 
the future (their future) of education needs to be challenged. Strength can be drawn from 
the growing number of examples where systems have not just given voice to young people, 
but empowered it. 

Many countries have experienced the depth and intensity of youth participation and leadership 
– for example in RewirED; Learning Planet’s Young Gamechangers, the Salzburg Global Seminar, 
Youth Wise via OECD, National Geographic’s youth pioneers, WISE ALL-IN, Teach For All 
consultation forums, and many more initiatives – including leadership development programs 
focused on applying learning and solution-seeking to local and global challenges.
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The OECD’s work in the Education and Skills 2030 project showed how powerful a curated 
international video library of young people setting out their views of the future we want can be.30  

COVID amplified the voice of learners. It made them more assertive about what they 
could do.

Andreas Schleicher

(For a) new government and ministers, it takes a year to learn what they are dealing 
with and get things going. And the last year is all about getting ready for the 
elections. So, the real time available is very short. And that’s when all the actions 
should be done, so it means there’s always a run. And the rush is such that you 
have to deliver something that is visible, fast: and that leads to … You want to make 
decisions and legislation. And get them through. Which also means that the interest 
in implementation is very weak. 

Olli-Pekka Heinonen

The problem is students and young people haven’t had an opportunity to work on the 
inside of the system on changing the system. And we haven’t gone young enough: 
3–12 year olds can be mobilised. We need to be empowering the voice of more 
disadvantaged kids. ... Through the pandemic some people have discovered who their 
best allies are – that students, teachers and parents are each other‘s best allies.

Michael Fullan

A big part of the task that they (ministers) inherit – you could call it their day job –  
is the management of a status quo with vested interests. It takes 80 per cent of their 
bandwidth. That neutralises many efforts.

Tom Bentley

We need to be alert also to the fact that this is one of the most divisive of the issues at stake. 
Some (primarily on the political right) perceive talk of learner agency, for example, as 
indicative of a desire to breed a generation of lefties and trade union activists. Consensus on 
this one may be hard to find.

Attractive development opportunities for politicians
Lest this paper be taken as a diatribe about the failings of politicians, traducing their efforts to 
improve their societies, we should observe that it is becoming very clear what an enormously 
challenging enterprise it is to take on the mantle of public leadership in contemporary 
democracies. It is a more subtle, more dangerous, and more thankless task perhaps than ever. 
For a start, the sheer volume and difficulty of the work needs to be understood.
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Participatory movements are so important. But I struggle to think of anywhere 
where they’ve really gained critical mass in terms of educational practice and their 
application. And that points back to one of the dilemmas … a kind of chicken and 
egg thing. There are probably many education ministers, aspiring leaders who would 
like to embrace a more network-based and more capability-driven approach and 
… to help to build strategies for educational thriving. But they don’t necessarily have 
the complete infrastructure or the suite of tools. (So we need) a range of leadership 
initiatives focused, not so much on the future generations of educational leaders, … 
but more on global civic leaders who are also rethinking the future of democracy. 
(We need to be) training political candidates of all parties, to get them ready to be 
good ministers and better citizens.

Tom Bentley

We thought it was about getting the right policy and promoting it. Actually the job is to 
catalyse possibility – but then you do need a standards safeguard, and an ecosystem 
of support.

Peter Hyman

It should also be stressed that we do not disregard the importance of civic participatory 
movements (the pressure of a demand-side) in influencing the policy proposals of politicians. 
In education, as noted earlier, there are signs of life at the civic and community levels 
– certainly involving young people, First Nations peoples and the influence of catalytic 
philanthropy particularly amongst marginalised constituencies. The potential impact of 
evidence-informed, feasible policy proposals – with clear objectives and an aligned agenda 
for action – can generate public confidence, stakeholder engagement and thereby political 
commitment.

However, on participatory movements in particular, 

So, if this is the case, how can politicians – or perhaps, more realistically, aspiring politicians 
– be supported to champion and lead a new era for education, one that is adequate to the 
future our young people face? What processes could be designed to enable this; to give 
aspiring politicians the right experience and knowledge to pursue an agenda different from  
the ‘exhausted’ old ideas? Some possibilities might be developed from innovative initiatives. 
The first is from Finland (see Box 1).

The second is the City Lab Initiative for mayors, organised by Bloomberg Philanthropies, in 
partnership with the Aspen Institute. Whilst not specifically focusing on education, it aims to 
enable political leaders to develop genuinely innovative solutions to contemporary problems, 
appropriate for their context (see Box 2).

