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Zmira:  I have known Prof. Schleicher for almost 20 years, from the first PISA exams that 

were conducted in Israel in 2002. Every time that we speak about education, he gives me a 

great deal of food for thought. He has visited Israel many times and knows our education 

system well, and I am sure that this time, as well, he will give us a great deal to think about.  

In advance of the meeting, we gathered questions from forum members – a group headed 

by Nachum Blass of the Taub Center – and I will present them to Prof. Schleicher. Let’s go to 

the first question:  

In the last decade, we seem to talk a lot about the importance of creativity, critical thinking 

and other 21st century skills. Does the pandemic provide a good opportunity for advancing 

these 21st century skills? And if so, how? And if not, why not? 

Andreas:  My first reaction is that, actually, the pandemic has made the 21st century skills 

not a luxury but an essential. If your job as a teacher was to transmit knowledge, to 

broadcast knowledge to a group of students, in this pandemic you were out of business. If 

you were not a great coach, a great mentor, a great facilitator, a great social worker you 

could not function as a teacher. If as a student you were used to being a passive consumer 

of education content, this time it wouldn’t work. If you had not learned how to learn, if you 

didn’t have perseverance, resilience, creativity, to enable you to manage, navigate 

information, you were not able to benefit from any kind of remote learning environment. 

So, I actually think this pandemic has shown us that a lot of what we have done in school in 

the past was just posturing. In this world in which we live, it has no purpose anymore.  

I think our education systems have done very well to educate grade B robots, people who 

are very good at repeating what you tell them. But I think this pandemic has shown us what 

it means to be human. The kind of cognitive, social, and emotional skills that really count. 

                                                           
1  The Education Forum is an internet initiative of education researcher Nachum Blass, Chair of the Taub Center 
Education Policy Program. The forum numbers about 600 members, past and present, including past ministers of 
education, directors-general of the Ministry of Education and professionals of every rank. Members meet from 
time to time for discussions on the subject of education. 



Unfortunately, that has also polarized our education systems. For those students who are 

very good at that, this has been liberating and sometimes exciting. But for those students 

who were not ready, they have been left very badly behind.  

Zmira:  So how can we do that? 

Andreas:  I think, actually, the important thing is to learn the right lessons from this 

pandemic. The first thing I would take away from this is, really, the understanding that 

learning is not a transactional experience. It is a social, a relational experience. And I think 

that it is something that we should take to heart, and actually, what encourages me – as I 

have worked with many countries, many schools, many teachers through this crisis – is that 

teachers have gotten this message. Many teachers have really seen themselves gaining 

meaning in this moment. And so I hope that, after this crisis, you are going to have a lot of 

students coming back to their teachers saying "I have found so many interesting resources 

to learn from and I have learned so much!" I want to see a different classroom. And I hope 

that you see many teachers who go back to their school principals and say "Listen, I don't 

need those kinds of structures around me. I have actually learned to work with my 

colleagues, to design innovative learning environments. Why do we not create more room 

for this and why do we not create a more collaborative culture?” Those teachers were used 

to collaborate… and you can see this about systems. What astonished me most is how 

quickly some education systems moved through this crisis and were on their feet, and 

others, these very heavy industrial systems, they have not yet recovered. Even if schools 

have reopened, they are not back on track. So that is where I think we should take the right 

lessons . 

Zmira:  For years, research in education has addressed the issue of class size. What is the 

trade-off between class size and classroom time, from both economic and pedagogical 

points of view? 

Andreas:  This is a really interesting question on resource allocation. You can spend your 

money only once. If you spend it on a small class, you can't spend it on a good salary for your 

teachers or more instruction time. One thing I learned from the pandemic is that we have to 

think about how we want to configure the space, the people, the time, the technology, to 

achieve superior learning. Maybe the concept of class size has outlived its meaning? Maybe 

we will need different configurations for different types of learning? Maybe, for some 

lecturing, you can have 100 students in your room. Maybe, for some tutoring, you need to 

have a one-to-one relationship, a very personal, social relationship with students. I hope that 

we get away from this very industrial thinking: language class or math class has to have 30 

kids. You know what? That may not make so much sense anymore. I think we need to think 

about more flexible ways of how to deploy the time, the people, the space, and the 

technology in a way that we achieve the right learning environment for the right purpose, 

and that's what, actually, many good schools do today. But, on the other hand, the policy is 

still very industrial . 

