
Opening remarks GEIS 2016 – Andreas Schleicher 
A very warm welcome from the OECD and my heartfelt thanks to Minister Bennett and his team for 

putting this event together, and for hosting us so generously. 

The conversation about how we grow and scale an educational culture that is more open to 

innovation is so important. And Israel is just the right place to have this conversation. Those who 

joined us yesterday at the IASA high school got a great impression of the vibrant start-up culture 

here, where educators, entrepreneurs and policy makers all join forces to innovate learning.  

But, and Minister forgive me for saying this frankly, that’s not what you see in most classrooms in 

Israel. Our PISA survey shows that even in this country most classrooms are dominated by very 

traditional teaching geared to help students reproduce prefabricated subject-matter content. And 

that’s an issue because the world no longer rewards us just for what we know – Google knows 

everything -  but for what we can do with what we know. The dilemma for educators these days is 

that the kinds of things that are easy to teach and easy to test have become precisely the things that 

are also easy to digitise, automate and outsource.  

That is precisely the problem we need to address at this summit. Successful pilot projects are 

important. But they are not enough, and the road to education reform is littered with good ideas 

that are poorly implemented. So, over the next couple of days, let’s not get too excited about the 

technologically possible. Let’s focus on how we design, implement, scale and spread good ideas; let’s 

focus on how we can use the people, the spaces, the time and the technology to prepare the next 

generation for their future, rather than our past. 

We have seen massive increases in investment in education over the last decade. In the OECD area 

you are talking about close to 40% more money per student in real terms. But there has been 

virtually no improvement in learning outcomes, not even in the ten top-performing PISA performers.  

When other sectors see flat-lining productivity they look to innovation. And, sure, that’s what we do 

in education too: Our background report for this summit points to levels of innovation in education 

that are pretty much in line with those in other sectors. But the central question is perhaps not the 

volume of innovation, but its relevance and quality and the speed from idea to impact. Innovation is 

happening, but too little of it is focused at the heart of learning; and when it does, it spreads too 

slowly. It’s a mistake to think of educational R&D in the same way as industrial R&D. For a start, 

educational science is just very hard to do. Essentially, it’s done under conditions that physical 

scientists - like me - would never tolerate. Compared to designing a smartphone, when you want to 

change classrooms you cannot control the context and you connect generalise across contexts. So 

establishing a body of professional knowledge that travels is just very hard.  

However, the bigger issue is that, even where good knowledge exists, many educational 

practitioners just don’t believe that the problems they face can be solved by evidence and science. 

Too many teachers believe that good teaching is an individual art based on inspiration and talent, 

and not a set of competences you can acquire during your career. But don’t blame teachers for that. 

This problem goes squarely back to policy, because there is a real lack of incentives and resources to 

codify professional knowledge and knowhow. I was fascinated by the Yeshiva learning experience 



yesterday. It seems like the mother of all active and inquiry-based learning. And it has been around 

for thousands of years. But it lives in a parallel universe and hasn’t found its way into school systems. 

We can say the same for most of the reform pedagogies. Because education hasn’t been able to 

build a professional body of practice in ways other professions have, practice remains tacit; not 

explicated, not articulated, invisible, isolated and difficult to transfer. 

Talking to ministers you quickly get the impression that teachers and parents resist all change. In 

some way, education is a very conservative social system. But talk to teachers and they tell you the 

opposite – that there are too many changes imposed on them that haven’t been thought through 

and that aren’t properly resourced. Take digital technologies, it’s a history of undelivered promises, 

poor design and ineffective implementation. So we shouldn’t be surprised when PISA shows us that 

technology in classrooms currently does more harm than good. The successful integration of 

technology in education isn’t so much a matter of choosing the right device or the best software. 

The key to success are the teachers, school leaders and decision makers. Technology can amplify 

great teaching, but great technology will never replace poor teaching. We need people who have the 

vision, and the ability to make the connection between students, computers and learning. 

To better deliver on innovative learning environments countries need far more convincing strategies 

to build teachers’ capacity and enable entrepreneurship. Given the uncertainties that accompany all 

change, teachers will always favour the status quo. If we want to mobilise support for more 

innovative and technology-rich schools, we need to become better at communicating the need and 

building support for change.  

Real change won’t happen without teachers being active agents for change, not just in implementing 

innovations, but in designing them too. It is those issues that we have to address at this Summit if 

we want to move this discussion forward. 

I also hope we can also discuss how we create a more level playing field for educational innovation. 

Without knowing more about the size, market and innovation intensity of the education industry, 

it’s going to be hard to build a business sector that can generate and disseminate innovation.  

