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FOREWORD 

This report presents some of the main results of a decade of Schooling for Tomorrow.  

The first chapter acts as an introduction to this report and presents the main published outputs from 

the Schooling for Tomorrow programme. The second chapter revisits the original OECD scenarios in the 

light of on-going trends and the trends themselves taking place in education‟s wider context that impact on 

the challenges and possibilities facing schools.  

The first part of this report (chapter two and three) focuses on trends and scenarios specifically while 

the second part of this report (chapter four and five) focuses on futures thinking in action 

The third chapter presents some of the scenarios produced apart from the Schooling for Tomorrow 

scenarios. The work on “university futures”, inspired by the interest in SfT, has produced its own scenario 

set which have helped understand choices and developments in higher education. Schooling for Tomorrow 

has considered developments specifically within the educational workforce, in Hiroshima in 2006 and 

subsequently in Cardiff. Lifelong learning is arguably the concept over-arching all these different levels 

and settings but has suffered from its sheer breadth and lack of definition. Scenarios may actually assist to 

clarify the broad strategic choices. The fourth chapter is mostly conceptual and explore why futures 

thinking is important but why it is also difficult. The fifth chapter reflects on the lessons learned in the 

third phase of Schooling for Tomorrow with regard to Futures Thinking in Action.  

 

 

This report is a first draft made available as background information to the participants in the 

Final International Schooling for Tomorrow conference in Helsinki (29 September – 1 October) it is 

work in progress, please do not circulate or quote from it. 
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CHAPTER ONE: A DECADE OF ‘SCHOOLING FOR TOMORROW’ 

Introduction 

This first chapter presents the main published outputs from the Schooling for Tomorrow programme. 

These reports were punctuated by diverse conferences, seminars and workshops, and these are partly 

reflected in the publications as several relied on papers prepared specifically for the different events. There 

have also been materials produced in order to make Schooling for Tomorrow „user-friendly‟, which 

includes the latest publication „Trends Shaping Education‟ (2008) but also a „Starterpack‟ and an on-line 

“Knowledge Bank”. 

This chapter summarises the main themes and reports under four main headings: i) scenarios and 

futures thinking; ii) innovation, reform and change; iii) the promise of ICT to reshape education; and 

iv) making futures thinking accessible. The key themes are developed in the following chapter, regarding 

changes in the broader world in which schooling is located, on the one hand, and within education, on the 

other. 

Scenarios and Futures Thinking 

The Schooling for Tomorrow programme has certainly not aimed to predict the future - an impossible 

undertaking - nor even to provide in detail its own vision of what the desirable longer-term future should 

be, which is a more feasible undertaking. Rather, it has sought to provide elements which are likely to 

shape the future and a set of tools with which to consider how best to address it proactively. It has offered 

an international forum of exchange and debate around these issues. We have understood “providing tools” 

not simply, nor even mainly, as compiling different methodologies; we have created our own scenario set 

and analyses of trends as potential inspiration to others. We have also placed an important emphasis on 

encouraging “futures thinking in action” – see Part Two – as reflected in the 2006 “Think Scenarios” 

report.  

What Schools for the Future? 2001 

This key publication of the Schooling for Tomorrow series delivers the six scenarios that have proved 

to continue to be influential within countries and in country-based futures thinking initiatives linked with 

the SfT project. In addition, the publication draws on an extensive body of international statistics and 

research to analyse social, economic, and educational trends. Contributions from eight international experts 

complete the analyses with differing perspectives on the challenges facing schools today and tomorrow 

covering such themes as: the changing nature of work and the family; new dimensions to social inequality; 

the territorial dimension to governance (including education); the situation of young people; and 

summaries of national and international futures studies. The six are divided within three main clusters.  

Maintaining the Status Quo  

 The “Bureaucratic System Continues” Scenario 

This scenario assumes the continuation of powerfully bureaucratic systems, with strong pressures 

towards uniformity. There is resistance to radical change, despite public and media discourse often 

dominated by criticisms, for systems have and maintain their own powerful equilibria. The direction of 

decision-making is hierarchical, and while there is some influence of “outsiders”, the system is organised 

primarily to its own internal logic within national or regional contexts.  
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Diverse, dynamic schools after root-and-branch reform of bureaucratic systems – “Re-schooling” 

These scenarios express the futures that inform many of the reform agendas in education. To some, 

they are utopias; to others, they are essential to the very survival of public school systems. Two variant 

scenarios are outlined below; what they share is the continued strong role of schools as linchpin institutions 

for society and education.  

 The "Schools as Focused Learning Organisations" Scenario 

While the features of this scenario, imbued with the language of reform and knowledge management, 

are relatively familiar in terms of the expressed aims of many current policies, they are nevertheless highly 

demanding. They are demanding especially in terms of how widespread would be the change in 

educational practice, the extent of diversity, and the tolerance of innovation, for this scenario to come 

about as the norm. Schools would be revitalised around a strong knowledge agenda (compared with the 

strong social emphasis of the next scenario), in a culture of high quality, experimentation, diversity, and 

innovation.  

 The "Schools as Core Social Centres" Scenario 

This scenario is even more demanding of change, as schools take on onerous responsibilities as the 

most effective bulwark against fragmentation in society and the family. As the social capital and cohesion 

traditionally offered through the family, work, residential community, and the church come under 

increasing strain, education moves still more to the fore as the primary source of social integration. They 

would be strongly defined by collective and community tasks, with correspondingly extensive shared 

responsibilities between schools and other community bodies and sources of expertise, including tertiary 

education.  

The pursuit of alternatives to schools as systems disband or disintegrate – “de-schooling”  

 The "Extending the Market Model" Scenario 

This is the future that, for ideological reasons, many in education find the least palatable. In this 

scenario, market features are very significantly extended as governments encourage diversification and 

withdraw from much of their direct involvement in schooling, pushed by dissatisfaction of "strategic 

consumers". Many new providers move into the “learning market” encouraged by radical reforms of 

funding structures, incentives and regulation but it might be expected that some schools as we know them, 

both public and private, manage to survive. A key role in this future is played by choice - of those buying 

educational services and of those, such as employers, giving market value to different learning routes.  

 The “Learning Networks and the Network Society" Scenario 

In its disestablishment of school systems into networking arrangements, this is the most radical of the 

scenarios. The combination of dissatisfaction with schools and new media for learning leads to schools 

being abandoned. Learner networks form an important part of the broader "network society", based on 

diverse parental, cultural, religious and community interests. The exploitation of ubiquitous ICT 

connectedness is critical. Whatever the similarities in fact with the market scenario, the language and 

rhetoric associated with it are quite distinct – instead of the watchword being “competition”, in the network 

society it is “co-operation”.  
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 The "Teacher exodus and system meltdown” scenario 

In this, a major crisis of teacher shortages develops which is highly resistant to conventional policy 

responses. The large size of the teaching force implies long lead times before the scale of the crisis is 

recognised and again before policy measures might have chance to show tangible results on teacher 

numbers; during these lags conditions worsen and chronic shortages become an exodus and then a system 

„meltdown‟. It is also the most partial and least coherent of the scenarios and unlikely to define a stable 

future and it would normally be the trigger to further change rather than a stable end-point. But it has also 

proved to be one of the most effective for galvanising debate.  

Think Scenarios, Rethink Education, 2006 

This volume gives scholarly overviews and practical lessons on the development and use of scenarios 

to address educational policy. It consolidated the „futures thinking‟ component of Schooling for Tomorrow 

after a number of years of working with scenarios, in OECD and in different countries. Its first part 

contains theoretical and analytical contributions, including papers based on keynote addresses to SfT 

conferences (Jay Ogilvy, Michael Fullan). These are complemented by methodological discussions 

covering different scenario approaches, their strengths and weaknesses, scenario approaches from other 

sectors, and their applicability to education.  

Part Two is about „Futures Thinking in Action‟, based on the projects which had used scenarios to 

address educational change or reform in different participating systems working with the project up to 

then. These were pilot initiatives in four countries that injected long-term thinking into educational agendas 

by bringing a broad cross-section of educational stakeholders together in fresh ways. The systems covered 

were: England, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Ontario (English-speaking), and Ontario (French-speaking).  

Innovation, Reform and Change 

Many of the commentators using the scenarios arrived at a somewhat pessimistic conclusion: their 

desired way ahead is to move away from the bureaucratic status quo but it proves very difficult to do so. 

Indeed, the discussion in the next chapter suggests that after a decade or so there has not been marked 

progress towards reformed and revitalised schooling systems. The reports considered in this section have 

all contributed to consider what the alternatives might be and how to get there. 

In addition, a further line of work began under Schooling for Tomorrow with a conference and study 

located in Mexico and now continuing as the project „Innovative Learning Environments‟ (previously 

Alternative Models of Learning), more focused on learning than schooling and more rooted in the learning 

science research. The first publication from that work, begun under SfT, is now in press (possible title: 

Innovating to Learn, Learning to Innovate). 

Demand-sensitive Schooling? Evidence and Issues, 2006 

Demand has quickly become an established part of the discourse on educational reform across the 

world. It is a controversial concept. For some, it is about rectifying an excessively bureaucratic approach to 

education (“supply-driven” systems), but this can quickly be associated with the precepts of New Public 

Management – an increased role for clients and markets, even privatisation, which for many is at odds with 

the traditional aims of education to promote equity, cultivate humanity, and sustain local communities.  

Demand is also an important concept. It takes a prominent position in the reform debates in many 

OECD countries, whether to enhance participation and active forms of personalised teaching and learning 

or to improve public services through the pressures of quasi-markets. It is thus a broad concept, leaving it 

open to multiple interpretations in developing reform agendas.  
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This report is a companion volume with "Personalizing Education" (below) in that it seeks to 

understand the demand side of the equation as well as making the “supply” side more diverse and 

responsive to demand. The launching point for the report is that demand is a multi-dimensional concept 

that needs to be unpacked. There is clarification of the ways in which it can be expressed (exit and voice) 

and the potential impacts a more demand-led system may have for such key aims as quality and equity.  

This study is based on different national reports which synthesise research findings and datasets 

particular to their countries (the participating countries were Austria, the Czech Republic, Denmark, 

England, Finland, Hungary, Japan, Poland, the Slovak Republic and Spain, plus additional material from 

the United States). Countries do not collect systematic evidence on attitudes, expectations, or satisfaction, 

whether of parents, employers or the public at large, so that this review remains indicative rather than 

comprehensive. It includes chapters reviewing and discussing evidence relating to: public and parental 

perceptions of schooling; parental choice and diversity of provision; parent and community “voice” in 

schools; and what have to students say about their education. 

Personalising Education, 2006 

This volume describes the shift from the one-size-fits-all approach to education of the industrial era 

toward a "personalisation" of education and public services in knowledge-based societies. It explores many 

possible meanings, purposes, and possibilities for personalised learning through eight expert papers, some 

relating to developments in specific OECD countries, which were presented at an OECD seminar in 

London in 2004. 

The different chapters cover an impressive range: from an elaborate policy statement and “vision” by 

the then UK education minister to summaries of relevant research from the learning sciences and brain 

research; from analyses of policy conditions for personalisation to emerge and obstacles that stand in its 

way to clarifying think-pieces about the scope and ambition of the “personalisation” agenda; from 

sociological analyses of young people and culture to futures thinking about personalisation in 2025. 

Included among the contributions is a typology of “personalisation” by Leadbeater: 

¶ Bespoke services: where services are high quality and tailored to the needs of individual clients. 

Personalisation as tailored services is likely to grow as an alternative to standardised education 

systems and as a complement to them (such as out-of-school-hours programmes).  

¶ Mass customisation: a second approach to personalisation will be mass customisation, in which 

users are allowed a degree of choice over how to mix and blend standardised components and 

modules to create a learning programme more suited to their goals.  

¶ Mass personalisation: personalisation as participation and community co-creation of value. Some 

of the most potent new organisational models – E-Bay, Linux, online games – are emerging from 

organisations that harness the power of communities of co-creation, in which users are also 

teachers, co-contributors, critics and product developers.  

Networks of Innovation, 2003 

This volume analyses processes of change in school systems facing new contexts of management and 

governance. Based on presentations at three international conferences at the beginning of this decade, it 

begins with macro issues, moving to the micro level with discussions of governance, including 

accountability; networks and partnerships; and organizations and leadership. “Networks” – as a form of 

learning, educational organisation, and social reality – are prominently discussed.  
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One tangible policy outcome from the early years of the Schooling for Tomorrow programme was the 

conclusion reached by former Swedish education minister Ylva Johansson in conclusion of the SfT 

Rotterdam conference in 2000 (and reproduced as Chapter 9 of this report). In contrast with much of the 

SfT reflection which looks out into future developments, this statement was firmly grounded in 

contemporary policy priorities and possibilities: “To move to what we would like to happen defines a 

challenging policy agenda, fostering innovation and dynamism at all levels. My conclusions cover both 

general directions for policy and support for local-level innovation.” 

Orientations for future policies 

High ambitions, strong organisations: In the knowledge societies of today and tomorrow, schools 

need high ambitions in order to fulfil their potential and to survive as highly relevant organisations for our 

societies. It is vital to narrow the achievement gap, within and between schools. Schools, and other places 

for learning, must be strong, independent, and well equipped. Well-developed systems of assessment and 

accountability are needed to provide the knowledge that schools' high ambitions are being met within the 

larger national goals. 

Schools as democratic agents for social cohesion: An integral element of their ambitious agenda is 

building cohesion and social capital. Schools are among the most effective avenues of inclusion, and this 

should be one of the main outcomes on which their success is judged. 

Well-resourced schools to meet demanding public responsibilities: If schools are to meet demanding 

objectives, they must be well-resourced. They should be confident of their funding to meet their clear 

public responsibilities, whether this comes directly or indirectly from the public purse. While diverse 

partnerships are now such an important feature of education, schools should not have to be reliant on them 

to meet their core funding needs.  

Networks and partnerships are critical: School autonomy goes hand-in-hand with being connected to 

the community, other educators, and the broader society. Hence, the key role of networks and partnerships. 

Too much educational practice in OECD countries is characterised by isolation: schools from parents and 

the community and from each other; teachers and learners in isolated classrooms. Partnerships may address 

skills and employment, society and culture, or bring together different parts of the educational world; 

parents are among the most important of schools' partners. 

From teaching to learning: the curriculum is at the heart of schooling. The focus needs to shift from 

teaching and towards learning. Guiding this shift in focus should be the underlying aim that schools are 

laying the foundation for lifelong learning – the knowledge, competences, and motivation to go on learning 

in the many settings beyond school. Facilities in schools need to be attractive, flexible and fitted for a wide 

variety of purposes if they are to foster this shifting curriculum emphasis. 

Teachers and leadership: Far from implying any lessening of their importance, the shift from 

teaching to learning calls for still more demanding professional repertoires. Teachers should themselves be 

highly motivated and work through networks and teams. It is a matter of the utmost concern that in many 

countries severe problems of recruitment and teacher supply are emerging. New incentives are needed 

across the whole range of conditions and rewards, both to attract high-quality recruits and maintain a 

vibrant, diverse teaching force. Strong autonomous schools meeting high ambitions also call for strong 

leaders, principals and managers. Professional development for leadership and management is thus vital. 

ICT as a learning and development tool: ICT should be used to the full in school learning, and for 

this there needs to be a shift from basic investments in hardware to the development of the innovative use 

of ICT in the classroom. Investments to support teachers working together to use ICT as a learning tool can 
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foster a deeper pedagogy of the whole school. Teachers and students should exploit ICT‟s enormous 

potential for communication and collaborative learning. There must be much closer links in ICT learning 

strategies between schools, homes and communities in order to bridge any emerging “digital divide”. 

Fostering and disseminating information 

An important element of the success of this conference has been in the site visits to innovations in 

Rotterdam - some in schools and others in community initiatives - and their comparison with parallel 

programmes in other countries.  Policies should work to provide the environment in which innovations can 

flourish and good practice can be disseminated; certain conclusions relate specifically to this.  

National standards, school autonomy: Authorities should set clear and ambitious standards for 

schooling, but there must be adequate space for local initiative in meeting those standards. Schools should 

flourish as autonomous learning organisations and educational innovation should be firmly rooted in 

locally defined needs and problems. 