Nachum:  Prof. Schleicher, as you well know, the classes in Israel had a cap of about 40 

students and the average class size was 28. Now, many of them are in capsules of 15 or 18. 

But they learn for 20 hours or 25 hours in school, instead of 37. How do you think this might 



influence the educational achievements? And not only learning achievements but also social 

and other achievements, as well? Because we can either have children at school every day 

for 3-4 hours, in groups of 15, or two days a week in groups of 30. It's a tradeoff. We have to 

think about it . 

Andreas:  It's a good question. If you look around the world, you will find the same kind of 

dilemma. The number one country in terms of student learning hours is the United Arab 

Emirates. Students spend close to 60 hours per week learning. The opposite extreme is 

Finland, where students spend 37 hours, including homework. Everything. So you have a 

factor of two in the volume of learning time. But the interesting thing is, in Finland, students 

learn a lot in very little time, whereas in the United Arab Emirates they spend a lot of time 

and learn very little. So, actually, the volume of learning time is not what concerns me. The 

real question is: "Will teachers work differently if they have half of the class or if they have 

the full class?" If they do the same thing, you are going to lose half of the learning outcome. 

That would be a terrible thing to cut the class size, because you are going to achieve a lot 

less learning. If teachers actually use the opportunity of fewer students to design different 

pedagogies, I think you have a chance to raise productivity. That is the real question, not the 

size of the class. The question is: "Will a smaller size enable different pedagogy?" My 

experience with this is – not generally. Unfortunately, what has happened in many countries 

is that class sizes have been reduced without supporting teachers to do things differently. 

And that's why we have seen reductions in class times without any improvement in the 

quality of learning. Not even in the social environment. We survey students regularly, not 

just on the academic learning outcomes, but also on perceived teacher support. You would 

imagine, if you reduce the size of a class that students would feel more connected to their 

teachers, more supported by their teachers. And, again, the evidence shows that this is not 

automatically the case. So, I think you raise a very important point, but my answer is "Watch 

out to see what actually happens in the classroom." Otherwise, you will end up with a 

smaller class, less learning time, and actually poorer outcomes. If you do not get your 

teachers on a different pathway, into a different way of working, my answer would be that 

it's better to keep the hours rather than the class size . 

Zmira:  Thank you. I know that, at least in Israel and in Chile, there was a reduction in the 

time of teaching mathematics, instead of five times a week to three times a week, or two 

times a week. And so, the question is very relevant to what is going on. So, in the same vein, 

what did we learn from the first and second waves of the corona pandemic? What should be 

done in the third one? Actually, Israel is approaching the third wave. Some people say that 

we are well in the third wave. And I know from my colleagues outside of Israel that many 

countries are also approaching a third wave. So, what did we learn? What can be done ? 

Andreas:  Nobody has that answer. But what I can say is that I was very encouraged in the 

second wave. The first wave has been devastating for students. I also think that the world 

had sent a very bad signal, by closing schools even before closing supermarkets, cinemas, 

and the rest. I think the message that we have sent to students and to parents is that this 

doesn't count. We are just taking safeguards. In the second wave, we have much better 

data. I think we all know that young children are not super-spreaders, we know that it is 

actually possible to run schools safely. I am living in Paris and the virus is terrible here, but 



schools are open. And, actually, we have very few incidences in classes and schools. I think 

actually, the second wave – and that is true for most countries –  you see very few countries 

in the second wave that had the kind of mass closures of schools that we had in the first 

wave. So, I think this is progress. I think we have managed to keep social distancing in 

schools, we have managed to create these bubbles of students, and there has been a lot of 

good knowledge mobilization of how to manage schools. What I also think has happened, 

and I think that is also very encouraging, is that actually many schools and teachers have 

very quickly taken initiatives in this. A lot of responsibility has been pushed to the frontline. 

In the first wave, there was someone in the central government sitting and says, "Here goes 

your school." In the second wave, you, as a principal have to decide: "Do I put that student 

in quarantine? Do I protect that teacher because that teacher is at risk?" and so on. So a lot 

of responsibility has been put on the frontline. And I think that schools, in general, have 

done an amazing job in managing this process responsibly. Again, the data show very few 

cases where schools have been part of the problem. The virus is now spread by irresponsible 

people who have parties and whatever, and not in schools. I also think we understood that 

when you close schools the students don't go away. The risk of infection is actually much 

higher in a closed school environment than when they are in a very organized environment. 