Other examples include the Athens-based progressive leadership centre, supported by the 
Andreas G Papandreou Foundation: the planning for Project Demos with Indian partners 
INK; the Young Leaders Program (for early career leaders in politics, local government, 
NGOs, private and social enterprises), linked to Harvard’s Adaptive Leadership Network; 
and participatory Democracy Labs. 
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Box 1. Finland example of an innovative initiative

The Sivistys-Academy was created in 2017. The founding organisations were the 
Teacher Union of Finland, the Ministry of Education and Culture, the National Agency for 
Education in Finland and the Academy of Finland (responsible for allocating the research 
financing in Finland). There are now five cohorts that have graduated from the academy.  
It is meant for people who have, or will have, influential power in Finnish society. They 
are politicians, business leaders, media editors. Each participant is handpicked to make 
sure there is a lot of diversity in each course. Those invited have been very positive 
to take part and, for the MPs, the Parliament has given permission to be absent from 
parliamentary work during the course. The first two days to have some presentations 
(what Sivistys is all about, the history of it, what are current challenges) and a lot of 
shared discussion to prioritise what are the most burning questions to be answered. 
One day is spent in an educational, research or culture institute to take part in the reality 
of that institute, seeing it from the inside. Then the last two days are spent sharing their 
experiences, solutions to the challenges, theory of change, and reflecting what they have 
learned and what should be included in the next government program in the fields of 
education, research and culture. The leadership of the founding organisations are present 
throughout the whole process. There are no rapid changes occurring with this approach, 
but the organisers believe that this is the best way to make the culture change needed to 
make sure education policy will be coherent and fit for the future.

Box 2. Bloomberg Harvard City Leadership Initiative

The Bloomberg Harvard City Leadership Initiative is designed to equip mayors with 
the leadership and management tools to tackle complex challenges in their cities and 
improve the quality of life of their residents. The private sector invests more than US$42 
billion each year in executive development but there is no equivalent in the public sector.
The flagship program of the Bloomberg Center for Cities at Harvard University, the 
Initiative is a collaboration between Bloomberg Philanthropies, Harvard Kennedy School, 
and Harvard Business School that aims to provide a world-class learning experience 
for mayors and their senior leaders to help equip them with the tools and expertise to 
effectively govern cities. Harvard faculty, staff and students, alongside experts from 
Bloomberg Philanthropies’ global network of experts, work with the mayors and senior 
officials over the course of one year in the classroom, online and in the field, to foster 
professional growth and advance the necessary capabilities to drive innovation and 
deliver results for residents. Launched in 2017, the Initiative has built an alumni network  
of nearly 200 global mayors from 24 countries. Mayors themselves report that the 
program helps them to
�� build and support high-performing teams
�� increase leadership and management capacity in their area
�� communicate with constituents and key partners
�� use data to increase transparency, make better decisions, and manage performance
�� effectively innovate by prototyping, implementing quickly, and learning from failure, and
�� work across silos and break down barriers to collaboration within government and 

across their area.

(See bloombergcities.jhu.edu/citylab)

<  32  >

https://bloombergcities.jhu.edu/citylab


What if every jurisdiction set out to create attractive developmental experiences for aspiring 
politicians to inform and inspire their imaginations? Might this go some way to overcoming 
the dearth of political imagination that Mulgan identifies in Another World is Possible: How 
to Reignite Social and Political Imagination?31 

A ‘trusted convenor’ role?
In our previous paper32, we argued that bringing education into a new relationship with 
the economy and work – with technology; with the broader society; and with our planetary 
survival – required multiple forms of learning. We suggest now that the political shift required 
to enable this agenda will entail a new politics: the politics of participative democracy, of 
community action and the power of networking – the exercise of New Power.33   

The role of system brokers and intermediaries is attracting increasing attention. However, 
from a system governance and government perspective, this work ‘on behalf of the system’ 
needs to be legitimised and authorised.

In Finland this process is being modelled and enacted in the explicit and visible political 
appointment of ‘System Convenors’. This role has a history of creating spaces for deep 
dialogue, for conversations between people from multiple perspectives, and multiple cultural, 
political, class and social backgrounds – coming together to learn across boundaries, to create 
new collaborative solutions.