Bold experimentation, evaluation, and dissemination: A climate of experimentation should be 

fostered within the broad frameworks of national goals, with imaginative solutions devised for the real 

challenges being confronted on the ground. Evaluation and feedback are critical. Some “failures” are 

inevitable and must be accepted in order to encourage risk-taking; valuable lessons can be learned from 

them as well as from the successes. Lessons learned and successful practices should not remain isolated 

examples, but be disseminated so that they can enjoy a much broader impact. We lack good dissemination 

strategies, and these are a priority. 

The key role of partnerships: Partnerships are fundamental to schooling for today and tomorrow: 

they open new learning opportunities and knowledge; they provide the critical links between schools and 

their communities; they broaden the support base on which dynamic schools and teacher professionalism 

depends. 

Sustaining innovation and improvement: There should be high levels of support for successful 

innovation and experimentation to ensure that the benefits are sustainable. Those facing the greatest 

challenges, in situations of compound disadvantages, most need that support. Local excellence and 

innovation cannot be sustained simply through the idiosyncratic influence of the charismatic individual – 

teacher, principal, community leader – though such figures are critical sources of inspiration. 

In sum, schools have been very important and, in many respects, successful institutions. They were 

integral to the transformation from agrarian to industrial societies. They represent a very important 

investment for our countries in making the further transformation from industrial to the knowledge-based 

societies of today and tomorrow, but for this they must be revitalised and dynamic. We have pointed the 

way to how this can be done”. 

In terms of the Schooling Scenarios outlined above, the vision she outlines is firmly in the „re-

schooling‟ camp, with strong schools for all rendered dynamic by far-reaching reform of the bureaucratic 

constraints that conventionally have hidebound many school systems. 

Innovating Schools, 1999 

This volume brings together the main papers and results from the first international conference of 

Schooling for Tomorrow, held in Hiroshima, Japan. Key issues are the nature of innovation in schooling 

and its relation to the broader goals and developments in education and to national reform initiatives. The  

chapters draw on experiences, traditions, and literatures from very different systems and world regions, 
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complemented by the national cases of innovative schools and schooling that provided the documentary 

basis for the seminar. 

Already key themes that would be developed over the following decade were laid down: the need to 

ground analysis in an understanding both of young people and of the role and function of education; the 

focus on innovation as opposed to reform; diversification and (and in tension with) inequality; the 

importance of social capital and community; schooling as part of lifelong learning. 

The Promise of ICT to Reshape Education 

Exploring the potential of ICT in education has not been specific to Schooling for Tomorrow but 

equally it would have been perverse had technology not featured prominently in the programme. This built 

on earlier work in the CERI programme back in the 1980s (e.g. OECD/CERI 1986 and 1987). After the 

studies reported here, the educational work on ICT shifted back to policy uptake and implementation and 

the responsible OECD body shifted accordingly to the Education Policy Committee (see EPA 2004, 

OECD 2005). Since then, work on ICT and digital resources has returned to CERI in different ways, 

representing a significant increase in effort since it was part of the SfT programme: E-learning in higher 

education (OECD/CERI, 2005); open educational resources (OECD/CERI 2007); the major project on 

„New Millennium Learners”; an on-going review of innovations related to “digital learning resources”; and 

as an integral element of the Innovative Learning Environments projects.   

Learning to Change: ICT in Schools, 2001 

"Learning to Change - ICT in Schools" published in 2001, focused both on how ICT is being used in 

schools and how it might be in the future. Its different chapters include: policy priorities for ICT in 

schools; the curriculum and the learner; educational software and digital content; schools and the internet; 

the practice and professional development of teachers; and school organisation and contacts with homes. 

This was based on a series of country papers, expert contributions and events organised during the course 

of the project. A summary of the key messages to emerge is:  

¶ Radical curriculum change is needed in the Internet age: Powerful tensions exist between 

traditional curricula – based on well-defined content and rules for students to learn and be able to 

reproduce – and the open, skills-based, student-centred approaches supported by ICT. Dominant 

curricular and organisational patterns in school were not designed for the Internet age, and often 

inhibit its effective use. ICT offers some gains for traditional curriculum delivery, but its full 

educational potential cannot be realised without radical changes in school structures and 

methodologies.  

¶ Student assessment must be compatible with ICT-enriched learning: The promotion of advanced 

skills and competences will fall short in assessment regimes that are overwhelmingly based on 

achievement in single subjects, by means of conventional written examinations. What is assessed 

in schools and how the assessment is performed exercises a tenacious influence on the delivered 

curriculum. To continue with existing patterns of student assessment will act as a brake on the 

imaginative use of ICT.  

¶ Digital literacy is now a fundamental learning objective for all: Just as “conventional” literacy is 

more than basic ability to read a sequence of words, digital literacy is more than ability to use a 

computer in simple ways, and both are fundamentally important. It implies a sophisticated set of 

competences pervading workplace, community and social life, including information-handling 

skills, and the capacity to make judgements about relevance and reliability when searching on the 
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internet. Digital literacy is a vital part of the foundations for lifelong learning and must have a 

high priority within the curriculum. 

¶ Schools must be fully equipped and supported for using ICT: Effective use of the technology 

requires suitable levels of equipment, for use on demand within each classroom, and readily 

available to students out of lesson time. Internet access has increased dramatically, but more 

work-stations and higher bandwidth are needed, to promote extended and sophisticated use. 

Exceptional grants for the initial installation of ICT have to be followed by regular funding for 

maintenance, technical support, and the cost of being on-line – that can be a severe deterrent to 

Internet use.   

¶ Schools need plentiful educational software of quality and easily-accessed information on it: 

Teachers need a comprehensive supply of quality educational software to be readily available, 

with easily-accessed on-line information about it, concerning subject coverage, intellectual level 

and ease of use. It is particularly informative to include judgements by teachers on actual 

classroom use.  Sustained dialogue is needed between ICT suppliers and the education service, 

including teachers, to improve the range of software and digital content.  Often it will be for 

governments to promote such dialogue and share some of the risks of new development. 

¶ ICT in schools requires an extended professional role for teachers: Teachers face a more 

demanding professional role as managers of the ICT-enhanced learning environment. They must 

have a range of technical and pedagogical skills, with continuous updating to match advances in 

the technology and modes of use. Much will be achieved through electronic networking with 

colleagues in other schools, universities and elsewhere. Without adequate investment in teacher 

professional development and enhanced professional activities, effective technology integration 

into schools cannot succeed. 

¶ School leadership and management must be fully committed to adopting ICT: Visionary school 

leadership is needed to bring about and sustain the dramatic changes enabled by ICT, to persuade 

and give confidence to all involved – teachers and learners, parents and others in the school and 

community. The school must be re-organised so that working with ICT becomes integral and 

unexceptional, with a move away from the traditional individualistic and isolated modes of 

teaching, and emphasis on digital literacy for all.  

¶ School, home and community have new opportunities for partnership: ICT encourages – and 

ultimately requires – a rapprochement between formal education and the learning that takes place 

outside school. It brings impressive channels of communication between students, teachers, 

parents and the wider community, that must be purposefully developed and actively sustained.  

The most effective learning environment is one based on a dynamic partnership between home 

and school, formal and informal, teacher and taught.  This underscores the seriousness of the 

situation for students who have inadequate home facilities, who are on the wrong side of the 

“digital divide”. 

These conclusions may already seem somewhat dated, especially through understating the extent to 

which young people today - the “New Millennium Learners”- in OECD countries are immersed in 

digitally-rich environments and the range of digital learning resources available to many schools, (both 

subjects for current CERI investigation). Some of the conclusions have been roundly confirmed more 

recently, such as the strong focus on the key supportive role of school management and leadership (the 

IEA Sites report, 2008 – Law et al). 
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Yet, the underlying message of the above conclusions remains firmly relevant: for school systems to 

pursue these directions is becoming less and less a matter of choice. The intensive and imaginative use of 

ICT comes increasingly to be integral to accepted notions of quality education, permitting a broader access 

to knowledge, networking among teachers and students, more diverse organisational possibilities, and 

closer preparation for life and employment. The highly traditional approaches to school learning appear 

increasingly untenable in the globalised world of the 21
st
 century.   

Learning to Bridge the Digital Divide, 2000 

This volume shows that ICT can powerfully support lifelong learning and help overcome social 

inequality in both OECD and non-OECD countries, while also showing that without policy intervention 

ICT can intensify rather than reduce societal divisions. It analyses the challenges of ICT use and 

documents examples of initiatives to overcome these challenges, building on an OECD Roundtable held at 

the U.S. National Center on Adult Literacy in Philadelphia in 1999. Obviously, in such a fast-changing 

field, the examples and data it contains have rapidly dated even if certain of the issues remain highly 

pertinent. 

Part of the interest of the report was to clarify the very meaning of “digital divide” as it relates to 

education. There is not a single digital divide there are a series of overlapping gaps, that separate 

individuals, segments of society, organisations as well as whole nations. With such a range of dimensions, 

combined with the fact that the digital divide is as much an expression as the cause of inequality, the term 

risks becoming devalued and eventually discredited through imprecision.  

The most obvious manifestations of the learning “digital divide” are the ICT gaps that exist within 

formal education, between one school or school system and another, in terms of the equipment, materials, 

connectivity, and the integration of ICT within the teaching/learning environment. These might be 

described as the "input" divides. Although investment in hardware, software and telecommunication links 

in families and educational institutions has been growing fast in all OECD countries, resources remain 

unevenly distributed across countries. Moreover, a complementary focus is needed on digital inequalities 

manifest in various forms of tertiary and adult education, workplace training, as well as media- and home-

based informal learning.  

Yet, it should not be assumed that the phenomenon and its solutions must be narrowly technological, 

rather than essentially about people, skills, education, and learning. The equipment indicators sometimes 

adopted to show the existence of a “divide”, while the most measurable, may also be quite misleading. 

What matters acutely is the use actually made of ICT in education. And, many aspects of the “digital 

divide” are determined by ICT access and use outside the formal system. Far from undermining the case 

for active ICT educational investment and access policies, the opposite is the case precisely so as to 

compensate for these home-based inequalities.   

Making Futures Thinking Accessible to Educators and Innovators 

Given the priority of Schooling for Tomorrow to promote concrete applications and educational 

change – “futures thinking in action” – it was natural that an important effort should be made to devise 

materials that might be used directly by educators and innovators.  

Trends Shaping Education, 2008 

This book is designed to help policy makers, managers and practitioners in education to think about 

developments like these and to support long-term strategic thinking in education. It presents 26 major 

trends in the context of education, grouped in 9 broad themes. For each trend, there is a two-page spread, 
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containing a short introduction, two figures with accompanying text followed by three key questions about 

the impact of the trend on the future of education.  

This compilation relies mainly, but not exclusively, on OECD sources to give, as far as possible, 

robust international evidence on trends in the wider social, economic, technological and cultural 

environment. It is necessarily highly selective and it is neither an analytical report nor is it a statistical 

compendium. Instead, it is intended to be a stimulus for thinking about trends influencing education, and 

an invitation for users to look further and to add examples of trends from their own countries or regions.  

The structure of the trends presented is:  

1. Ageing OECD Societies:  Fewer children; Living longer; Changing age structures. 

2. Global Challenges:  Our crowded planet; International divides of affluence and poverty; 

Populations on the move; Global environmental challenges. 

3. Towards a New Economic Landscape: The global economy; Knowledge-intensive service 

economies; 

4.  The Changing World of Work and Jobs: Lives less dominated by work? Less securely attached 

to the labour market? Women at work. 

5. The Learning Society: Educational attainment; Rising investments in education; Global 

educational patterns – inequalities and student flows. 

6.  ICT: The Next Generation:  The digital revolution; The expanding World Wide Web; Towards 

Web 2.0? 

7. Citizenship and the State: Changing forms of political participation; The role of the welfare state 

- Smaller government? 

8. Social Connections and Values:  Living in more diverse families; Less social interaction? 

Evolving values. 

9. Sustainable Affluence?: Growing affluence, growing energy consumption; Inequality on the rise; 

Lifestyles with health risks. 

„Trends Shaping Education‟ has been produced as part of the Schooling for Tomorrow programme 

but as this will reappear in subsequent years after the project has been wound up it is not specifically in the 

„Schooling for Tomorrow‟ series and continues as part of CERI‟s „Education Horizons‟ activity. 

The Web-based Starterpack 

The Starter Pack is designed for flexibility. The topics unfold sheet by sheet, so they can be used 

progressively or selectively according to the purpose. The sheets can support work in various settings: 

providing an action brief on using Futures Thinking; informing a workshop on scenario development; or 

helping a group use Schooling for Tomorrow insights to enhance its design process. 

 The Starter Pack allows users to enhance and enrich it with, for instance, country-specific material on 

education policy, school development plans, and project documents. It contains: 
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¶ Introduction – Getting started provides briefs on futures thinking, the Schooling for Tomorrow 

approach and rationale. 

¶ Trends – What is shaping the future of schooling? provides briefs on broad social, economic and 

technological trends and suggest their possible influences on education and schooling. 

¶ Scenarios – What might schooling look like in the future? provides six scenarios as examples for 

future schooling, ranging from bureaucratic systems to system meltdown. 

¶ Methodologies – How to go about it? Provides briefs on how to use Schooling for Tomorrow 

trends and scenarios and what to gain from them and introduces additional methods in futures 

thinking. 

¶ Experiences – Futures Thinking in Action provides briefs on country-based initiatives and lessons 

learned so far concerning how they got started, their process and benefits. 

The on-line knowledgebase 

In addition, an on-line knowledge base has been created as a website containing the research, analysis, 

tools, methods and experiences of Schooling for Tomorrow materials in an accessible format at 

www.oecd.org/edu/sft/knowledgebank.  

 

 

http://www.oecd.org/edu/sft/knowledgebank
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PART ONE: TRENDS AND SCENARIOS 
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CHAPTER TWO: SCENARIOS REVISETED AND MEGATRENDS 

This chapter considers both the original OECD scenarios in the light of on-going trends and the trends 

themselves taking place in education‟s wider context that impact on the challenges and possibilities facing 

schools. It will is still to be completed by a more extensive discussion of deeper changes taking place and a 

consideration of „mega-trends‟. 

This is not to suggest that trends and their implications for the future are straightforward. Authors in 

the SfT reports have pointed to various difficulties, some more fundamental than others and not necessarily 

consistent one with another. For Hutmacher (Think Scenarios, 2006) the problem is one of sketchy analysis 

and lack of a firm evidence base about education‟s larger context. Similarly, Miller in the same volume 

worries about atheoretical trend-spotting - which could be rectified by adequate theories and analysis - but 

elsewhere in the same chapter rejects trends analysis as constraining of imagination and insufficiently 

wide-ranging. Saussois (also in Think Scenarios, 2006) points to the fundamental involvement of the 

vantage point of the observer: what will be is identified as essential for an employer is different from that 

of an educational official, different again from a parent, and different again from a teacher. This does not 

undermine scenarios but emphasises that they are useful or not useful, not valid or invalid. 

Trends and the OECD Scenarios 

Educational systems are not simply plastic in the face of major forces in its wider context; they have 

their own dynamics, stakeholders and rules. Some indeed would identify the ills of education in excessive 

imperviousness to outside influence. This section revisits the original scenarios to ask how far existing 

trends argue in their support or not.  

Bureaucratic Systems Continue 

One way of tracking this „status quo‟ scenario is in capturing the extent of regulation and whether 

school systems are "tightly coupled". A related characteristic is the volume of administration and activities 

other than those connected directly to teaching and learning. There is further the issue of uniformity, and 

how far schools share the same basic structural characteristics.  