So I think that in the second wave we have learned a lot. What I would hope for in a third 

wave is that we are simply doing better on pedagogy. I actually worry that the kind of 

pedagogies that we are seeing in the second wave is not enabling the kind of 21st century 

learning that we are talking about. When students have to sit behind closed desks they 

cannot talk, communicate, all of that. When we eliminate the school subjects that are about 

the arts, about singing, about sports, what is left? I hope that in the third wave we will find 

ways, we will find answers to that question. Not just bringing people back to school, we have 

done that in most countries, but about "How do we enable meaningful learning 

environments?" I also hope that we see progress on hybrid learning. At the moment, "hybrid 

learning" for many teachers just means "I teach half of the school face-to-face and half 

remotely.” And I think hybrid learning should really mean "I know as a teacher who learns 

best in what context, and how do I support students as individuals?" I think teachers are 

moving very fast. In these months we have seen less reform but a lot more change. And I 

think there is a lot of dynamism in the system that we can better support . 

Zmira:  What an optimistic view. Our next question is: do centralized educational systems 

cope with the pandemic better than decentralized systems? Or is it all a function of the 

culture, rather than the way the educational system is organized? 

Andreas:  You know, that is a really interesting point. I think you need two things: you need 

to have a very strong central pilot so that you do not create confusion in the system. But you 

also need a lot of capacity in the field. I think that is what you really see in a crisis. Do 

schools stand on their own feet? Are they able to manage their own affairs? Are they able to 

make sensible decisions? A central government cannot possibly do that. Central 

governments take blind measures, like general school lockdowns, but they cannot create the 

environments for schools. So you need a lot of very local capacity. But I don't think that 

decentralization of the administration helps. If you take a country like the United States, 

they are in a complete mess. School districts there are far too small to make strategic 

decisions and they are very close to the schools and they are often more stifling than 



enabling of innovation. So it is not so much a matter of how the administration really works, 

it is more a matter of how you have clarity in the system, and I think that requires central 

guidance and, at the same time, a lot of operational capacity in the local authorities and the 

schools. People who are willing to take responsibility. That is really what this crisis is about. 

Do you have people in the classroom and school leaders who say "I'm going to manage 

risk?" The kind of risk aversion that we normally curate in education, the kind of very 

legalistic approach, inhibits people from doing this. And I think that is more the question 

than devolution of administrative responsibility. I have observed that this has been a big 

fashion over the last 20 years, to say: "We moved things to the local level." But, often, what 

systems have done is they have decentralized bureaucracy without creating more enabling 

conditions . 

Zmira:  I think the key word here is "taking responsibility." From the students' perspective, 

the teachers, and the principals for sure, and the government. On the micro-level and the 

macro-level, as well, "responsibility" is what I'm hearing from you is the key word for coping 

with the situation.  

The next question is regarding the PISA exams. To what extent will the OECD introduce 

changes in PISA as a result of the pandemic? In Israel, we have introduced changes in the 

matriculation exams as a result of the pandemic, so I am asking worldwide about the PISA. 

Andreas:  I think that is a very good question. We have done two things: one, is we have 

created a pandemic crisis module, where we want to get a better sense of students' 

approach to learning; to what extent do they feel a sense of belonging to schools? To what 

extent is school an environment beyond the transmission of knowledge, which helps 

students, where they feel they belong, where they feel they receive support? To get a better 

sense of the social and emotional well-being of students. That is already developed and, if 

you are interested in this, we have put this crisis module out for the global public good to 

allow not just PISA to use it but to allow everyone to use it. That is the first kind of 

immediate reaction, I think. Generally, also, the crisis assessing elevated the social welfare 

aspect a lot. Once again, if you look to northern Europe, countries like Finland, Estonia, 