For a start, we need to acknowledge that governments can only do so much. Silicon Valley works 

because governments created the conditions for innovation, not because governments do the 

innovation. Governments can’t do the innovations in the classroom. However, they can help opening 

up systems: That is create an innovation-friendly climate where transformative ideas can bloom at 

the grassroots level. And they can do that both by fostering innovation within the system as well as 

by creating opportunities for outside innovations to enter the system. Not enough of that is 

happening. We design our school systems to keep students inside and everything else outside.  

Governments can also help make great ideas real, to strengthen professional autonomy and a 

collaborative culture where great ideas are shared, refined and borrowed, and where access to 

funding and non-financial support lifts those ideas into action. Not least, governments can build 

incentives and signals that strengthen the visibility and demand for what demonstrably works. 

Policy makers often view education industries as providers of goods and services to schools. They 

tend to underappreciate that innovation in education is also changing the very environment in which 

schools operate. In particular technology-based innovations open up schools to the outside world, 



both the digital world and the social environment. They also bring new actors into the system, 

including the education industries with their own ideas, views and dreams about what a brighter 

future for education could hold.  

Convincing education systems to treat industry as a valuable partner is still a sensitive issue. Fears of 

a perceived “marketisation” of education, or the displacement of teachers by computers, often 

endanger what could be a fruitful dialogue. Our summit here is also an opportunity for governments 

to better understand the education industry.  

We should also be more demanding on the education industry. Most of our children wouldn’t play 

voluntary with the quality of software that companies are still able to sell to schools. Is innovation in 

the education industry as dynamic as it should be? Our data about the value of intangibles suggests 

that less than 10% of the total assets held by the large media groups relate to some form of R&D.  

Can we break the cartel of a few large suppliers of educational resources who then use an army of 

salespeople to sell their services to the highly atomised and fragmented demand? Entrepreneurs 

cannot afford to play this game. Can we overcome the slow sales cycles, where buyers have to deal 

with layers and layers of people all “in charge”?  

Can we create a business culture for managing innovation in school systems? Currently it’s so much 

easier for administrators to buy new tools and systems and use existing staff because this costs them 

“nothing”. The treatment of teacher time as a sunk cost means people see no benefit to saving this 

time. We should discuss how the industry can help the education sector close the productivity gap 

with new tools and new practices, organisations and technology.  

The world won’t wait for us. Whatever happens inside education, globalisation is creating a sea 

change outside the walls of schools - connecting cities, countries and continents; bringing together a 

majority of the world’s population to exchange information and ideas; creating an integrated market 

in products and services; and enabling wholesale movements of people, capital and resources.  

The rolling processes of automation and the hollowing out of routine jobs, these forces have 

radically altered the nature of employment. For many, this is liberating and exciting. In South East 

Asia online providers have picked up the out-sourced functions of traditional corporate and public 

enterprises, while in Israel, Europe and America, entrepreneurs half of my age are using disruptive 

internet models to reinvent the economy. But let’s not forget that for others, it means the threat of 

vulnerable work: zero hours contracts without benefits, insurance, pension or prospects.  

In the social sphere the challenge is cohesion. How diverse can our communities become before 

trust erodes, social capital weakens and the conditions for civil society are undermined? Taking 

advantage of international work, cheap travel and social networks, many choose to spend their lives 

in transit, changing jobs and swapping values. Others are forced to leave home by war and poverty: 

Hispanic families heading north into the United States, Eastern Europeans moving West and those 

now fleeing right next door the war-torn Syria. Staying or leaving, millions of people are struggling to 

adapt. Angered and confused they wonder who they are and what they stand for.  

Education used to be about teaching people something. Now, it’s about helping students develop a 

reliable compass and the navigation skills to find their own way through an increasingly uncertain, 

volatile and ambiguous world. 



You are the group that can develop a compelling vision for the future, with a clear idea of who the 

education system should serve and how. And I hope we can also work together to strengthen a more 

widely shared culture of evaluation, so that innovation in education remains no longer stuck at the 

level of well-intended but isolated pioneering efforts. Finding out what really works, what doesn’t 

and why not is key to developing a body of knowledge that can guide future innovations. My 

colleague Dirk van Damme has compiled an impressive background report for this Summit to 

support you in this. 

We should also try to better identify key agents of change and champions, better define the roles of 

stakeholders, and conceive effective approaches for scaling and disseminating innovations, 

innovations both inside and outside the system. 

And we should find better ways to recognise, reward and give exposure to success, and we should 

do whatever we can to make it easier for innovators to take risks and encourage the emergence of 

new actors. One of the most devastating findings from our TALIS survey of teachers is that three-

quarters of teachers in the industrialised world consider their workplace an essentially innovation 

hostile environment. Nothing will change if we can’t change that perception. And you are the people 

who can initiate those changes. 

Thank you. 