The position taken in much of the OECD analysis, including prominently the CERI work on 

knowledge management, is that schools as a whole are conventionally poor at organising their own 

knowledge management and profiting from the key motors of innovation, including networking, modular 

restructuring, research knowledge, and technological advance (Innovation in the Knowledge Economy, 

2004). Despite obvious benefits in terms of teachers pooling their knowledge through networks, but 

incentives to do so remain underdeveloped. There is need to tighten the “loose coupling” between the units 

– single teachers, separate classes and classrooms, individual schools operating primarily (and sometimes 

increasingly as more automomy is granted) in isolation - that so characterise many school systems. There is 

a powerful potential for ICT to transform education, including for managing institutions and classrooms, 

but its use in schools remains underdeveloped. Many reforms have been inspired by the desire to reduce 

excessive bureaucracy and to enhance the learning effectiveness of schools and teachers, suggesting that 

these remain firmly entrenched. 

Having noted that, it is not necessary to fall back on caricatured stereotypes of schools as 19
th
 century 

institutions untouched by decades of educational change nor to exaggerate the similarity of schools across 

countries and cultures despite structural resemblances. There are important differences for instance in the 
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extent to which they are “closed” or “open” institutions, receptive to outside influence from society and 

parents (Saussois, ibid). Nor is it clear that the media and parents, even educated parents, wish schooling to 

stray far from the familiar and may exercise a largely conservative influence, as discussed in the “Demand” 

report (2006). Some of the SfT experts – for instance, Hutmacher in Innovating Schools (1999) and 

Ungerleider in “Think Scenarios, Rethink Education” (2006) – emphasise to the extent to which schools 

provide desirable constancy, not change.  

In a recent analysis prepared for the sister project on Innovative Learning Environments (in press), 

Tom Bentley argues against assuming that the bureaucratic model should necessarily be seen as necessarily 

rigid and dysfunctional and indeed suggests that the bureaucratic model can also be seen as resilent, 

adaptable and functional in its own terms. (This echoes Hutmacher‟s original 1999 analysis in Innovating 

Schools pointing out that the sheer complexity of mass schooling needs rules and predictability to 

succeed.) Bentley‟s critique of the bureaucratic model is not its inflexibility but its tendency to divert 

energies and achievements away from learning itself. 

Schools as Focused Learning Organisations 

Part of tracking change towards this scenario is about the prevalence of different styles of 

management and leadership - flat and distributed rather than hierarchical. Partly, it is about how actively 

schools as a whole are places dedicated to knowledge management, whether concerned with day-to-day 

educational issues or with longer-term professional development. Partly, it is about breaking down the 

isolation of individual professionals, classroom units and schools.  

Many of the above observations concerning the bureaucratic model apply equally to this scenario. 

Features corresponding to Schools as Focused Learning Organisations underpin many reform efforts but it 

is not clear how far those reforms have resulted in fundamental change. As regards leadership, the starting 

point of the recent OECD report (2008) was set as follows: “In many countries, there is growing concern 

that the role of principal designed for the needs of a different time may not be appropriate to deal with the 

leadership challenges schools are facing in the 21
st
 century. Even as countries are adopting more 

distributed and collaborative approaches to leadership, on average across OECD countries, it is the 

principal who carries the bulk of school-level leadership responsibilities…as the expectations of what 

schools should achieve have changed dramatically over recent years, countries need to develop new forms 

of school leadership better suited to respond to current and future educational environments.” (pp.27, 31). 

Again, care is needed to distinguish the ambition of reform from the reality on the ground.   

Bentley (ibid) takes this as his point of departure: much on-going reform is inspired by the rhetoric of 

“re-schooling”. But even where it has succeeded in its own terms, where the vested interests are weak or 

have been swept away, (for example through industrial relations reform or the introduction of market 

competition), the schooling model has not changed radically. Successful private schools rarely stray from 

the organisational form or the regulatory methods found in state sectors. Across countries and cultures, the 

received definition of a „successful school‟ has become remarkably similar, increasingly influenced by 

both the international research movement on school improvement, and the internationalisation of 

performance indicators.  

This invites enquiry into the very meaning and possibility of innovation in the nature of learning 

which goes on in schools – across the board and not just in individual cases – which is the point of 

departure of the follow-up work to the SfT programme, “Innovative Learning Environments”. 
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Schools as Core Social Centres  

Testing this needs to show first the extent to which schools are locations which, in addition to learning 

for the young, house other activities - education and training for younger and older adults, local enterprise, 

social and leisure activities, community and political activity. More demanding still is where these are 

intertwined as activities with those of school-age students. Whether this is the norm, patchy or exceptional 

will tell whether this scenario has emerged as the dominant form of schooling. 

We have no firm evidence to offer on how far this conception has taken hold, despite its appeal to 

many in education. There are certainly “community schools” and examples where schools are integrated on 

campuses with other community facilities. Even in SfT we have examples where the learning is closely 

tied into community needs and the learners are by no means restricted to the young (the annex to the 

forthcoming Innovating to Learn, Learning to Innovate describes those in Mexico which were the case 

studies). And the importance especially primary schools in rural areas to shore up declining community 

institutions is a very familiar one. 

In general, however, it is probably fair to suggest that thorough-going versions of schools as core 

social centres are the exception rather than the rule. It is not impossible to imagine such models becoming 

more widespread, and efforts in some countries to make schools more autonomous and to give parents and 

local communities a greater voice are arguably steps in this direction. Yet, the very reasons why some find 

it attractive – the need for more robust “social anchors” - may also be why it is difficult to universalise.  

For where community resources are weak – due to e.g. depopulation, industrial decline, insecurity – 

the value of the school will be as a source of stability despite rather than because of its community. In other 

cases, there will be a stable and viable community, economically and culturally, where both schools and 

these communities can open more widely their doors to each other to mutual benefit. Even in such a case, 

change may alter the nature of the residential community within a generation. In yet other cases, 

“community” may be understood as socio-cultural or religious difference so that integrating it with the 

school is to promote a distinctiveness that will be odds with the universalism desired of schools in many 

countries. Finally, as affluence, mobility and cultural capital increase, residential communities may decline 

as parents detach themselves from a sense of community belonging – local social capital decreases just as 

individual cultural capital and wider social capital increase. In short, the very notion and reality of 

“community” is so diverse that it offers a shaky basis for a universal model of schooling.  

The Extended Market Model 

Indicators of how far this scenario has come into place would, first and foremost, be summaries of the 

penetration of market arrangements to cater for the learning of the young. One measure would be whether 

high or low numbers of students in any system are mainly enrolled in programmes that compete for funds 

and "clients" with the public school system. 

The evidence has proved to be mixed, though probably with not enough yet to disturb the main 

conclusion that schooling remains a primarily publicly-funded, publicly-organised service. There has been 

a rise of quasi-market arrangements in a number of countries including some, such as among the Nordic 

countries, which have traditionally been regarded as bastions of the welfare state. The 2006 „Demand‟ 

report describes the rise of publicly-subsidised, „private‟ forms of education, including in the OECD 

countries of Central Europe and Spain. 

 Some of the developments that might be consistent with the „Schools as Core Social Centres‟ 

scenario – for instance, diversification of the educational workforce and the range of bodies, consultants, 

and agencies involved in schooling – might equally be proposed as consistent with this very different 
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“market” scenario. The same diversity of curricula and organisational forms implicit in both of the 

“reschooling” scenarios can be looked at through the choice optic to tell a very different story. In short, the 

distinctiveness of the market scenario as “de-schooling” only holds up when it leads to a significant retreat 

from the public nature of schooling and much greater diversity of providers, not just diversity of provision.  

On spending at the school level, however, the most recent edition of Education at a Glance is clear: 

“Public funding dominates the primary, secondary and post-secondary non-tertiary levels of education in 

OECD and partner countries. Among OECD countries, it reaches 92% on average. Nevertheless, private 

funding exceeds 10% in Australia, Canada, the Czech Republic, Germany, Korea, Mexico, New Zealand, 

the Slovak Republic, Switzerland, and the United Kingdom, and the partners county Chile”. (EAG 2008, 

pp 245-247, with Germany and Switzerland accounted for in this group by the longstanding role of 

businesses in apprenticeships). However important are developments towards quasi-markets in schooling, 

including their impact on equity, therefore, there is little convincing support here for the Extended Market 

Model scenario. 

Learning Networks and the Network Society  

Revealing progress towards this scenario would primarily need to measure of how far the young are 

mainly educated through informal arrangements that neither depend on direct public funding nor at 

recognised "school" premises nor through staff that have been trained and licensed through state 

procedures. It is not revealed by high levels of connectivity or internet use, as this is compatible with the 

other scenarios, nor with home schooling per se if this is simply the displacement of the location of school-

age education to private school-type institutions. 

The sheer numbers in schools in OECD countries and the large proportions of young people who 

attend them mean that the disappearance of schools – so long a disappointed expectation of many futurists 

– has to remain a disappointed expectation for them: schools remain firmly-established features of the 

educational scene. As expressed by Education at a Glance: “virtually everyone has access to at least 

12 years of formal education. At least 90% of student are enrolled in education in an age range spanning 

14 or more years in Belgium, France, Germany, Hungary, Iceland, Japan, Norway, and Spain.” This has 

gone along with an increase of 7 percentage points in the proportion of 15-19 year-olds enrolled in 

education in education between 1995 and 2006 (74% to 81%).  Significant numbers of home-schooled 

pupils in the United States are not yet matched by anything comparable in the rest of the OECD countries.  

There is thus little support for the notion that schools are being abandoned in favour of informal 

learning networks. Noting that does not exclude, of course, that high Internet connectivity and on-line 

communities have become commonplace. Nor that distance education for residents in sparsely-populated 

areas remains an important option. Another key set of developments concerns the role played by groups 

and communities of belief who share common social objectives and norms (including religious groups) 

particular to the group rather than the population as a whole. These continue to be an influential factor in 

schooling in many countries, arguably of growing importance at the expense of the national enterprise of 

schooling. 

Teacher Exodus and System Meltdown  

This scenario describes a crisis brought on by chronic teacher shortage, which would be a vicious 

circle leading to loss of confidence reinforcing exit behaviour by both practising teachers and middle-class 

parents. Existing indicators of shortage - vacancies, proportions of classes taught by teachers "out of 

position" – are not measures which would adequately capture whether such a crisis had been reached.  
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In general and for OECD countries, such a “doomsday” scenario has not materialised despite concerns 

in some places a decade ago that it might. According to the latest Education at a Glance, average class 

sizes have mainly fallen since the beginning of the decade (especially those where they were highest such 

as in Korea or Turkey), with some small increases in countries where they were particularly low. Among 

OECD countries as a whole, the ratio of students to teaching staff at the primary level is 16 and at the 

secondary level is 13. Teachersô salaries have risen in real terms in both primary and secondary education 

in nearly all the countries for which OECD has trends data (comparing 1996 and 2005 in 20 systems 

covering 18 countries). The biggest increases – largely doubling - have taken place in Hungary.  

This does preclude, of course, that there may be many worrying aspects about teacher supply and 

quality – too many unqualified staff or geographical inequalities - nor that the problems associated with 

ageing teaching forces have disappeared. And, there may well be parts of the world where this scenario 

might not only be a possible future but instead a current reality, as such factors as pandemics like 

HIV/AIDS among the adult population or insecurity associated with conflict, perhaps combined with 

teachers not being paid and shortages in the North leading to „brain drain‟ from the South, combine to give 

a system “meltdown” crisis.  

Developments in the Broader Environment of Education 

The first half of this section considers first some of the headline trends emerging from the recently-

published “Trends Shaping Education”. They offer a useful point of departure in considering the “bigger 

picture” of education at the beginning of the 21
st
 century. 

Key Trends from the OECD 2008 Compilation 

The following section lists some of these robust trends: 

 

¶ Increasingly ageing OECD societies: fertility rates are in long-term decline across the OECD 

countries and people are living longer. The age structure of populations is shifting at a rapid rate 

(given that lifetimes take 70, 80 or 90 years to complete) from a „bottom-heavy‟ structure, with 

more in the younger than older cohorts, to a „top heavy‟ one.  

¶ Long-term population divide growing between North and South:  population stagnation or decline 

in richer countries while the world population continues to grow elsewhere, placing world 

resources under severe strain, continued acute problems of poverty and health, and maintaining 

the pressure for global mobility of populations. 

¶ More and more of us live in towns and cities – increasingly urban societies: this is no longer just 

a feature of the richer countries of the North – which are increasingly urban with the decline of 

agriculture as an employer – but of the South as well. It has brought substantial geographical 

mobility and radical changes to residential “communities”. 

¶ Major new centres of world economic activity continue to emerge in China and India, with the 

economic divides widening between rich and poor countries: such a combination – new global 

centres of economic power alongside widening international gaps – fuels competitive pressures 

and can exacerbate global tensions. 

¶ National borders more and more permeable for economic capital, information, populations, 

students: “globalisation” may be an excessively reductionist term for a set of highly complex 

phenomena but there are many indications that it is taking place. 
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¶ OECD countries now are places where more foreign-born arrive than leave, instead of some 

being places of net immigration and other of net emigration: this brings inter alia a growing 

cultural and linguistic diversity and a growing range of socio-cultural educational challenges.   

¶ Digital technologies are rapidly becoming a ubiquitous feature of economic, social and private 

life in OECD countries: not only are they becoming quasi-universal features of OECD societies – 

hence widening the „digital divides‟ with the poorer countries of the world – but they are 

increasingly used for intense communication flows and changing boundaries between the public 

and personal.  

¶ Rapidly-changing gender relations in OECD societies and economies: Women increasingly 

participate (and succeed) in education, enter paid employment, and indeed enter politics. 

Stubborn gender inequalities remain such as in wages or in the female share of parliamentarians. 

¶ Working hours have been in long-term decline and working years are increasingly squeezed into 

the middle years of the lifespan: More are staying on in education and more are leaving the 

labour market in their fifties. The first aspect is the “extended adolescence” described in What 

Schools for the Future? (2001), with ramifications extending well beyond educational 

participation to redefine the very meaning of “adulthood”. (The squeezing of working years is 

only partly true for women as growing overall participation in the labour market is still 

outweighing declining participation with older middle-age.) 

¶ Configurations of family life become more diverse as marriage rates decline, divorce and single-

parenthood grow, and ethnic and cultural diversity also increases: the trends for marriage and 

divorce confirm longstanding shifts in marriage patterns and lifestyles, while growing socio-

cultural diversity adds to the range of family forms. Combined with fewer (and later) children, 

this means that significant shifts have taken place in the “homelife” of students coming into 

schools. 

¶ OECD countries in general have become more affluence over recent decades while bringing 

lifestyles and habits that may not be sustainable: the important focus on inequality in 

understanding how background affects educational attainments can obscure how far living 

standards have risen since the 1960s and 1970s. Alongside growing affluence are other, less 

positive trends: decreasing fertility, high energy consumption and global warming, low trust (in 

some countries), and obesity. 

¶ There is an established trend to greater income inequality within OECD countries, including (but 

not only) a growing share enjoyed by the very rich: OECD societies have become more affluent 

but there has also been a trend to greater inequality of incomes, and the very rich are getting 

relatively further ahead in some countries (the general trend will be confirmed by soon-to-be-

published updated OECD data). 

Some of these are such established or “heavy” trends that it is difficult to imagine them being reversed 

in the near or medium term, though they might take new forms. Among these are ageing, the growing 

urbanisation and divides between the very rich and very poor countries, shifting centres of world economic 

activity, diversity of family patterns, the ubiquity of digital resources, and the increasing entry of women 

into employment and public life. Even certain of these may prove less secure than they appear. Major 

problems with internet security might, for instance, significantly alter digital use. New international 

conflicts may shift economic centres in unpredictable directions. Even the hard-won gains made by women 

could be reversed in some circumstances, as has already been seen in some countries in recent decades. 
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Others among them may continue but may not. The global flows of capital, information, and people 

(including students) depend critically on the conditions which permit this to happen; conflict or 

protectionism of different sorts could well reverse the charted patterns. Shorter working hours and the 

squeezing of paid employment increasingly into the middle years may slow, stop or be turned around if 

they become unsustainable. Affluence is always open to reversal through world recession or the shifting 

fortunes of different countries. Income inequalities may be addressed through progressive policy measures 

or changed by reversals in overall economic fortunes. 

Change, as Shapiro points out in Think Scenarios (2006), is mostly an incremental process – hence 

our ability to stretch out existing trends into the future based on past experience – but sometimes with 

earthquakes that are nigh on impossible to predict. 