Denmark, Sweden, why have they done so well in this pandemic? Because schools are not 

just academic institutions. They are centers of community. They are a part of the whole of 

society. They get the whole of society to support their work. And I think that has made it 

really easy for them. For schools in southern Europe, it has been a novel experience that 

they were suddenly responsible for students’ well-being and students’ welfare and students’ 

lives, in a way. For the students in the northern countries, that has always been part of their 

work. You see the same in Asia. If you go to Japan or China, teachers spend so much time 

with students outside the classroom. They know their students; they know each and every 

one. Teachers don't only know the subject they teach. So, in a pandemic, you can deal with 

students in a very different way. You know their families, you have a very different set of 

means. And I think that is something that we will put greater emphasis on in the future of 

PISA — the social, emotional outcomes, the learning environments, the connections with 

other areas of society. We are bringing in this element in the next assessment. And then, 

when it comes to the test itself, we have not yet made firm decisions on this, but the work 

on creative thinking that was planned for the next PISA assessment will also get a boost. 



What we want to do – but that is only going to happen one round after – is to develop an 

assessment of what it means to learn in the digital world. And I am not talking about 

technology. I am talking more about "Do people have the capability to navigate ambiguity? 

To distinguish fact from opinion? To manage complexity? Can people talk and communicate 

with people who are different from them? Who think differently? Who work differently?" 

The technology is putting up all these echo-chambers and silos. You talk to people who look 

like you, speak like you, work like you. That is going to be something that I hope we can do in 

the round after. But there is no decision on that, yet . 

Zmira:  Very interesting. The next question is also related to what you have said now. What 

is the impact of the pandemic on the role and character of schools? Please refer to various 

types of schools, students, disciplines, etc. Is Zoom a solution? 

Andreas:  Well, again, I think there is great potential in new technologies. I think artificial 

intelligence can be a great power to give teachers a much better sense of how students 

learn differently and to accompany them. But it can also reinforce the error types. It is how 

you use these kinds of technology. “Big Data” is a very powerful tool for understanding 

learning patterns. You could tailor learning environments to students. Learning analytics. 

Why would you listen to the results of a scientific experiment when you can do it in a virtual 

laboratory? I think there is so much potential for new technologies. At the very same time, 

though, learning is not a strictly transactional experience. It is a relational, social experience. 

I think the pandemic has put a very sobering light on technology in the classroom. So I think 

we will probably use technology a lot more in the future, we have seen some very good 

examples. But the core of schooling is the social experience. I actually believe that the future 

work of teachers will be much less about knowledge transmission and a lot more about that 

kind of relational aspect which I think is a big challenge for many teachers. Technology can 

amplify, accelerate, but it will not replace the work of teachers. And I think that is what you 

see in many other professions as well. I think teachers who are only capable of transmitting 

knowledge will face the same fate as truck drivers in the age of automated vehicles. They 

will simply evaporate. They will disappear from the kind of learning environment. That kind 

of teaching approach has no place in the future. But I think that the capacity of teachers to 

understand "who are my students?" to find their passions, to develop them, that is the 

nature of schooling. So I would not place too high of an expectation on technology to 

replace them. 

Zmira:  What a strong statement. It goes hand in hand with the next question: What is the 

impact of the pandemic on teacher preparation, professional development and on the job 

training? 

Andreas:  I think what the pandemic has shown very clearly is that no prior training could 

have prepared us for the current situation. The future will always surprise us. That is the 

bottom line. And that means that you can create good foundations in initial teacher 

preparation, but the essence is really that the school becomes a place where everybody 

learns. Not just students, but where teachers learn every day and teachers are seen to be 

learning. So I think what the pandemic has taught me is how much more emphasis we need 

to put on schools becoming learning environments for teachers. Where this continuous 



professional development is really a part of the everyday work of teachers. And this 

pandemic teaches us how to reinvent the world every day. Every day, you wake up in a 

different world. Can you cope with this? Can you reach out to your fellow teachers? In a 

way, there is no one you can call. The government was very, very far away. The only other 

example where I have seen this same type of phenomenon was in Japan, in the weeks after 

the tsunami. The people in Tokyo were just completely irrelevant. The central government 

was completely incompetent but you had people in those schools – I visited them in the 

Fukushima area, and I was so impressed by how teachers were working with parents and 

student to rebuild a different education system. I think that is really what we are talking 

about. It is the kind of active learning on the part of teachers, rather than thinking that you 

can prepare teachers differently. I don't think you can. I would actually, probably, transfer a 

lot of teacher education from pre-service into in-service. Get teachers into schools earlier 

and give them a lot more training when they are in the field. And, also, I think this idea of 

teacher training is the wrong word. Because, it is the same issue that you do with your 

students. It is about teacher learning. It is about creating an environment where teachers 

own their professional practice and frame their professional practice. 