You need a system convenor getting people around the table; convincing them you 
don’t have an agenda; so that people don‘t stay in their own bunkers and start kind 
of throwing grenades when somebody proposes something. Bring the different actors 
together and create trust for them to have shared leadership of committing to the 
changes and giving up something that has been important to each one of them to 
achieve something better together … (you need) someone who is a trusted referee to 
bring and keep the actors together – to start the campfires that lure the actors to come 
around them and create shared meaning of abstract terms that the aims of education 
and curriculum are full of.

Olli-Pekka Heinonen

There are many who might play the broker, enabler or orchestrator role, serving a new politics 
for education, including: statutory bodies; politically neutral agencies; and individuals with 
insight and experience. In England, the Federation for Education Development (FED)34 is 
seeking to play precisely that role, in search of a long-term approach to education’s evolution.

The potential is considerable for the ‘trusted convenor’ role to be tasked by government, to 
deploy legitimacy in different worlds and to have the convening power to bring the diversity of 
actors to a joint conversation. In short, this approach – advocated by many ‘expert witnesses’ 
– is certainly not an abdication of, nor a substitute for, a politically responsible representative 
government – but it could be a gamechanger in the New Politics for the transforming education 
endeavour, as system change is pursued and politically forged. 
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The profession must step up!
Arising from this unique set of interviews, at this snapshot in time, was a feeling that the 
profession – both leaders and teachers – needs to step up. In addition to what, of course, are 
their core conventional foci, there emerged a sense that the profession of educator needed 
to (re)acquire a broader meaning: as civic actors and influencers. 

We basically say the bottom and middle have to think of themselves as part and 
parcel of the system that they’re changing, including the part that they don’t live 
in. That is the top. So, we’ve expanded the terms of reference of those at the local 
middle level to say: I have a responsibility to influence the next level up. That’s part 
of my job description. We have to work on increasing the capacity of the bottom 
and the middle to be persuasive to each other and upward. ... you’ve seen this 
kind of stirring of the bottom, with some agencies like ourselves cultivating that and 
empowering that mobilising. So we’ve got to do more if we’re interested in system 
change – there’s more happening than just the minor number of innovations.

Michael Fullan

The key thing is for the professional part of the education system to have a view 
about the future … about how you want the system to improve. Not just waiting  
to see what government does, but advocating for what you believe in, and having 
a vision. And remember to communicate outwards to the public, the taxpayer, the 
parents, whoever it is. Don‘t just argue with the government.

Michael Barber

Are you prepared to change – in whatever way you can? Are you prepared 
to step outside your comfort zone and become part of a movement that 
will bring about the necessary systemic transformation?

Thunberg, 2021 

This may be a step too far for many educators (especially classroom teachers), feeling this 
is not what they signed up for – and that is perfectly understandable – but leaders cannot 
have it both ways. You cannot deplore the direction and constraints of a system you feel to 
be failing to serve the interests of your learners, your society and the planet, and expect that 
system – or its political leadership – to do all the work of change. Politicians need educators’ 
help, as well as their pressure.

To quote from our sister-domain of the climate emergency,

If the educational community really felt that things were changing and this became 
part of a movement talking to parents, talking to the local government, the business 
community – then that would I think also be strong. 

George Papandreou

<  34  >



Final thoughts
Perhaps after all, what we are seeing in education is nothing other than a broader malaise 
of contemporary democracies. Across the board, commentators note the primacy of short-
termism, and the failure to pursue bolder, identified strategies and solutions.

So what is holding them back? The answer is simple: fear. ... Fear is not 
an ignoble sentiment. Evolution has made it part of our human armoury 
for a reason. But we have reached the point where political fear has 
become the enemy of good government and rational debate. Which is why 
my new year wish – OK, fantasy – is that we copy COP, and create arenas 
where we, and especially our leading politicians currently too scared to 
come clean, can ask big long-term questions ... debate them openly and 
feel our way towards big answers.

Peter Kellner35

Whilst Kellner’s observation relates to political agendas across the board, this malaise is 
now being felt keenly in the domain of education. We know we are not behaving as ‘good 
ancestors’.36 Our short-termism, our ‘borrowing into the future’, aside from giving humanity 
a mere 1-in-6 chance of avoiding extinction in the next century37 excludes the interests of 
young people in the creation of the future. Of all the domains in public policy, failure on 
this front in education is the most irresponsible. We have an intergenerational responsibility 
of the highest order. Our purpose in undertaking this work has been to grow understanding 
of what is needed to address this failure. Our hope is to see a movement gather momentum, 
and for politicians to be key actors in shaping a Learning Future of meaning and hope for 
all humanity.
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