Mega-trends and Driving Forces 

Major Trends in Education and its Wider Context ï Insights from the SfT Reports 

The OECD trends set depends on firmly established international measures. This inevitably favours 

the well-established and the measurable over the more subjective, unnoticed or controversial changes 

taking place. It also tends to reduce variation to those factors which seem common across the OECD 

countries as a whole, as opposed to examining trends within more localised contexts. It is useful, therefore, 

to widen the focus to include other trends and forces identified in the decade of SfT reports. Below is a 

brief selection. It confirms that many of the pertinent factors identified in the course of the programme 

relate to the “softer” social and cultural changes relating to norms and lifestyles, alongside the measured 

socio-economic-demographic changes.  

The decline of shared social norms and the accepted role of legitimate authority are seen as critical 

driving forces by Saussois. (Think Scenarios, 2006). Paludan (Personalising Education, 2006) similarly 

focuses on securalisation and the decline of organised religion, especially as it undermines core norms. 

This leads to, in his words, “peripheral society” with no clear focus. The implications for the enterprise and 

curriculum of schooling, to the extent that these authors are right, are clearly fundamental. The desire for 

„greater respect for authority‟ certainly seems widespread in many countries (least in the Nordic countries, 

Korea and Japan) as charted in Trends Shaping Education. What is less clear is whether a perceived lack of 

authority undermines the place of schools, on the one hand, or argues for its reinforcement as a bolster to 

national and social cohesion, on the other, and how the tension between these two competing pressures can 

be resolved. 

Greater particularism, with less secure universal or national foundations, enters into the scenarios 

developed by the Ontario futures project, as well as rising violence or a growing sense of insecurity (Think 

Scenarios, 2006). Greater individualism is a „megatrend‟ in the Netherlands chapter in Networks of 

Innovation, (2003). Others express this as the rise of market values, with reference to the greater 

expression of consumer behaviour in all areas of public life. This relates back to changing family structures 

discussed in the above section, including the nature of childhood, the phenomenon of single-child (not only 

single-parent) families, and “extended adolescence” (What Schools for the Future? 2001). 

Globalisation unsurprisingly is raised in many forms and by many authors. This for some is about the 

international knowledge economy, such as Van Aalst (Innovating Networks, 2003): "fundamental changes 

in the world economy, including the increasing importance of knowledge and the global scale of capital, 

knowledge exchange, and so forth. Inexpensive, powerful electronic communication is becoming widely 

available and accelerating this process." For Barber (ibid), the new economy and globalisation, both seen 

as the products of the “extraordinary technological revolution in which we are engulfed”, define the new 

era. Hargreaves (Innovating Schools, 1999) similarly focuses on the knowledge society and the changing 
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nature of work. Many of the authors refer to rapid evolution and spread of ICT, in the economy and social 

life, as a defining aspect of contemporary change. 

For some, the globalisation aspect of mobility of populations and growing diversity is critical 

(e.g. Barber or Netherlands in Innovating Networks, 2003). The francophone Ontario futures project 

[Think Scenarios, 2006] addresses one key aspect of this: the rise of English as a global lingua franca and 

the impact this has on other languages and cultures. For some (e.g. Hargreaves), it is the decline of 

traditional community structures that deserves close attention.  

Looking at evolving national foundations in terms of governance rather than norms, Chapman among 

others refers to the declining pre-eminence of the nation-state (Innovating Networks, 2003), though more 

in this case cast in the positive sense of promoting networks than in the less positive sense of rising 

individualism. 

Trends closer to education 

In the course of the Schooling for Tomorrow programme, diverse trends and forces from within 

education have been singled out as being especially influential. Some have been proposed as desirable in 

elaboration of an author‟s vision of the future, others as being influential whether or not they are desired 

and embraced by the educational community. The boundary between the educational and broader trends is 

far from clear-cut, as schools are as much a reflection of the wider society and culture as they are distinct 

from them. One way the different schooling scenarios vary is precisely in where these lines get drawn and 

the permeability between education and the wider world.   

Many of the authors of SfT analyses identify a key set of developments as the individualisation of 

educational decision-making and a shift from public to private attitudes. Saussois (Think Scenarios, 2006) 

takes this as a central dimension to understanding educational change, reinforced by the declining authority 

of education and the enhanced confidence that comes with the spread of highly educated parents. A decade 

ago, Hargreaves (Innovating Schools, 1999) was predicting the burgeoning of home schooling and had 

already identified as on-going the pressure to develop diverse provision and specialist schools. (The home 

schooling prediction has stood up less well than the argument about diversification). Soderberg (What 

Schools? 2001) produced detailed attitudinal data to show that parents will often behave conservatively 

and in what they see to be the individual interests of their own children, as did the Demand report (2006). 

The latter makes the distinction between „exit‟ and „voice‟ central to the analysis and discussion, proposing 

that the room to exercise „exit‟ is growing and being used.   

The potential of this set of driving forces to alter education is made most forcefully by Barber (ibid). 

In his view, without a clear rationale, “public education systems could be swept away by these powerful 

new forces” - affluence and the rise of private behaviour to invest greater disposable income on their 

children. Again this is about the room for a multitude of private choices to be exercised in ways which 

undermine the national and public enterprise of school systems. A more radical version of the same 

argument would maintain that even identification of a clear rationale will not be sufficient to withstand 

these hurricanes blowing away the public schooling system as we know it. On the other hand, the 

arguments rehearsed earlier this chapter underlining the robust nature of schools as institutions and the 

adaptability of educational bureaucracies argue against assuming that schools are on the point of 

“withering away”.  

How might this be decided in the future one way or the other? Arguably, the influential factors will 

include whether parental affluence continues to grow (recently shaken by the global financial crisis); levels 

of parental (dis)satisfaction with schooling; the objective conditions of education that might spur or quell 
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“middle class flight” from public provision; and social attitudes towards equity and education as a public 

good. These can be expected to play out very differently in different countries.  

On one of these factors, the Demand report (2006) summarises national evidence which also does not 

suggest the imminent demise of public schooling: the measured satisfaction levels of parents with their 

children‟s schooling are in general positive, and higher than parents‟ satisfaction with schooling in general, 

and higher than assessments by the general public of the state of education. The rule seems to be: the closer 

someone is to the business of schooling the more positive they are likely to be about it. Whether such 

findings offer any comfort if the key player is seen as the general tax payer, rather than the parent making 

„consumer choices‟, is another matter.   

However, measured satisfaction levels may already reflect the capacity of parents to exercise “exit” if 

they are dissatisfied. A further but related key factor is the basic equality of opportunity within a system, 

and the extent to which there are intractable problems of under-achievement and exclusion. Not only is 

this a fundamental issue by which to assess the effectiveness and efficiency of schooling itself – the issue 

for Ogilvy (Think Scenarios, 2006) – but also highly influential of whether there will be more private, 

individual behaviour by parents. Hargreaves (1999) gives the intractable problems of especially inner-city 

schools in support of his predicted flight to home schooling.  

Certain SfT authors are particular impressed with the advances in learning sciences and the precision 

this gives to personalise education. This is picked up as a key development by Hargreaves (1999) and 

Barber (2003). The latter refers to the explosion of knowledge about the brain and the nature of learning 

which, combined with the growing power of technology, create the potential to transform the most 

fundamental unit - the interaction of the teacher and the learner. The CERI work on learning sciences and 

brain research similarly describes the tremendous potential of neuro-scientific techniques to assist in 

identifying learning needs and student progress; it also warns, however, of its hazards if developed as an 

ever-more precise form of selection and discrimination (Understanding the Brain, 2007). Ogilvy (Think 

Scenarios, 2006) positively draws the parallel between “precision farming” in the mid-20
th
 century to what 

might be done now with “precision schooling” to convey the message that scientific advance should herald 

a major shift away from uniformity and “one-size fits all”. 

Despite the eloquence of the arguments, it is a matter of discussion how far this potential is yet either 

realised or even could be realised. The learning sciences surely are progressing at a rapid pace. But this 

does not mean yet that there are widespread usable means for this to impact on schooling. Arguably, many 

of the reforms intended to render schooling more effective are longstanding and are being implemented 

incrementally, rather than seeing a paradigm change brought about by scientific breakthroughs in the 

understanding of learning. 

Whether or not the main driving force is advance in learning science, the dimension of “one-size-fits-

all” through to radical forms of personalisation is a fundamental one through which to address the 

changing nature of schooling. It is explored in one of the SfT volumes (Personalising Education, 2006). 

Distinguishing the rhetorical from the social scientific is particularly challenging in this case and the notion 

of “personalisation” is certainly contested. Leadbeater in one contribution to the volume underlines how far 

the success of personalisation depends on addressing equity issues, given the risk that “personalised 

education” could be simply the latest way of describing the educational advantage long enjoyed by 

society‟s privileged classes (and consistent with the 1999 Hargreaves vision of parents deserting failing 

inner-city school in favour of specialist schools and home schooling). As summarised by Leadbeater:  

“The biggest challenge to the personalised learning agenda is what it means for inequality [for] the 

more that personalised learning promotes self-provisioning, the more it could widen inequalities... 
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The more that services become personalised, then, the more that public resources will have to be 

skewed towards the least well off to equalise opportunities.”  

Halasz, in Networks of Innovation (2003), outlines a related key trend affecting education, albeit of 

relevance well beyond the educational sector per se: increasing complexity and uncertainty for public 

management. One of the main responses is decentralisation and the increasing autonomy of local units. It is 

often assumed that turning formally regulated bureaucratic units into autonomous agencies and letting 

them be directed by contracted managers instead of career bureaucrats leads to an increased capacity to 

manage complexity and uncertainty. This logically leads to another major challenge: how to assure the 

compliance of the autonomous agencies and contracted managers with the line of national policy and with 

basic societal expectations. 

Two further big educational trends can be added to this initial set, even though they have not been 

extensively discussed within the SfT programme. First, there is the proposition of convergence of national 

education policies. This is commonly proposed as a feature of globalisation and the international sharing of 

good practice, as well as the role of the supra- and international organisations in promoting greater 

uniformity.  

This cannot unequivocally be identified as a clear trend, though it is frequently asserted to be taking 

place. Nor is the OECD a disinterested observer given its own particular role with the influential 

international achievement surveys and its policy messages to all countries based on thematic reviews. 

While those countries which are integrated in cross-national governance arrangements are arguably most 

likely to be subject to pressures to convergence, there are other pressures pulling away from convergence 

such as increasing institutional autonomy or the role of non-formal learning arrangements which are not an 

integral part of education systems. 

The second area concerns risk. Our societies are commonly characterised as „risk societies‟ where the 

welfare of each is highly dependent on the actions of others. But education is classically risk averse. Risk 

adversity underpins a number of the trends pushing for greater accountability and quality assurance: 

avoiding the risk of failure in education is seen by many as a very high priority whether on grounds of 

equity or of maintaining standards. Incentives and sanctions are typically integral to arrangements designed 

to minimise risk. Implicit in risk avoidance is pressure to greater uniformity, whether of opportunities, 

programmes or outcomes.  

Yet, risk avoidance and aversion bump very quickly up against other aims and trends which enjoy a 

much more positive press such as innovation, experimentation, opening up forms and sources of 

knowledge, diversification, and personalisation. On which side are the „heavier‟ trends – towards 

minimising risk or towards encouraging innovation? Do choices have to be made? Is there a circle to be 

squared and how? 

A set of mega-trends 

From all the many different trends and dimensions influential of schooling – and this chapter has 

obviously made only an initial sketch based on discussions during a decade of Schooling for Tomorrow – it 

is useful to look already at some dominant dimensions. These are not suggested as developments which 

everywhere are moving in the same direction, nor are they inexorable as if predictions about the future. 

They are an attempt to see main features in the “big picture” as lenses through which to understand the 

developments outlined in education and the wider context. They are among the most influential of the 

nature and challenges facing schooling. 
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¶ Norms of trust, accepted boundaries of private and public action, and attitudes to equity:  though 

among the most difficult to pin down, the cultural underpinnings of society are absolutely 

fundamental to education (as a matter of definition) and to the success of different social policies, 

including education. Trust in public institutions and those who serve them – relating to the notion 

of “social capital” which also featured strongly in earlier CERI work – are fundamental to 

understood aims of education and approaches to governance. Attitudes to equity are similarly 

fundamental. Underpinning all these normative characteristics of societies is the extent to which 

they are shared. 

¶ The changing nature of social connectivity: this is about the place of the individual and the shift 

from face-to-face connectivity through direct contact and relatively stable, small communities 

(neighbourhoods, workplaces, schools) to new forms of connectivity in which digital media are 

central to the worlds of young people and schools. This also is about changing connections to 

reality, and the redrawing boundaries of the public and private: just as the scope for greater 

“privacy” seems to grow with less direct face-to-face control so also grows the cluster of 

developments known as “surveillance society” and the exposure of people‟s intimacy to the 

wider world via blogs, etc.  

¶ Growing inequality and the issue of exclusion: OECD income evidence show that there is now a 

long-running trend towards greater inequality. This has disappointed the optimistic expectations 

of those who predicted that the educational expansion of the 1960s and 1970s, which has 

continued in more recent decades, would lead to greater income equality. The opposite has 

happened. Of particular relevance to education are the phenomena of exclusion and poverty, the 

“under-belly” of affluent societies. There are also generational factors to take into account, such 

as the long-term impact of the affluent post-WWII generation and its “baby-boom” offspring on 

wealth, housing etc, and exclusion that comes from those patterns. There are the cyclical factors 

(as the current financial crisis is a stark reminder). 

¶ Globalisation: however familiar is “globalisation” in lists of fundamental developments does not 

alter its significance. It does, however, cover a range of trends which, while all important for 

education, are by no means all identical in their impact and implications. For consideration: the 

role of international markets of people and capital and the impact this has on local outcomes; the 

changing role (some say “decline”) of the nation state and the possibilities of accountable policy-

making (including complexity); the internationalisation of information, cultural influences, and 

media messages. The inter-dependence of the “risk society” is also relevant. 

¶ Technological development and the knowledge economy: again, a familiar heading but no less 

fundamental for the nature of work and jobs, and the role of education. This is partly about the 

content of work itself: trends towards “knowledge workers”, the extent of services needed to 

support the knowledge economy etc. It is also about the nature of employment in people‟s lives 

and the relation of knowledge economy developments to inequality and exclusion. How far has 

this redefined the nature of schooling (and towards what?) and resulted in thorough-going 

lifelong learning, or are expectations lagging behind the scale of the changes taking place? How 

equipped are education systems to foster such capacities as creativity and risk-taking? 

This first outline of “mega-trends” is work in progress – to be completed as the Schooling for 

Tomorrow programme itself is completed. 
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CHAPTER THREE: FURTHER SCENARIOS 

Introduction 

The original schooling scenarios produced, refined and used by the Schooling for Tomorrow 

programme are not the only ones produced by CERI since then. The work on “university futures”, inspired 

by the interest in SfT, has produced its own scenario set which have helped understand choices and 

developments in higher education. These are reproduced below. Schooling for Tomorrow has considered 

developments specifically within the educational workforce, in Hiroshima in 2006 and subsequently in 

Cardiff. Skeletal scenarios emerging from these reflections are presented here, too. Lifelong learning is 

arguably the concept over-arching all these different levels and settings but has suffered from its sheer 

breadth and lack of definition. Scenarios may actually assist to clarify the broad strategic choices, and an 

initial framework for doing this is presented and discussed at the end of this chapter. Integral to this is the 

neglected question of how schooling contributes to lifelong learning. 

A broader lifelong dimension is thus constructed by bringing together the scenarios that cover the 

different stages and levels: schooling, the educational workforce, higher education, and broad learning 

society profiles.  

The Future Educational Workforce for School-age Learners – the ‘teacher’ scenarios 

The Cardiff SfT Workshop of the Network on Future Educational Workforce (September 2007), 

worked towards identifying different visions of what the future workforce around schools – or the learning 

arrangements which might replace schools in the future – might look like. (The participating network 

systems were England; New Zealand; Ontario, Canada; Victoria Australia, and Wales, with vision 

statements about the future education workforce in 20 years time prepared by the England, New Zealand, 

and Victoria.)  Participants were asked in advance to reflect on their desirable futures for the workforce 

(hence the notion of „vision‟). We were seeking to clarify the ideals towards which systems might aspire, 

untrammelled by such awkward realities of resource constraints, brain drain, bureaucratic structures or 

poor pay. It was thus aimed to clarify the underlying value choices. It was not about predicting the future 

or about identifying less desirable but possible scenarios. 