Zmira:  This is why I use the term "professional development.” Eventually, it is a very good 

comparison between the tsunami and the corona pandemic right now. And very interesting 

the term you used – "learning environment for the teachers." Usually, we use it for the 

students. So it is very interesting to think about it in terms of the teachers, rather than only 

for the students.  

I will move quickly to the next question: The OECD puts a lot of emphasis on knowledge and 

skills and so on. What about values education? And you talked about it a bit before. How 

does the OECD approach this issue, if at all? And did the OECD publish a comprehensive 

review on this issue of values education? 

Andreas:  Personally, I believe that is the question of our times. I wish I could do more at the 

OECD. Unfortunately, at the OECD it is still a very contested issue. But I can tell you my 

personal views on this. I believe that students who do not have a floor under their feet will 

be the ones who build walls around themselves. I actually think that this question of values 

will come back to us. In the age of artificial intelligence, if you make the right decisions and 

know the difference between good and bad, artificial intelligence will help you. If you take 

the wrong approach, artificial intelligence will not help you. It will just super empower some 

people and make moral maturity much more important. If you cannot find orientation in this 

complex world, you cannot find orientation from people who are older than you because 

they do not understand your world, you cannot find orientation from people around you 

because they tell you different things; if you actually do not find a good way to distinguish 

what is right and wrong, what is good and bad, I think we are in trouble. The problem is that 

most of the values education is framed in terms of cultural norms or, sometimes, 

nationalistic paradigms. When you look to Korea and Japan, when they talk about moral 

education - that is not about ethics. That is really about how you become a good citizen. I 

think we should disconnect those aspects. We should think about "what are the human 

values" rather than "what are the institutional or national values." And if we do that, we will 

do a great service to the next generation. If we don't, I think people will become the slaves 



of algorithms. That is really what technology will do with people who do not have shared 

values. I think that is something that is too often ignored in education. Some people take the 

easy route, they say "This is something that parents should deal with. It should not be part 

of schooling," so they just avoid the problem. Other people use it as an opportunity to 

create some kind of citizenship skills, which I also think is instrumentalizing that question. 

But, this question of "what is human dignity? And how do we create an understanding of 

how as humans we are different from the technologies around us and make good and 

ethical decisions?" It is crucially important. I do not think that it is discussed much, even 

when it comes to curriculum design. In our 2030 project, we use this idea of a learning 

compass. That is sort of the symbol of, in this confusing, complex, volatile, ambiguous world, 

can you find orientation for yourself, rather than looking it up somewhere? But I wish we 

would do more at the OECD, I wish countries would do more on this question. 

Zmira:  Well, this issue is particularly relevant to Israel, because the separation here, or the 

variation, as you know, is huge in Israel between different segments of society. And the good 

news, in a way, is that we now have a committee about how to assess or what to do with 

values education. I have the pleasure to be part of the team. So we actually put a lot of 

emphasis on that. And we constantly go back and forth about what kind of values? What 

would be relevant to this group and the other group and the country in general? So I agree 

with you, it is relevant to everybody, to every country, in the 21st century, and in a country 

like Israel which is very divided, by values and by special groups, it is relevant even more. So 

I am very glad to hear your voice and I will raise it in the team, as well. 

Andreas:  Actually, we look on some of those aspects in the last PISA round, in the global 

competency assessment where we actually looked at openness to other ways of thinking, 

openness to other cultures, and students in Israel actually did quite well on many of those 

questions. I think that is a positive sign. And what we found, and I was very interested in, it 

works for Israel and it works for many countries, was that the question was not what was in 

the curriculum, the question was "Did you have contact with people from other religions, or 

from other fields of work, or other social backgrounds?" That was the single most powerful 

predictor. Opening up opportunities. When you look at countries like Singapore, that 

deliberately make that part of the learning experience, you just experience the cultures of 

other parts of the group in your school, around your school, that's why they do so well on 

this assessment. But I think students in Israel actually did better than what you have 

predicted.  

Zmira:  Really? That is very encouraging to hear. And also the pandemic, now, is a good 

opportunity because it hurt everybody, regardless of gender, religion, and so on. It gives us 

the opportunity to get in touch with each other. But, again, as I said, in Israel the situation is 

very delicate because of that. So I am glad to hear this . 

Andreas:  You know, it is not so clear whether technology gives us new opportunities to get 

in touch with each other because, actually, what getting in touch means is the informal 

unplanned encounter. The people you meet at the coffee shop, the people you meet in the 

office, and that is actually lost now. You can get in touch if you plan a conversation, but you 



do not plan conversations with people that you actually want to get to know. So I am not so 

sure technology is actually doing anything for those kinds of connectivity . 

Zmira:  Particularly because some groups do not have access to technology, ideologically, in 

principle. So I am not sure technology is the solution for this issue. Another question that we 

had here: What is the impact of the pandemic on the relationships between teachers and 

parents? You talked a little bit about it, but please elaborate on it. 

Andreas:  I think that the pandemic has done a lot to make school more of a whole of 

society experience. First, because during the lockdown, many parents got a much better 

firsthand sense of what the work of teachers is actually about and what the difficulties are in 

encouraging people to learn, to support learning. When you do that with your own children, 

suddenly you get a different sense of what teachers are doing. So that is where the 

opportunity lies. The question is, when things return to normal, will we pick up from there? 

One of the biggest threats to education that I have seen over the last twenty years is the 

increasing trend towards over qualification in education. We have degraded students to 

consumers, we have degraded parents to clients, we have degraded teachers to service 

providers. And that has created – "I'll just give my child to you, give them back to me ready 

for going to Harvard." That is the kind of commodified attitude that has destroyed bridging 

social capital in schools, and I hope that this pandemic will help us to turn this around and to 

make this more an experience that everybody participates in. So that parents are not the 

spectators or the judges but real participants. Will schools create space for this? I am not 

sure. There are some countries where there is a great tradition in doing that. You go to 

China, teachers will call parents every week and they have that real conversation not just 

about learning but about parenting and they are the social workers in the system, and they 

get a lot of time for this. They just teach 11 hours per week. So they have plenty of time to 

actually work with students and parents. But you find very few systems where that is still 

there. There is an increasing trend to tailor the work organization. Where we actually 

separate the roles. Teachers teach and social workers do social work and psychologists do 

whatever they need and then parents are addressed as clients. That is something that I hope 

this pandemic will turn back a bit. 

Zmira:  We also have to take into consideration the risk that the parents would become the 

critics of the teachers, and the teaching; "Oh, this teacher is not good, he or she doesn't 

know how to teach" and so on. It is a risk, the critique of teachers and the education system 

at large. So we have to take it into consideration and maybe also do something about that. 

Andreas:  I agree with you. I think the best thing you can do is to actually make parents real 

participants in the process. And to give them a good understanding of what learning is 

about, what child development is about. When you do not have that relationship, you get 

this attitude: "The product is not right, I will send it back." And that is an attitude that I think 

has been very unhealthy. And teachers feel that they are always on the defensive. I think 

that contributes to making teaching less attractive, also. Actually, just to give you a number 

on this. If you look at Israel, a minority of teachers feel valued by society. 

Zmira:  Really?  



Andreas:  Yes. A small share of teachers say "society respects my work." That tells the whole 

story. 

Zmira:  Absolutely right. But another risk is that parents' involvement would increase, or 

could increase, the gap between the middle-class students' families and the poor families. 

Because the parents in the poor families have fewer abilities, have fewer skills to help their 

children or to be part of their education, whereas the richer parents can do it much better. 

So it could increase the gap. And we have a concern about that. 

Andreas:  That’s right. But I think that is exactly where a good teacher comes in. If they can 

engage typically with those parents who are hardest to reach and are the most important to 

bring onboard, I think that is the moderating role of a teacher, to compensate for that. 

Zmira:  Yes, you are right. An additional question: From your perspective, what would be the 

positive and negative consequences of the pandemic on education and the educational 

system? 