Bringing together network systems which share certain “Anglo” cultural traditions and workshop 

participants who share many similarities of professional position within their systems - including 

responsibilities for innovation and the generation of ideas about future schooling and teachers - it might 

have been expected that a broad consensus of opinion would have prevailed. It was to be expected that 

predominant ideas from this group about the desired shape of the future workforce would be narrower than 

if a broad sample of those working in education in different countries had been asked, never mind if 

viewpoints had been sampled of the general public as a whole.  

Instead of consensus, however, a range of desirable futures emerged from the different participants. 

Their viewpoints do not “represent” those of their systems but they proved to be invaluable in exposing 

different dimensions along which even sought-after developments might range. Participants differed about 

desirable content and the extent of uniformity vs. differentiation on at least the following dimensions:  
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¶ The individual qualities that are aspired to for future “teachers” – what are they and are they 

shared by all with teaching responsibility? Or should they vary depending on the nature of that 

responsibility? In sum, there are different answers to the question “what is a good teacher”? 

¶ The profile and organisation of the educational workforce: a large undifferentiated teacher force 

with mainly individual responsibilities vs. core teaching professionals and wide set of other 

satellite workers/paraprofessionals working in tandem on teaching, assessment etc. In sum, this is 

about different snapshots of what the workforce as a whole should look like in 20 years‟ time. 

¶ Backgrounds, professional preparation and careers: Teachers could be very broadly similar – 

enjoying mainly lifetime careers with similar professional preparation. Or instead, they might be 

quite diverse in terms of educational background and employment experience and go on to have 

diverse careers, some extended others punctuated. In sum, this is about different ideas concerning 

the through-time professional lives – similar or different, long or short - of those who make up 

the educational workforce. 

The Education Workforce Scenarios 

Put together, four scenarios for the future educational workforce might be seen as emerging from 

these components differently combined. These, once refined, could provide a basis for clarifying directions 

for policies and developments over the longer term. Such “bigger picture” viewpoints are often missing 

from reform discussions which necessarily are grounded in many features of the status quo. 

EW Scenario 1: Universal Specialised Professionalism: As this is a desirable future, the „quality‟ of 

teachers in the terms of the scenario would not be in doubt. But what this scenario means is that excellent 

teachers focus on the fundamentals of knowledge transmission, unencumbered by wider social and cultural 

missions. They do not share their professional space with others concerned with the welfare of young 

people or the administration of schooling – they enjoy the monopoly of classroom power and expertise and 

use this monopoly to create highly effective learning environments.   

EW Scenario 2: Universal Extended Professionalism: What constitutes an „excellent‟ teacher and 

what constitutes teacher work is significantly broader than in EW Scenario 1. It is broader partly because 

of wider boundaries set around what teachers regard as their sphere of professional activity, embracing a 

larger set of social, cultural and educational roles. It is broader too as the monopoly of classroom power 

and space gives way to more shared arrangements, both with other teachers and with other professionals.  

EW Scenario 3: The Solar System - differentiated óplanetaryô services orbiting the teaching 

profession: The excellent teacher would be very similar in EW Scenario 3 as in EW 2, with the difference 

in the scenarios lying is the extent to which here the workforce is deliberately differentiated to cover a 

wide range of specialist services and professionals. Teachers per se do not disappear – on the contrary, 

they enjoy stellar status at the core of the “solar system” – but they now are very clearly only the core of a 

much more complex workforce of many others involved in teaching, facilitation and care with whom 

teachers must collaborate. 

EW Scenario 4: Personalised Educational Services - Many Professionals, No Teaching Profession: 

This resembles the „deschooling‟ scenarios of the earlier OECD scenarios but with the important 

distinction that the earlier scenarios could go in many different directions, some probably undesirable. 

This, as a desirable scenario, assumes that a radical personalisation system reaching all learners is so 

effective that the established teaching profession itself disappears as a matter of policy and professional 

choice. Its place is taken by a variegated array of high quality teaching and learning facilitation, 

consultants, and experts who do not constitute a recognisable organised professional corps. 
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The OECD/CERI ‘University Futures’ Scenarios 

The four scenarios higher education systems were developed by the OECD/CERI University Futures 

(UF) project, designed to inform and facilitate strategic change to be made by government decision-makers 

and other key stakeholders in higher education. These have been developed out of the analytical work in 

the “University Future” project and were presented and discussed in the Forum preceding the meeting of 

OECD Ministers of Education in Athens (June 2006). They will be prominently included in the final 

University Futures events and reports later this year and in 2009. 

UF Scenario 1 Open Networking  

In this scenario, higher education is very internationalised and involves intensive networking among 

institutions, scholars, students and with other actors such as industry. It is a model based more on 

collaboration than on competition.  

The increased networking of institutions and the gradual harmonisation of systems allow students to 

choose their courses from the global post-secondary education network, and to design their own curricula 

and degrees. Within some restrictions, as set out by the academic profession in international conventions, 

students have a great deal of autonomy. They often study abroad and take courses offered exclusively 

online, which can be completed anywhere.  New technologies have brought about changes in approaches to 

teaching, especially at undergraduate level, with standardised courses often delivered online, and different 

use of classroom time with more small seminars and interactive discussions, and more time spent with 

students on their individual projects. This modularisation of studies is both enabled by and reinforces the 

development of English as the lingua-franca in education. Many courses are indeed delivered in English 

even in non-Anglophone countries. Advanced vocational education institutions have created similar 

international networks and have become more like general higher education institutions.  

International collaborative research has been strengthened by the dense networking between and 

among institutions, driven by the availability of free and open knowledge. There is still a strong hierarchy 

among higher education institutions: some institutions or research departments attract more funding and 

have better working conditions and higher prestige. Institutions do still tend to partner and network 

primarily with institutions of similar prestige. At the same time, technology-driven networking allows 

those institutions not focused on research (including institutions in developing countries) to benefit from 

advances in knowledge. Academics and students in higher education institutions with fewer resources have 

remote access to research and research tools previously only available in well-resourced institutions. 

Research data are available on the Internet in real time; new data sets can be re-used by academics and 

students for new research; simulation, computing and visualisation tools are accessible to all.  

The “Open Networking” scenario could be driven by voluntary co-operation between and among 

countries and institutions leading to the gradual harmonisation of higher education systems. Increased co-

operation creates more trust and understanding among higher education institutions over time, and leads to 

the easy recognition of foreign educational offerings. International networks are facilitated by lower costs 

of communication and transportation and by information and communication technology. They could also 

be strengthened by the ideal of open knowledge, an ideal that civil society and academics have increasingly 

imposed on the grounds that academic research is largely supported by taxpayers and should thus be freely 

available.  
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UF Scenario 2 Serving Local Communities  

In this scenario, higher education institutions are focused (or refocused) on national and local 

missions. They are embedded in their local and regional communities, and are dedicated to addressing 

local economic and community needs in their teaching and research.  

As is currently the case, higher education is mainly publicly funded and administered. Academics are 

treated as trusted professionals and have control over the education and research processes. A small 

number of “elite” higher education institutions and research departments are linked to international 

networks (although there are now some barriers to internationalisation), and maintain their position in top 

national ranks. The average higher education institution, however, focuses teaching and research on the 

needs of the local community and region. With reduced international and research ambitions, funding has 

become less of an issue. Local authorities and businesses are keen to support local institutions; recreational 

courses also generate some revenue. Universities and polytechnics are on more or less the same footing, as 

universities have a less intensive role in research than they used to. Both types of institutions respond to 

their communities by working more closely with industry to design relevant initial and lifelong training. 

They also offer more recreational education for elderly people. In regions with ageing and shrinking 

populations, higher education institutions have not disappeared as was once predicted.  

The scope of academic research has diminished somewhat (while research has regained ground in the 

government sector). Research in “strategic” areas such as physics or engineering is relocated in the 

government sector, and international collaborative research continues with a more limited number of 

“friendly” countries. University-based academic research is focused on humanities and social sciences, two 

fields valued for maintaining national culture. Academics continue to conduct research, but teaching is 

their primary objective, and research, a welcome by-product.  

The “Serving Local Communities” scenario could be driven by a backlash against globalisation. 

Governments place a strong emphasis on the national missions of higher education. There is growing 

scepticism in regard to internationalisation in the general population for a variety of reasons including 

recent terror attacks and wars, concerns about the growth in immigration, frustration about outsourcing and 

the feeling that national identity is threatened by globalisation and foreign influence. For geo-strategic 

reasons, governments launch ambitious new military research programmes and give security classification 

to an increasing number of research topics in natural sciences, life sciences and engineering.  

UF Scenario 3 New Public Responsibility  

In this scenario, higher education is primarily publicly funded, as is currently the case, but there is a 

greater focus on the use of “new public management” tools, including market forces and financial 

incentives.  

Higher education institutions are autonomous (or legally private). They still depend on the public 

purse for a significant share of their budget. However, institutions have taken advantage of foreign 

education markets, the deregulation of tuition fees, the patenting of their academic research and their 

growing financial links with industry to diversify their funding sources. The boundaries between public 

and private higher education institutions have blurred, as most resources of university are private, coming 

from student tuition, and support from business and private foundations. Students and their families pay a 

significant share of the cost of their studies, with the possibility of financing some or all of their education 

through income contingent loans.  

Institutions are more accountable to the state as well as to other funders. They are also more attentive 

to the learning needs of students of all ages and with a wide range of learning needs. While reputation in 
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academic research is still institutions‟ prime competitive advantage to attract the best students and set their 

level of tuition fees, other factors such as quality of teaching and employability are increasingly taken into 

account by students and their families.  

The division of labour between (or within) institutions is more marked, most of them specialising in 

different missions in teaching and research – a differentiation that does not necessarily prevent all of them 

from continuing to carry out both research and teaching. Most higher education institutions continue to 

allocate some research funding internally on their own funds. But the bulk of the allocation of public funds 

for academic research is generally from external sources, financing specific research projects and awarded 

according to competitive peer-reviewed processes. As a result, there is more national competition for 

research funding among a smaller number of higher education institutions. Only a small amount of 

research funding crosses national borders, except within the European Union where the recently created 

European Research Council funds an increasing share of European academic research.  

In the “New Public Responsibility” scenario, the shift in public governance could be based on 

mounting budget pressures created by the ageing society. First implemented with success by a few 

countries, this doctrine of public management calls for institutions operating at arm‟s length from national 

government, with a mix of public and private resources. Accountability, transparency, efficiency and 

effectiveness, responsiveness and forward vision are the golden standards of good public governance. 

Rising public debt has shifted a significant part of the cost of higher education from government to other 

education stakeholders, especially students and their families. In ageing societies, the costs of health and 

pensions are now the primary government spending priorities.  

UF Scenario 4: Higher Education Inc.  

In the scenario, higher education institutions compete globally to provide education services and 

research services on a commercial basis. Research and teaching are increasingly disconnected, as they have 

always been in the General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS). Higher education institutions 

concentrate on what they consider to be their core business – either teaching or research. Research 

universities thus hardly teach (if they teach at all), whereas most vocational and general institutions 

concentrate almost exclusively on teaching.  

Most segments of the market are now demand-driven, with business-like methods (responsiveness to 

customer needs, attention to effective management and administration of the institution, etc.), while the 

most prestigious institutions continue to be more supply-driven and managed through peer assessment. 

Governments still encourage and subsidise research and teaching in areas where there is little commercial 

interest, such as archaeology and Sanskrit. But following the principles of free trade, these subsidies should 

not distort trade in commercial research and education. Vocational education has a significant share of the 

global market for education.  

There is fierce competition for students. Many universities are opening new institutions or branch 

campuses abroad, franchising educational programmes, etc. Individual institutions and even whole higher 

education systems specialise according to their competitive advantage. An international division of labour 

is emerging, with some countries earning reputations for high-quality undergraduate education, while 

others are competitive in training postgraduate students and conducting research. Formerly “emerging 

countries” are developing competitive advantages in selected/specific research fields (for example, 

technology in India, agronomics in China, etc.) and outsourcing research has become common practice. 

India and Singapore are large exporters of education services in the developing world.  In the research 

segment of the market, there is fierce international competition for super-star academic researchers. Basic 

research projects are still funded by governments, but following a tender to which all research centres in 

the world can – and increasingly do – apply. The research sector is rapidly becoming concentrated. 
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International rankings play an important role in informing students of the comparative quality of different 

educational offerings. Finally, English has become the language of research and postgraduate studies, 

while local languages are still used in vocational and undergraduate teaching. Most cross-border higher 

education institutions and programmes operate almost exclusively with local staff of the receiving country.  

The “Higher Education Incorporated” scenario could be driven by some form of trade liberalisation in 

education. Originally pioneered by a few countries, trade in higher education has gained ground and 

become more pervasive. An increasing number of governments have decided to liberalise the higher 

education sector and even commit themselves through the GATS negotiations at the World Trade 

Organisation or bilateral free trade agreements. An international marketplace for higher education and 

academic research services thus emerges on a commercial basis. Such a change is facilitated by low 

transportation and communication costs and the increasing migration of people. It is also facilitated by the 

rise of private funding and provision of higher education, which has led to the growing recognition that 

higher education services were not very different from other types of services. At one point, stakeholders 

felt that there was no longer any reason not to open these services to worldwide competition, as has 

happened for other formerly public services. 

 Schooling and Scenarios for Lifelong Learning 

The ideal of lifelong learning has been promoted as a cradle-to-grave concept (OECD 1996; OECD, 

2004). This means that it should not be narrowly restricted to being a post-secondary or even post (initial) 

tertiary education and training concept as too many have wanted to do. If it is cradle-to-grave, it has far-

reaching ramifications for how schooling should be judged, for it implies different objectives and 

characteristics than if education were considered to have been completed when a student leaves initial 

education (school or higher education). Yet in practice, there remains a tendency for school education to be 

assessed in terms of the achievements and targets that systems have set themselves, including ensuring 

transition to the next stage of initial tertiary education, rather than their broader success in laying the 

foundation for lifelong learning.  

In 2004, work arising from Schooling for Tomorrow contributed to the OECD Education Policy 

Analysis (EPA), (OECD, 2005) in exploring what this might mean. It stemmed in part from the analysis 

contained in the 2001 SfT report “What Schools for the Future?” concerning the tendency for OECD 

societies to be characterised by markedly “extended adolescence”, combined with the squeezing of active 

economic years into a narrowing middle age band plus concerns that longer life and rapid economic 

change might call not for ever-lengthening initial periods of education but more thorough-going lifelong 

learning more evenly distributed over the lifetime. 

The EPA chapter suggested a framework for making this broader “lifelong learning” assessment at 

three levels: at the level of individual learners; at the level of schools, their organisation and their teaching 

practices; and at the level of education systems. 

¶ Students as learners. Do students develop in school the capacities to be lifelong learners (or is 

this left to chance or to the myriad other external influences outside schools)? This might be 

further broken down into: first, how widely does each school system develop the competences 

that support continued active learning throughout life, including “learning to learn”? Second, how 

well does the experience of schooling motivate young people to continue learning? In other 

words, how well students are prepared for continued learning can be assessed in terms of specific 

cognitive and non-cognitive qualities, while recognising that schools are not uniquely responsible 

for developing them.  
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¶ Schools, their organisation, and their teaching practices. Key questions here include: How far 

have schools adopted models that permit students to become flexible learners and that offer them 

an appropriately diverse curriculum and diverse assessment methods? And are teachers equipped 

to move towards these models?  

¶ School and education systems. Explicit attention needs to be given to how education in childhood 

and adolescence contributes to and is balanced with the whole range of learning opportunities 

over the life cycle. This asks inter alia whether education is becoming more “front-loaded” or 

more evenly distributed over the life cycle.  

The initial assessment of how well schooling tends to meet these objectives based on available OECD 

material at the time was at best very mixed, with certainly few grounds for confidence that the lifelong 

learning agenda had imbued schools. Indeed, the first two sets of questions at the individual and 

organisational levels have become central to the new CERI “Innovative Learning Environments” project, 

which itself has grown out of Schooling for Tomorrow.  

The Challenge 

Why scenarios? The value of scenarios to help reflection on the future of education - providing ideal 

types which clarify values and major policy choices, and facilitating dialogue that are less controversial 

than actual policies and plans - may not seem necessary for lifelong learning, given that the apparently 

broad consensus that this is the broad direction forward. Yet this is precisely why scenarios might be 

useful: to move beyond the broad but nebulous consensus towards objectives and strategies that seek to 

realise particular forms of learning society in the future. 

There was a second reason to explore scenarios for lifelong learning, even if these have not yet been 

fully developed or applied in OECD work. One criticism made of the initial scenarios when they were first 

developed was that they were restricted to „schooling‟ when lifelong learning had become the guiding 

educational aim in countries. While our choice had been a deliberate and considered one, and whether or 

not the primacy of lifelong learning is true, the criticism remained as “unfinished business”.  

The challenge also arises from the nature of lifelong learning as a concept. It is essentially an 

aggregated individual concept, based around the life cycles of individuals and the proposal that their 

educational and learning opportunities should be spread out over the whole life cycle.  But since that 

describes some individuals‟ life cycles already, the power of the concept derives from the idea that this 

should be universalised rather than remain the experience of an elite. We can only talk about attaining 

„lifelong learning‟ in any society when lifelong patterns of learning become the norm not the exception. 

Even then, it remains a nebulous concept, hard to define and still harder to measure.  

There is often dispute about whether the primacy of „learning‟ vs. „education‟. Both sides have their 

advocates. For many, the term “learning” is well-chosen: the first wave of lifelong concepts were 

developed out of the 1960s at a time of rapid growth in educational investments to serve precisely as a 

counterweight to the common equation of learning in general, on the one hand, and institutionalised formal 

school and university education, on the other. This argues for full recognition of various “types of informal 

learning which account for so much of people‟s overall growth and development, but which are commonly 

squeezed out by the excessive focus on institutionalisation and measurement” (Schuller, 2001).  

Yet, very similar reasons have been put forward to argue for “education” as the broader concept 

compared with “learning”. For some (e.g. Papadopoulos, 1994; Jarvis, 2002) ‟learning‟ risks being 

interpreted narrowly to refer merely to the mastery of specific items of knowledge and skills as an 

individual process while education is seen as a social phenomenon and embraces all these particulars. This 
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is not simply a semantic debate in looking at the future of lifelong learning; it is also about the values and 

contents given to this concept and whether it is informed by an individualised or a more social 

understanding. 

Types and dimensions of scenarios 

We have seen from Schooling for Tomorrow that scenarios come in many forms – analytical and 

intuitive, positive and negative, snapshot and as the end point of chains of developments, detailed or 

vignettes (For a detailed classification, see Van Notten in “Think Scenarios”). Which is appropriate 

depends on the nature of the phenomenon under review and the purpose of exercise.  

For lifelong learning, they may be most fruitful if they are: 

¶ A set of scenarios rather than an single main future – the purpose of scenarios in this case it is to 

clarify choices among alternatives that scenarios can so usefully be developed for lifelong 

learning. 

¶ All are broadly desirable, according to one‟s values – it does not make much sense to have 

catastrophic scenarios of a desirable future! 

¶ A set which is developed from intuitive and desk-based methods: since the starting concept is so 

imprecise, it is not meaningful to expect the different scenarios to emerge from detailed 

analytical models. 

The key dimensions within which to develop these images of a future lifelong learning society could 

thus be: 

¶ The extent to which formal education remains dominant and out of which develops the core, or 

whether alternative forms of provision and certification replace the dominant formal system. 

¶ Relatedly, the role of public policy vs. the private behaviour and resources of individuals and 

organisations. 

¶ The extent to which employers, social partners, and the labour market are at the core. 

¶ The extent to which social movements, values-based activities and community projects are core 

features of the learning societies being described, or else much more individualised societies [and 

hence lifelong learning futures]. 

Four Lifelong Learning Scenarios ï a first draft 

In these scenarios, lifelong learning will already have been achieved. Hence, basic equalities will be 

in place and no serious problems of exclusion will remain except as very marginal features. Infrastructure 

deficiencies will have been seriously addressed, as will the cultural acceptance of the value of lifelong 

learning. Indeed, the point of this exercise is not only to clarify alternative futures, or visions, for lifelong 

learning but to ask how these givens might be achieved if ever we might reach these alternatives. 

The Educational Model – „Recurrent Education‟ 

In this scenario, the formal education system continues to expand and diversify until it is able to 

guarantee widespread access to its provision, its certificates and quality assurance.  
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There may need to be some redistribution between the initial and continuing system in order to ensure 

lifetime accessibility to courses and programmes. Not everyone will be enrolled all the time, of course, and 

the formal education system will be supported by a wide range of other partners and media. But at the heart 

of lifelong learning will be a very large and embracing education system, meeting the aims of „recurrent 

education‟ as espoused in the 1970s, developed in the Nordic countries and promoted by OECD/CERI. It 

would be expected that upper secondary and tertiary attainments would become universal, and 

complemented by a wide variety of specialist short courses aimed at different potential students, young and 

old. 

The Corporate Model:  

In this model, job-led learning and training is at the core, both as the purpose of learning and as its 

setting.  

The social partners, especially employers, are behind a very active movement which aims at both 

economic competitiveness and individual inclusion. Governments and educational systems provide an 

invaluable role of affording incentives for this corporate model to develop and to meet the outstanding 

problems for those who are unable to access learning because they are outside the job market. Even for the 

unemployed and the retired it might be expected that enterprises will be very active. It is also likely that 

schooling for the young will be less dominated by school attendance with the focus changing to 

competence-based learning. A corresponding diversity of certification would also develop, with the 

education system losing its monopoly. 

The Social Action Model - „Community Engagement‟ 

This future moves away from the dominance of formal provision (Scenario i)), and is inspired by an 

activist communitarianism which is far removed from the central role of the economic system as in 

Scenario ii).  

Instead, people are engaged in a myriad movements of social engagement and change. Some of these 

are located at the local level, while others join up action taking place across borders. Clearly, this implies a 

different concept of „learning‟ from participation in an education system and will not be shown by standard 

indicators. The key features of this future for lifelong learning is that the learning takes place with others in 

collective activities and that its contents are defined by engagement and a range of social, cultural and 

political objectives.  

The Individuals‟ Learning Projects Model 

This is a highly individualised future of lifelong learning in which a very wide range of demands are 

met through a very wide range of methods.  

Articulate individuals are able to operate in rich variegated learning societies, where much is on offer 

and they will always find a programme that will suit their demands. Some of their learning will be 

professionally oriented, some for leisure; some will be to acquire certificates, some more non-formal. 

Governments will do the maximum both to encourage this richness of choice and to give incentives for 

individuals to participate. They may also hold the ring of quality assurance and operate to root out the 

charlatans. The flourishing „learning market‟ will be very effective in meeting individuals‟ needs and for 

those who fall through the cracks the formal education system will always provide a safety net.  

Of course, it is not expected that a „pure‟ scenario will describe a future – reality will always be a 

complex mix of different features. A means of measuring learning activity over the lifetime would be 

essential to know how near or far we are from lifelong learning in general and any of these models in 
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particular. It would call for decisions about frequency and coverage of such learning activity. (This would 

probably need to rely on surveys of individuals, not institutional data.) Far from such an exercise being 

utopian, it might prove to be a very practical way of moving beyond the rhetoric which suggests that we 

are all lifelong learning societies to develop more robust measures and promote implementation. 

 

 



A DECADE OF SCHOOLING FOR TOMORROW              Work in progress, please do not quote or circulate 

 37 

PART TWO:  FUTURES THINKING IN ACTION  



A DECADE OF SCHOOLING FOR TOMORROW              Work in progress, please do not quote or circulate 

 38 

CHAPTER FOUR: FUTURES THINKING IMPORTANT BUT DIFFICULT 

Futures thinking is relatively underdeveloped in education despite education's fundamental impact on 

individuals and societies over the long term. Futures thinking is pertinent to education because it clarifies 

and deepens understanding of the major forces which drive change in education systems, schools and 

communities. Much educational decision-making focuses on the short term, looking to solve immediate 

problems or make established practice more efficient. Education‟s institutional cultures are much more 

geared up for looking backwards at the past than forwards into the future.  

The neglect of the long-term becomes more problematic in a complex, rapidly changing world, with a 

growing number of stakeholders in schooling. As OECD countries move rapidly towards becoming 

knowledge societies, with new demands for learning and new expectations of citizenship, strategic choices 

must be made not just to reform but to reinvent education systems so that the youth of today can meet the 

challenges of tomorrow. Futures thinking enhances the capacity to anticipate change, which in turn helps 

systems to grasp opportunities, cope with threats, develop creative strategies, and choose pathways of 

development paths. Rather than simply responding to change, education leaders and organisations can 

anticipate and deal with it proactively.  

The increased need to engage in futures thinking is closely linked to the growing complexity and 

openness of the future. Where in traditional societies the future is to a large extent a reproduction of 

today‟s daily life, the future is now more open and there is a wide array of possible and/ or desirable 

futures at any given time. It is this possibility of a future with greater freedom that calls for the 

development of more systematic and refined tools for thinking about the future (Miller, 2006)  

But the greater openness of the future is only part of the reason why futures thinking is important, 

increased complexity of education systems with interconnections among many parts of our educational 

systems also raise the importance of futures thinking. The increased complexity and interconnectedness of 

our educational systems means that:  you can‟t change just one thing. Change just one thing, and the rest of 

the system will pull that reform back into the old equilibrium, as many reformers have discovered. But in 

order to change everything at once, you need the kind of holistic, comprehensive vision that a positive 

scenario can provide. Futures thinking and especially scenarios, because they are whole stories and not 

analytic theories, can provide a format for entertaining systemic change. Scenarios can depict the 

interactions among the many, many parts of the education system: teachers, students, buildings, parents, 

the local community, new technology, the school-to-work transition, economics, etc (Ogilvie, 2006).  

The context of schools: complexity, fluidity and rapid change 

OECD societies have transformed fundamentally in the course of the last century. To name but a few 

trends that have radically changed the way we live since the Industrial Revolution. To name a few very 

fundamental trends: An ongoing process of individualisation has transformed communities and even 

families. Rationalisation and specialisation has transformed work in the private and public sectors, with 

more formal procedures and hierarchies; and an increasing professionalism. Democratisation has changed 

political processes and transformed hierarchical relations. These changes to a large extent welcome and 

irreversible have fundamentally changed out societies. On an individual level the life-path is no longer 

predictable and depends to a much larger extent on personal qualities and decisions. Apart from the 

increasing freedom, the number of possible lifestyles, jobs, locations that one could opt for have exploded 

over the last hundred years. This lack of predictability and greater fluidity are reflected at the different 
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levels of aggregation. Stable structures such as the village, the family, the company and even the nation 

state are transforming.  

The trends that have driven the increasingly complexity and fluidity of society have been intensified 

by other trends. The steady rise of income and education levels of parents has made these parents more 

critical about the education of their children. There are clear indicators that parents with higher levels of 

education and from higher socio-economic groups are less satisfied with schooling and more involved in 

decision making on schooling. These parents have the knowledge and skills to push their demands on the 

educational system or individual schools, further increasing the complexity under which the system and 

schools have to operate.  

But complexity is not just increasing because some parents are more demanding. Parental and student 

backgrounds are increasingly diverse. Increasing migration is leading to an increasingly diverse society: 

ethnically, culturally and religiously. This increased diversity has consequences for the educational system, 

for example when religious groups demand religious schools or when students with language deficiencies 

need special education. Complexity is also increasing because of rapid technological developments that 

schools are confronted with: both as they are trying to chose and implement some of the possibilities that 

ICT has to offer, but also when thinking about how to prepare students for a life marked by rapid 

technological developments. The rise of the Knowledge Economy has given rise to additional stakeholders 

and new demands: it has made governments aware of the economic value of education and to some extent 

to attune education to the economy; it has also increased the influence of (local) employers on schooling. 

The Changing Schooling System 

Schooling is an integral part of society. Its fabric tightly interwoven with the fabric of society in that it 

fulfils one of the most fundamental functions, the handing over of knowledge from one generation to the 

next. It is also the place where children spent up a good deal of time for almost 14 years of their lives in a 

crucial time for the formation of their personalities and their abilities to cope with the demands of society. 

Schools need to respond to the increasing complexity and fluidity of societies, both because they are a part 

of that society and because they are preparing a next generation of citizens to live their lives in that society.  

The debate on what „schooling for tomorrow‟ should look like is an open one, where no one best way of 

moving forward has been identified. One thing is clear: centrally planned bureaucratic educational systems 

can no longer account for the diversity, the flexibility and the unpredictability of today‟s societies.  

In a response to these new realities most OECD countries have decentralised their school systems.  

Education at a Glance 2004 concludes: “Placing more decision-making authority at lower levels of the 

educational system has been a key aim in educational restructuring and systemic reform in many countries 

since the early 1980s.” These changes are to a large extent a response to the increased dynamic and 

complexity of the environments of these systems. Governments have come to realise that the amount of 

information that needs to be processed in order to ensure high efficiency and high quality of education is 

beyond their capacity. There are more detailed rationales governments have for decentralisation and they 

vary from country to country. The first broad rationale for de-centralising is to increase the efficiency of 

education by reducing bureaucracies and increasing the operation of market forces. This basically means 

that governments acknowledge that some competition is better able to ensure efficiency than traditional 

forms of governmental oversight. The second broad rationale is that decentralisation can increase the 

quality of education by increasing the responsiveness of education institutions to local communities and 

allowing for creative management and bottom-up innovation.  

The situation is more complex, however, for while there has been a shift towards different governance 

arrangements that allow for more decentralisation in certain areas, particularly management and teaching, 

at the same time some countries have sought to centralise other areas like output assessments and 
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sometimes curricula. Further governance changes are about strengthening the avenues for stakeholders to 

influence the educational system or individual institutions, leading to a shift from supply driven systems to 

demand driven systems. In almost all countries parents are increasingly entitled to choose the school they 

consider most appropriate for their children. Most often this takes the form of allowing parents to send 

children to a school outside their own school district. Supporting choice further is the trend in many 

countries is towards greater diversity, by combining decentralisation with the right of schools to develop 

specific profiles. Increased competition has, in many countries, supported this trend towards 

diversification. Finally, the information available to parents to make their choices has improved as well.  

Governments have sought to make the schooling system more transparent. At the same time there are 

moves for schools to become more participatory as well; through boards and councils parent are getting 

more formal opportunities to raise their voice and influence schooling.  

Challenges for Education 

The combined effects of complex and fluid societies in combination with a decentralised and demand-

sensitive school-system are potentially far-reaching. Together these developments may set in motion a 

cycle of events driving fragmentation and diversification. This could lead to an educational system 

fragmented down to the school level, with every fragment uniquely shaped and positioned. Ideally, this can 

result in schools that are uniquely fit for the students that attend them but not to the extent that they 

exclude the socially weak. that are focal points for their local communities but also contribute to preparing 

children for the cosmopolitan conditions of today‟s world, that have strong leaders able to balance the 

responsiveness to parents with a long term vision, with teaching staff that is able to work in teams and take 

responsibility for their own continuing education. 

However, this system presents serious governance challenges; it is a system difficult to control by 

central – but democratically legitimated – powers. Governments have often opted for steering through 

guidelines and targets. But this can only be part of the answer. Both the guidelines and the targets need to 

be relatively broad in order to reap the benefits of decentralisation in the first place: if these become too 

detailed, top-down control mechanisms are smuggled in through the backdoor. Governing education thus 

becomes a balancing act in which decentralisation, stakeholder influence and market forces must be 

balanced with mechanisms to keep the system together and ensure democratic legitimacy. 