Andreas:  On the positive side, I think the status for education and the awareness for 

education has risen and I think that is a very good thing, because that is really what got lost 

over the last years. Education has become very instrumentalized. You educate people just to 

get a degree. I think this idea that education is for social development, for emotional 

development, human development, has been strengthened in the pandemic. I don't know 

whether we are going to retain this. There is a big risk that all of those trends will slip back 

into the status quo. Education is such an inherently conservative social enterprise. But I think 

there is a chance that it will happen. I also think that we will be able to use technology more 

to transform educational experiences, rather than preserve them. And, again, I think the 

second and third wave of the pandemic will actually strengthen that. In the first wave, 

technology was just about "I do my lesson by Zoom." The second wave, people actually 

started to use technology to do things differently. And I hope that is something that the 

future will retain. On the negative side, we have to be very conscious of the polarization and 

the massive increase in inequalities in our education system. If I am realistic, do I believe we 

will recover from that? I am not sure. Over the last 20 years, when there was no pandemic, 

we have seen so little progress on equity in education. 

So, are we going to do magic next year or the year after that? I don't think so. That for me is 

really the biggest risk to our education system. And a polarized education system means a 

polarized society, and a polarized economy, and that is a self-fulfilling prophecy. And then 

you get the second generation where this is just going to get worse. So I think that if we 

want to contain that we have to massively redouble our efforts on the inequality front. That 

is what everybody is talking about. I see very little real effort in this direction.  

Zmira:  Absolutely right. It is like lip service, rather than doing something about it. Despite 

the fact that it is very important. Not only from the economic point of view, but also – or 

maybe mainly – the gap in education and the polarization in education.  

Nachum:  I have one more question for Prof. Schleicher: What do you think about high-

stakes exams from the experience of the pandemic? Exams like our matriculation exams, 

and I would say that even PISA which by the teams in Israel are considered somehow high-



stakes exams. They work more toward the unification of the global system, rather than 

giving a chance for each system to have its own character.  

Andreas:  I think that it is always a question of balance. The industrialization of education 

has divorced learning from assessment. You learn a lot and then, at the end, we do high 

stakes exam to see whether you have learned all of that. What I hope for the future is that 

we will actually bring those things together again. That we will not take time away from 

learning to do exams, but we will actually help students to understand better what they 

need to, help teachers to teach better, and help schools to be more effective. I hope that, in 

the long run, exams will be invisible, basically, as a student. And that is already happening in 

some technologically-based environments, where the learning process is the examination. A 

lot of this is in discussion and I think that the time of formal exams is over, in a way. I think 

the future will see a different form of integrating learning and assessment. It may take a long 

time for that to happen. A lot of the innovative pedagogy that you want to enable is 

inhibited by those kinds of instruments. But I am quite optimistic. I have seen a lot of really 

interesting developments in this direction. And, again, that is where I think technology will 

make a lot more of a difference than in the direct transmission of knowledge. In a future 

school, you will not see the technology. It will be around you and it will see how students 

learn differently and then provide feedback for them, give teachers better access to data. 

And at the end of the day, we will all learn a lot. Because the worst thing that we can do is 

close our eyes. If we do not know what students learn, that is the source of all inequalities. 

You can only improve what you can see. But, again, I think we need different instruments. 

And we also need the old instruments that made our range of competencies visible, that 

strike a better balance between cognitive, social and emotional learning. But I am actually 

fairly optimistic from the developments that I see. And I personally hope that PISA will be on 

the frontier of the development of those kinds of tools. I think we have a lot of interesting 

ideas and a lot of expertise from around the world to do that. I hope that in the next 

generation after us, students will no longer know what a test is, because they will 

permanently learn and get that feedback directly. 

Zmira:  The next question is regarding the future plans of the OECD in the area of teaching. 

The cognitive sciences have made enormous headway over the last 50-70 years in the area 

of learning. It has hardly touched the area of teaching. What sort of programs exist now 

through the OECD about basic research in teaching, and learning and the frameworks for 

different learning that might be different from those we know. The intent here is not just 

cognitive learning but also social and emotional learning. 

Andreas:  Yes, I absolutely agree. I actually think the teacher of the future will be a cognitive 

scientist; someone who really understands the learning process. And I think the future 

curriculum designers will be cognitive scientists. I think we have structured our curricula 

around the nature of the academic disciplines and the way we organize them in universities. 

We don't structure them around what we actually know about learning. We teach foreign 

languages in middle- and high-school when we know students do not learn languages. We 

do not teach them in the early years, in primary school, when we have good evidence that 

that is when you actually absorb languages. So I think there is a lot of scope for this, and I 

wish we would do better on this. What we do see is a great reluctance on the part of the 



educational establishment – and we have just written a book on this at the OCED, to adapt 

teaching to the way the brain learns. In a way, the teaching profession is still very much 

captive to pedagogical beliefs and norms, and they are often not based on cognitive science, 

they are based on observation. And, sometimes, when you observe, you come to different 

conclusions. And I think there is a misconception that education can be transformed by 

cognitive science, but I hope that is something that the future will bring. I think we, too 

often, consider teaching an art, rather than a science, and I think we have to make teaching 

more of a science. That is the only hope for making good teaching replicable and scalable. I 

do believe that the personal and the artistic element will remain very important but we also 

need to strengthen the science of teaching and learning. We, at the OECD, have developed a 

test of teacher pedagogical knowledge where we actually look very much at the cognitive 

science of how teachers learn. And it is quite interesting to me, how few countries are taking 

this up, because of opposition from their teaching profession. So that is something, I think 

there is a bit of a barrier there, but I very much see the merit in doing this. 

Zmira:  Would you include also Social Emotional Learning? The social emotional 

components? 

Andreas:  Absolutely. Absolutely. It is the same kind of story. It is the same experience. In 

PISA, we have 80 countries that take exams in reading, mathematics, and science. We have, 

at this moment, 11 countries that take the Social and Emotional outcomes part. We still 

have a lot of convincing to do, that this is not a byproduct of 21st century learning, but that is 

the core of 21st century learning. 

Zmira:  Absolutely right. I agree. And one final question with two parts: You keep saying 

that learning is a social and relational experience. And my question is really, what are you 

planning to do in the near future in the OECD in order to enhance this idea? And also, you 

know, we are very concerned about the future of the world in terms of democracy, peace 

education, liberal values; what are you planning on doing in the OECD in order to enhance 

these values, these big ideas? 

Andreas:  The first question is easier to answer. Actually, we have already developed 

instruments for the next PISA round to look much more at the quality of the relationship 

between students and teachers. There was something in the 2018 assessment, things like 

perceived student support and the level of emotional support that students receive. Does 

my teacher understand me? And so on. Those kinds of questions are very, very predictive, 

both on the social emotional front and on the cognitive front. The crisis module that I 

mentioned is doing this. This is an area where I think good progress is being made. Again, I 

also said that we have run this Social Emotional assessment in 11 cities, so far. It would be 

great to get a city in Israel, actually, to join in this. That is something you should really think 

about. It is not very difficult to do this, and it gives you amazing data. Because we collect 

that data from students, parents, and teachers, and then you can get a real picture of how 

the social fabric of the school is actually constructed. What are the relative roles of the 

different players and how do they work for younger children versus older children? We do 

that at age 10 and at age 15. So I think there is a good instrument available.  



On the second front, I agree with you. I think the big questions of our times – and I don't 

think it is so much a political question or a question of your form of government, democracy. 

I think the big question will come through technology. Will we become the masters of 

technology or the slaves of algorithms who will sort and group us and tell us whether to turn 

left and right and what to do and think, and so on? That is something I wish we could work 

on more in the OECD and, in a way, I think this pandemic has not done a lot for this. It has 

actually weakened the civic and democratic structures and it has strengthened the 

autocratic approaches to problems. I think there is a real risk for this to take root. If it is 

three months, it is okay. If it becomes a year, people adapt and get used to those kinds of 

structures. But I cannot give you something that the OECD is doing - I wish we would do in 

our assessments an aspect on ACICS (Accrediting Council for Independent Colleges and 

Schools) on moral maturity. There are some very interesting instruments available on this 

actually. We have not deployed them at the OECD, but I think it is an era where research and 

public policy should get together. There is so little attention on this at the moment. 

Zmira: This has been a very inspiring talk, a brilliant analysis and a very clear vision about 

education and what it should be. Listening to you brings us hope. We can do it. We can take 

up the glove and improve the educational system.  

Thank you, Prof. Schleicher.  

Andreas: Thank you very much. 

 