Increasingly complex systems of education also raise the question on which level innovations in the 

educational system can most effectively be realised. Central governments are clearly not well placed to 

micro manage innovation and its implementation, but a system that depends to heavily on local innovation 

may not be effective either. Local players may lack the critical mass to be able to invest in the research 

necessary for successful innovations. A situation in which every school solves its own „unique‟ problems is 

not very effective.  

There is the issue of quality to consider. Decentralisation and diversification means that each school 

to some extent has its own definition of “quality education”. There is a first question of such diversity of 

qualities is acceptable in one nation; it implies that different citizens will be treated different. Second, there 

is the issue of whether at local levels there are sufficient checks on schools to provide quality education: 

are parents qualified to judge educational quality and will they have the necessary information and time to 

process this information? Many countries have a system in which some form of central inspection plays a 

role in maintaining quality. But in such systems there is an inherent tension between local differentiation 

and central quality criteria.  

There is an issue of equality. In a diversified system, some schools will not be just different but also 

worse than others. Even if there is conscious effort to improve the quality of weak schools; school quality 

is to a large extent tied to the socio-economic backgrounds of its students which in turn depends on the 
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location of the school. There is a serious risk that the more open to local demand, schools in rich 

neighbourhoods (with high parent participation, highly qualified students and possibilities to raise 

additional funding) will increasingly be better than schools in poor neighbourhoods.   

Futures Thinking as a Response to Complexity 

All OECD countries are confronted with these challenges and futures thinking can be part of the 

response to the greater complexity and fluidity of society. Countries are facing what   Bentley (2007, 

forthcoming) calls a „deep systemic tension‟ in which performance regimes from the centre in pursuit of 

higher standards requires strengthening vertical command chains. But that at the same time an increasingly 

differentiated student body and the increasing evidence about effective learning practices requires much 

greater levels of flexibility and openness. David Hopkins (2006) suggests that one of the barriers for 

successful policy implementation is the use of the school as the key unit of intervention. He argues that 

effective change depends critically on (a) the actual learning processes taking place in the classroom 

because these are key in raising achievements, (b) a commitment to sustained, systemic change because a 

focus on individual school improvement distorts social equity.  

This analysis suggests the puzzle to be cracked is how effective reform can be attained under the 

condition a need to ensure system-wide quality and equality, without preventing the flexibility and 

autonomy that is needed for the systems to respond to societal diversity and to be innovative. Futures 

thinking can make an important contribution to all these levels by building capacity throughout the 

education system for long-term thinking as well as continuous dialogue amongst all actors and 

stakeholders in the system becomes a natural mission for the centre in a context of decentralisation and 

change. This includes building capacity among school leaders, civil servants and politicians so that they are 

an integral part of the education and learning reform not simply the managers of complex institutional 

environments. Informed dialogue on the future shape of education and learning – whether at system or 

local level – will be a critical ingredient for ensuring that there is direction and progress rather than chaotic 

fragmentation in educational systems of OECD countries. Such dialogue is a prerequisite of working 

towards a vision of education, one that is consistent and sustainable and that is inspiring for the 

practitioners, managers and policy-makers working in education.  

The problem with futures thinking and its impact 

Futures thinking is difficult 

Futures thinking is difficult because it requires the combination of two qualities that are difficult to 

combine: imagination and rigour. Futures thinking requires a subtle balance between to strands of thinking: 

analytical approaches (convergent thinking) and an intuitive approaches (divergent thinking). Convergent 

thinking, on the one hand, is essentially about traditional problem solving. It typically involves bringing 

material from a variety of sources to bear on a problem, in such a way as to produce the “correct” answer. 

This kind of thinking is particularly appropriate in science and technology, and it involves description, 

observation, deduction, and/or prioritisation. Divergent thinking, on the other hand, is a skill broadly 

related to the creative elaboration of ideas prompted by a stimulus. Conventionally, such thinking is 

regarded as more suited to artistic pursuits and studies within the humanities. (Iversen,2006) 

Futures thinking needs think beyond the present situation and imagine what the world might be like. 

This is difficult in itself: “Just as we tend to parent the way we were parented, so we tend to educate the 

way we were educated. It is not easy to imagine genuinely new ways to do something so utterly familiar to 

all of us.” (Ogilvie, 2006) This may be compounded by the “hubris of the now”: “I am alive now and 

everything is more difficult (or easier), faster (or slower), bigger (or smaller) than in the old days.” This 

view fails to put trends and current views of the present in an historical perspective. (Miller, 2006) 
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But being rigorous about the future is difficult too. Futures thinking is often characterised by a lack of 

analytical precision. Because trends and preferences are usually taken as self-evident, even if the effort is 

made to quantify them the theoretical models of change (i.e. of causal inter-action) are most often not well 

developed. Lacking developed theories of change and charged with an overabundance of descriptive detail, 

it becomes difficult not only to create clear and analytically distinguishable scenarios. 

Futures thinking and its difficult relation to the policy process  

In fact the situation is even more complex when analysing the policy process in somewhat greater 

detail. Policy making is very often not a very rational process. Many authors have pointed out that rational 

policy making would require more intellectual capacities and more sources of information than man could 

handle, the problems policy makers are facing are simply to complex. In the absence of fully evidence 

based, rational policies, policy makers revert to what Lindblom (1959) has coined incrementalism. Rather 

than analysing a problem fully and then coming up with a solution, policy makers tend to focus on policies 

and compare how each of them contribute to the attainment of certain goals. This major limitation makes 

policy making possible, but requires the neglect of important possible outcomes, alternative policies and 

affected values. This incrementalism sits uncomfortably with futures thinking. Rather than simplifying the 

world of policy makers, futures thinking introduces a whole new set of issues, often lying in the future, it 

makes the world of policy makers more complex rather than more simple. 

Looking at the policy process from a macro, rather than a micro perspective reveals other difficulties 

for futures thinking. One way of understanding policy making is to see new policies as the result of three 

streams joining:  problems, politics and policies. In the first stream various problems come to the attention 

of people in and around government, this may happen because an indicator (e.g. government expenditure) 

changes; or because of crises or other highly symbolic events. Almost parallel to this runs the policy 

stream. Policy is produced in a policy community, consisting of experts, interest groups, bureaucrats and 

researchers. As Kingdon puts it: “…they each have their pet ideas or axes to grind; they float their ideas up 

and the ideas bubble around in these policy communities” (1995, p 87). Finally there is a political stream 

composed of swings in the nation‟s mood, public opinion, elections, changes in political parties and 

interest group campaigns. According to Kingdon, each of these streams develops and operates largely 

independent to the others. The key to understanding policy change is the coupling of these streams. The 

separate streams come together at critical times. A problem is recognised, a solution available and the 

political climate favourable, in short, a policy-window opens and things start happening. Until this is the 

case, problems may rest unsolved, policies are waiting for problems that they might be the answer to and 

politicians are trying to find problems to put on the agenda.  

Using this framework as a point of departure, the question would be, where does futures thinking fit 

in? And the honest answer would be that it only fits in with difficulty. The long term perspective of futures 

thinking does not address currently widely felt problems, so it is difficult to find wide spread legitimacy for 

the policies and actions that result from it. In most countries futures thinking operates outside the 

mainstream policy networks. Much policy-making takes place in rather closed networks that have an 

interest in the continuation of these policies because they legitimise their jobs or the organisations they 

work for. Futures thinking often takes place outside these networks and often results in proposals or 

arguments for fundamental change. This means that future thinkers need to sell their ideas to people who 

are largely part of other networks and who have little incentive to adopt their ideas. Politically the long 

term time frame of futures thinking is a problem. Political time frames are typically short, with the next 

election often as the maximum extension of this time frame. 

More in general creating the kind fundamental policy changes that futures thinking may lead to entails 

a radical overhaul of existing structures. Existing structures often resist change for a variety of reasons. On 

the most basic level people are often strongly attached  to existing structures because they are used to them 
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and understand them, this means there is often an almost unconscious fear to let go of current structures 

even if they are dysfunctional. On a more rational level, current structures often contain „sunk costs‟ 

people have made investments in them and they will lose those investments if the structures are changed. 

Once school buildings are constructed it is costly to adapt them to new learning methods, but also once a 

policy has been agreed upon it is costly to reopen the debate and try to overhaul it. Overcoming such 

natural inhibitors to change is not easy. 

Evaluating futures thinking 

Evaluating futures thinking is difficult. There is a wealth of literature available about why it is almost 

impossible to fully evaluate the impact of a policy without a very extensive study covering ten year time 

period. By extension this is true for futures thinking. Evaluating futures thinking beyond talking about the 

number of people attending seminars and their satisfaction is difficult for several reasons. First, obviously, 

futures thinking concerns the future, at best we can measure impact on policy change, but the positive 

results on policy can in likelihood only be judged over the longer term. Second, the objectives of futures 

thinking are diffuse and often there are ultimate objectives lying behind more direct objectives, it is 

possible to find out whether or not futures thinking has led to a dialogue or to capacity building, but these 

are rarely objectives in themselves. What is the result of the dialogue, what has been with capacity that was 

built? This works both ways, it is difficult to assess the positive impact of futures thinking, but it is also 

difficult to assess a lack of impact. Many who have been involved in futures thinking workshops report 

their enthusiasm and their changed perceptions, even months after the workshop. Where these participants 

will end up and how futures thinking will have affected the strategic decisions they make is an open 

question. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: FUTURES THINKING LESSONS LEARNED 

An important element in the third phase of Schooling for Tomorrow was to widen the international 

participation in the project. Participation in this phase was significantly broadened with active participation 

in Phase 3 by Austria, Australia (Victoria), Canada (Alberta and Ontario), England, Finland, Norway, the 

Netherlands, New Zealand, Scotland, and Sweden. 

These countries have set up initiatives for futures thinking in action, with the Secretariat giving the 

following guidelines for the initiatives: 

¶ Each initiative should have the aim of informing decision-making in learning and education, 

either inside or outside the formal school system. The initiatives were to include participation of 

authorities, practitioners, as well as persons formally outside education, but with a direct interest 

in it.  

¶ Each initiative should adopt a deliberate futures-oriented methodology as an essential aspect of 

reaching its goals. The timescale for all the projects were to be medium to long-term, 

incorporating time-horizons of at least a 10-15 year time horizon or further into the future.  

¶ Each initiative should be part of a political agenda or broader development framework of action, 

rather than being an academic exercise of researchers. The initiatives should built strategic 

capacity or futures-oriented dialogue with a focus on sustainability.  

What has futures thinking been used for? 

The Schooling for Tomorrow project has more or less identified three particular goals that can be 

achieved through futures thinking. Futures thinking can help to create dialogue, build capacity or shape 

decision making. The initiatives that are part of Schooling for Tomorrow all fall in one (or more of, they 

are not mutually exclusive) categories.  

Creating Dialogue 

Futures thinking can for example help to create a dialogue when the present situation is politically 

charged and focussing on the future helps to bring opposing factions to the table and discuss their common 

long term future, rather than what divides them today. This was the case in Ontario English-speaking 

school system, the futures „Teaching as a Profession‟ initiative was launched after a period of repeated 

reforms aimed at improving curricula, assessment, accountability, and regulating the teaching profession 

had had a negative impact on education‟s industrial relations. This scenario work was used to open up 

discussion about the futures of teachers and teaching to address an atmosphere of entrenchment and lack of 

dialogue among key stakeholders. This function of futures thinking to create dialogue is by no means 

incompatible with the other categories and in Ontario the project in a later phase makes a more ambitious 

attempt to contribute to policy development. 
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Building capacity 

Building capacity for futures thinking has been the major objective of an Australian initiative. After a 

major reform with the release of the Blueprint for Government Schools Reform Agenda in 2003, Victoria- 

Focus on the Future program assists the three levels of the education system (schools, regions and central 

office) to build preferred futures to inform the further development and implementation of Performance 

and Development (P&D) practices and cultures. It aims at  building  a common understanding of future 

thinking in action that may influence the teaching workforce informed by global and local trends and it 

wants to build a group of future literate education leaders, as shapers of educational planning who will 

share and influence policy development. 

Part of the Swedish initiative was also focussed on the building of capacities at the local level. In the 

1990s significant changes took place in the Swedish educational system. Previously strong central 

government control was replaced by a goal-oriented system with considerable local control with greater 

freedom of action and on-site influence. Decisions as to the concrete form, content and organisation of 

teaching were to be made at school level. The responsibility of meeting national objectives decided by the 

Riksdag (Swedish parliament) now lies with the local authorities (municipalities).To use scenarios to 

examine the applicability of futures thinking as a tool for school improvement, decision-making and 

planning within the national and a local context. MSU agreed to a two-year commitment with the purpose 

of contributing to an internationally broad application framework for future thinking in education.  This 

means that the Swedish initiative adopts a deliberate future-oriented approach to support innovative 

capacity for leadership, operative strategies and school improvement in according with the Swedish 

decentralized educational philosophy and responsibilities of the Agency. Another part of the Swedish 

initiative focussed on the national level and created a scenario for the future of Swedish education based on 

a national survey and with the intent of shaping policy. 

The Dutch contribution to the third phase of Schooling for Tomorrow was devoted to the theme 

'sharing knowledge for innovation‟, one of the spearheads of the national innovation and education policy. 

In a different way this programme too builds capacity for futures thinking and innovation, by designing 

structures that help individual schools with acquiring and sharing information about innovation in an 

optimal manner. The objective is to enhance the knowledge productivity index of primary and secondary 

education and so lay down a permanent basis for meeting the challenges of the future: basic education that 

is successful in fostering the development of the talents of all children to the optimum extent. 

Shaping Decision Making 

One clear example of shaping decision making, or in this case school strategy setting is the initiative 

of the Canadian Rockies Public Schools' Board of Trustees (Alberta, Canada). The board established a 

futures planning process, "Inspiring Hearts and Minds." Futures planning provides, an opportunity for 

the stakeholders including staff to look at the key issue of providing a 21st century approach to 

education and learning as a concrete goal. This concrete goal will then provide a vehicle for the 

background work of developing a learning organization approach to support this delivery of 21st 

century education and learning. 

The Finnish project is aimed at shaping decision making at all levels, national, regional and local. 

Although considerable work has been done in Finland on futures thinking, education is something of an 

exception where broad national scenarios have failed to find a correspondence in education. Perceived 

future challenges include demographic, social and cultural changes, efforts to increase the employment 

rate, as well as globalisation in all walks of life. In education, the emphasis will be on economic thinking 

and efficiency, on the one hand, and customer orientation from the viewpoint of both the learner and 

working life on the other. The project will help bring together several key development strategies of the 
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Finnish National Board of Education (FNBE), and it aims to produce background and research data to 

support the development of education as well as increase related visionary and innovative capacity; apply 

foresight methods in the development of education; develop and strengthen futures education at and 

between different levels of the education system. 

The New Zealand Secondary Futures project is perhaps the most encompassing project. It uses futures 

thinking to accomplish all three objectives mentioned here and has taken a long term perspective on 

reaching these. Secondary Futures was set up in 2003 to develop a discussion about how secondary 

schooling could make more school leavers more successful 20 years in the future.  The project was given 

freedom to work differently.  This has created considerable opportunity, as well as substantial challenges. 

Secondary Futures has identified three goals or phases for the project: building futures literacy; building 

pathways for change and building a mandate for change. 

How have countries engaged in futures thinking? 

There is a wide variety of methods available for futures thinking. The Schooling for Tomorrow 

project has in its first two phases focussed mainly on scenarios for the future of education, but there are 

important methods available. The Delphi method is an exploration technique that facilitates the collection 

of information and knowledge from a group of experts on a specific issue. This usually leads to a 

consensus forecast on future trends, with multiple expert opinions converging to a single position.  Horizon 

scanning is about finding early signs of potentially important developments through a systematic 

examination of potential threats and opportunities. Trend impact analysis is a simple forecasting approach 

that extrapolates historical data into the future, while taking into account unprecedented future events. The 

initial focus of SfT on the scenario method is reflected in the initiatives participating in Schooling for 

Tomorrow where in all but one of the initiatives scenarios are either used or created.   

Using Existing Scenarios 

In Victoria a variation on the initial SfT scenarios was used to build capacity. During a series of one-

day workshops as many schools and system leaders as possible were introduced to the concepts of futures 

thinking. This was then followed by a second phase where in a limited number of schools - those 

accredited as part of the current Performance and Development Culture reform agenda – two extra modules 

where run, with the objective of turning the outcomes of the one-day workshop into practical strategies for 

positive change and provide participants with strategies and tools to commence action plans that shape and 

move their school toward their preferred future. The workshop modules progressively introduce: a 

vocabulary and conceptual framework for futures thinking; a review of socio-economic trends and futures 

scenarios which arise from them; tools to aid experiential and interactive exploration of futures scenarios; 

activities to facilitate analytical use of scenarios to construct a preferred, shared future and techniques for 

revising policy and strategy in ways that are more conducive to realising our preferred future.  

In Ontario scenarios were used first to stimulate dialogue and then in a more ambitious later stage to 

inform policy. In the earlier phases of the initiative, from 2002-2004, included the adaptation of OECD-

developed future scenarios to permit an expanded range of dialogue, testing the use of these scenarios to 

examine policy issues in workshops, as well as national and international dialogue and sharing of lessons 

learned with respect to using scenarios. Workshops were day-long experiments in fostering discussion and 

expanding thinking about teachers and the teaching profession in particular, using future scenarios. The 

third phase of the Teaching as a Profession initiative, from 2005-2007, continued to examine the use of 

futures scenarios as a way to engage in strategic conversation and informed dialogue. It also began to use 

the futures scenarios to explore the robustness of actual policy and raise questions about future leadership. 

Case Study Workshops on several topical policy issues in Canadian jurisdictions outside Ontario gave 

workshop participants a sense of the complex, imperfect and sometimes disordered political and socio-
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economic context in which actual policy development emerges. Leadership Workshops where questions 

were posed like: “What would leadership in schools be like in each future?” “What would contribute 

to a self review tool to assess leadership in schools?” Participants were also asked to consider the 

following as they reviewed the scenarios: “What would leadership in schools look like in each 

scenario?” “Who might lead and what will they lead?” “What are some critical factors in answering 

the above; which are specific to each scenario and which are relevant in all scenarios?” 

Building Scenarios 

Rather than using existing scenarios other initiatives have been creating their own scenarios. The 

project in Alberta develops scenarios in three stages. First community values relating to public education 

are identified. This is then followed by the exploration of education, demographic trends, and driving 

forces of change in public education programme delivery. And finally future scenarios are explored and of 

key directions for planning identified.  

In Finland, the FNBE project team works closely with key stakeholders, projects and networks 

operating at three inter-linked levels: national, regional and institutional. After a launch seminar in June 

2006, the project moves into national scenario development and reaches out to the provincial and 

municipality levels. The main national activity was a substantial scenario process. The method chosen 

by the FNBE was “Critical actions scenarios” which was suggested by the FNBE‟s methodological 

adviser in the process, Futures Reseach Center, Turku. Five work shops were organised to discuss the 

futures of primary, lower secondary, general and vocational upper secondary as well as adult 

education. The method used combined the two traditional approaches to scenario processes. A 

normative approach using images of the futures and asking the question – how did we get there, was 

combined with an explorative approach which started from the present and asked – if everything 

continues as it is, what will be our possible futures? This methodology is different from that of the 

OECD SfT scenarios, which are more like “images of the future”  while in the Finnish approach the 

focus is not only in obtaining preferred images of the future but in elaborating plausible paths to reach 

those futures. 

In Sweden the Agency for School Improvement creating scenarios on two levels--on the national level 

and in the Borås municipality. On the national level the Agency initiated a survey that presented global 

and national trends impacting on education and four scenarios of the future of education in Sweden3. 

Although the survey did not come to any striking conclusions, it exposed the contemporary situation of 

education in Sweden and identified future alternatives. The survey thus made a considerable contribution 

to the current discussion of the challenges of the educational system. Parallel to this in the Borås 

municipality a pilot scenario exercise was carried out by an analysis group with members from the Borås 

education system external consultants from Kairos Future and members of the SfT project group at the 

MSU Analysis and Support Unit. The process was organized according to the “TAIDA model”. This 

involved a number of phases: Tracking: to make an inventory of external trends and uncertainties which 

could have an impact on the focal question. Analysing: to analyse trends and their consequences and 

generate scenarios. Deciding: to assess the information, prioritize and analyse ideas and strategies. Acting: 

to set up short-term goals, to take the first steps and follow up our actions.  

Other approaches 

A very different approach is the Dutch initiative where the focus was more on the structural 

requirements for futures thinking and innovation. The Dutch initiative has four components representing 

specific aspects of educational innovation: knowledge communities for horizontal knowledge sharing;  

knowledge communities for exchanges or knowledge between education and research in secondary 

education; a Knowledge Roundabout focusing on deployment of ICT for knowledge development and 
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knowledge sharing and academic Teacher Training focusing on what skills will be demanded of teachers in 

the future and how to incorporate these in teacher training programmes. However different in the angle 

from which the theme „sharing knowledge for innovation‟ is approached, all the projects are or were 

future-oriented in their aims. Based on different issues, connections are made between the projects 

involved, focusing specifically on the theme of 'sharing knowledge'. A study group on national level 

was formed to enhance the cohesion between the different activities, to take stock of the results and 

thus create a common framework. 

The New Zealand approach is different in the sense that it combines a number of different means to 

develop futures thinking at the same time. Secondary futures seeks to create space to contemplate the 

future; it organises workshops and has in the course of its existence interacted with an impressive number 

of people in the New Zealand education system. It is providing tools to resource thinking about the future 

of education many of which are stored on a very substantive website and can be used by anyone interested 

in futures thinking. It is sharing trends for the future directions of New Zealand society and sharing 

information about possibilities to make more students more successful. It is eliciting people‟s preferences 

in relation to the future of the New Zealand education system and is supporting change by taking 

information out to others. 

Which outcomes have been achieved with futures thinking? 

Futures thinking and scenario work has broad spectrum of possible positive outcomes that have been 

discussed in past SfT publications. 1. Positive effects on policy dialogues: more intentional and more 

fundamental discussions on education reform and new terminology for existing discussions about policy. 

2. Increased capacity of the participants in futures thinking activities: increasing their awareness of change, 

skills in communication and reflection about the future and building visionary capacity of education 

leaders. 3. In the policy process itself futures thinking can helped legitimise reform processes; establish an 

environment conducive to positive change and establish a shared vision for development. The SfT projects 

reports focus to quite a large extent on outputs rather than outcomes, i.e. they talk about the number of 

events organised, who participated and what materials were produced etc. Some information is often 

available on how the participants experiences meetings. However, implications for the quality of dialogue 

or decision-making are typically absent from the reports. In fact these implications are extremely difficult 

to gauge certainly with the short time-span between the report and the finalisation of the futures thinking 

initiatives. 

The Victorian project report focuses on outputs rather than outcomes. The output of the project are 

impressive: Fourteen of the nineteen accredited Performance and Development Culture schools 

participated in the workshops and a total of 56 participants attended. Regional teams totalling 40 principals 

and regional leaders were trained to deliver workshops. Three lead Facilitators were trained and contracted 

to lead workshop sessions if required by regions. All regions participated in workshops conducted 

(regional roll out) for the period November-December 2006. A total of 196 or 13% of total Victorian 

government (primary, secondary, P-12 and community and special) schools participated in the program to 

date. A total of 266 school based principal, education leaders and regional officers participated in the 

regional roll out. All resource materials, tools and kits (handbooks, game boards, cards, CD ROM) was 

published and distributed. The impact of this exercise is more difficult to gauge, but anecdotal evidence 

suggest that the experiences with futures thinking have had an impact on decision making. One important 

example is Bendigo, where in October 2005 the Minister for Education invited the community to 

participate in the development of a plan to regenerate secondary education in Bendigo with a promise that 

she would fund a compelling plan for regeneration. This led to the formation of a steering group and a 

working party and ultimately to the creation of an ambitious forward looking education plan, the “Bendigo 

Education Plan”. The planning of this major regeneration exercise coincided with the regional roll out of 

the Victoria: Focus on the Future program. And in Bendigo these workshops were used to support the 
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regeneration.  The workshops helped to key decision-makers to “break down traditional thinking” and gave 

participants the freedom to explore innovative solutions. In general people realised that the future will be 

different but not what it should look like, there was motivation to change but no blueprint for the future. 

The use of scenarios was very useful here they helped to think through practical decisions on all levels. 

Respondents agreed that futures thinking took them out of their comfort zone, but was also exciting. 

During the scenario exercise most people converged on a combination of the re-schooling and de-

schooling scenarios.  

In Ontario two vase study workshops were organised a first workshop used Study Group members as 

participants in the second workshop the second workshop included a wide range of participants, including 

luminaries from the academe, teachers‟ organizations, media organizations and national education 

associations. Feedback from these workshops indicated that utilizing case studies combined with futures 

scenarios was extremely useful and stimulating in terms of generating discussion and adding rigour to 

examining the robustness of policy ideas. Many of the participants came to both leadership workshops. 

They seemed to find it useful to move away from their day to day work and spend time exploring current 

issues in the context of the scenarios. They also did not keep their initial views. Many found that the 

scenario they preferred and the one they considered to be most likely changed as a result of the new 

thinking. The discussion was intense and lively and consumed most of the workshop time. The workshops 

were considered to be a success by the participants who found the discussions engrossing and useful. Many 

felt that the discussions gave them a richer understanding of the current nature of leadership. The 

distributed leadership workshop was substantially different from the two previous ones. The discussion 

was not merely engaging for the school representatives, it also was extremely helpful for the ministry 

engaged in formulating policy on school leadership. It was clear from this session that the use of futures 

scenarios in well-designed workshops can be used to inform, enrich and contribute to policy development. 

In Finland the scenario workshop process was planned to be run in three seminars. The stakeholders 

mentioned above were committed to work all through the process. The first workshop was a full-day 

seminar with international and national key-note speakers. The second workshop was run with the idea to 

combine two different groups of stakeholders to discuss and find common ways to achieve a certain 

educational goal. Another aim was to draw up a timetable for the critical actions to achieve the educational 

goal – what should be done within 5 years, within 5–15 and 15+ years. The third workshop was again a 

full-day event with top-level representation. The workshops were designed to challenge what was already 

suggested in the scenarios. The workshops represented specific interest groups of learners, teachers, 

education providers and politicians on one hand, and on the other hand groups reflecting requirements of 

the welfare state and sustainable development. A common statement was then modified by each group to 

be shared in the plenum and eventually for the further use of the FNBE.  

The outcome of the scenario work met with a number of critical comments at the FNBE. Most of the 

ideas taken into the scenarios came from stakeholders outside the agency; however, some of the ideas for 

actions were so radical that the experts in FNBE were not willing to keep them in the list. Also the 

interpretation of some statements is not unambiguous. Another critical notion came from the youth forum: 

some younger panelists were disappointed and felt their ideas were more or less neglected.   

The scenario process is still going on at the FNBE under the chairmanship of the Deputy Director 

General, the Finnish SfT project as his flagship project. Future orientation is now officially regarded as one 

of the main challenges or tasks of the agency. A newly formed Futures group which is to continue the 

work of the scenario process will get a more focal role when the SfT project itself comes to its end 

sometime during 2008.  

In the Netherlands one component of the project, the Knowledge Roundabout produced a website, 

with facilities for exchanging knowledge between schools, teachers and experts, which is filled with 
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questions and answers. Every individual question has its own output, sometimes resulting from existing 

knowledge, sometimes as a result of a new project. On popular issues separate brochures have been 

developed with the latest scientific insights and practical guidelines for schools. The project has facilitated 

schools in thinking about innovative ambitions and how to come to solutions. Several of the knowledge 

communities for secondary education have published reports and books. The project organisation itself has 

published a booklet about the innovation process in secondary education, also containing descriptions of 

practices. Moreover the participants took advantage of the meetings of the knowledge communities and 

passed on their insights and experiences to other managers of schools and researchers. 

On behalf of the study group a digital working space has been opened: a community on Kennisnet. 

Study group documents and other materials are accessible for all members. Members can also place their 

own documents and links. The study group also produced a framework for Sharing Knowledge for 

Innovation. This framework also functioned as a basic questionnaire for the underlying four projects: the 

requested information was thus gathered in a systematic way. The study group produced a publication for 

relevant organisations in the Dutch situation: those organisations involved in policy making, as well as 

knowledge organisations and larger school boards. 

Based on the results of this project the conclusion is that futures thinking with respect to vision 

development and innovation in education does not take place on a large scale. And if it happens, it is 

mostly an activity of school leaders and not of teachers. To involve teachers in future oriented innovation, 

they should be part of this process. Readymade scenarios and trends can be helpful in the process, but 

room to build one‟s own scenarios seems a more active way to improve involvement. The development 

and sharing of knowledge is necessary to implement future oriented innovations in a successful way and in 

general the experts involved in this project agree on the fact that there is too little exchange between 

science and practice, as well as between educational practitioners themselves.  

In Sweden one of the results at a national level has been to put in focus and broaden the understanding 

of how possible future societal scenarios could affect the system of learning, training and socialization 

through other agents, namely Kairos Future and the Institute for Future Studies. At a regional, according to 

administrators in Borås, the project has first and foremost contributed to a deeper awareness of the value of 

the SfT approach as a method for systematic and strategic improvement. Awareness of the significance of 

using an analysis of the driving forces that affect schooling in order to strategically plan innovative 

improvements increased among Borås administrators engaged in local project activities. The process 

motivated discussion about creating common visions about the future of education in the area. Borås 

administrators added “preparedness for change and external data analysis” to factors deemed critical for 

success in the four year improvement plan they drew up in 2007. At meetings with school headmasters 

held each semester, administrators now present futures analyses reflecting both expected changes and 

political ideological changes. In addition, a new school leadership and competence development program 

has been created, emphasizing leadership and competence in the building of sustainable and stable school 

organizations. 

Conclusions: conditions for successful futures thinking  

Top-level support 

Without the active support of top leadership it is impossible to engage in successful futures thinking. 

Apart from leadership the system should allow for enough openness to be able to fruitfully engage in 

futures thinking. Successful projects depend on top-level support. New Zealand, Australia and Finland are 

good examples of the importance this.  
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Strong leadership and organisation 

Successful futures thinking requires time and stamina. It requires a dedicated person or group to 

works on it for a protracted time, creating legitimacy, gathering information, building a network.  

Successful projects have persons or groups that are specifically responsible for them and get the resources 

and the time to carry them out. This is the case in New Zealand and the UK, where Secondary Futures and 

the Innovation unit were created, but also for the Netherlands where a (more informal) study group with a 

secretariat was created. 

Existing impetus  

Futures thinking does not often by itself create an impetus for change. This impetus needs to come 

from elsewhere, after which futures thinking can help in giving direction to the change process. I you are 

asking people to engage in futures thinking in an isolated manner people may produce interesting results, 

but will not know where to start to begin realising their preferred future. This impetus can by either the 

building of a new school (Bendigo in Victoria), an existing policy priorities (the Netherlands), very driven 

local leaders (Sweden and Finland). 

Materials/ resource 

All this is not to say that the futures thinking process is unimportant. In fact the capacity and the 

material need to be available when there are major opportunities for change. In other words capacity needs 

to be built into the system with all system leaders (school leaders, regional leaders, central leaders) having 

the capacity to think long-term. The same is true for the availability of material. The materials and 

processes created or used in almost all initiatives have played a key role in helping people to reflect on the 

future 
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Schooling for Tomorrow Initiatives 

Australia (Victoria): Building preferred futures to inform the agenda of state reform 

Canada (Alberta): Creating dynamic learning environments for students 

Canada (Ontario, English language project): Teaching in a changing society 

Canada (Ontario, French language project): Creating a shared vision for French language education 

England: Building school leadership capacity 

Finland: Customer orientation from the viewpoint of learner and the life of work 

Netherlands: Knowledge in the classroom, about sharing knowledge for innovation 

New Zealand: Secondary schools for the next generation 

Scotland: New design for learning in vocational training 

Sweden: Future scenarios in a context of local educational governance. 

 


