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FROM LEARNING CRISIS TO BETTER SCHOOLS FOR ALL



ABOUT THIS SESSION

Purpose of this session is to provide you with a big picture of 
current trends in education and encourage you to have 
deeper conversations in your communities about the 
opportunities to educational change for better schools for all.



Part 1: Is there a learning crisis?

Part 2: Equity revisited

Part 3: Let’s not let good a crisis go to waste



Part 1: Is there a learning crisis?



Pre-pandemic education

The performance differences across the OECD 
countries between the most socio-economically 
advantaged and disadvantaged students is 
equivalent to over 3 years of schooling. –PISA 2018

260 million children, adolescents and youth are not at school and 
only three quarters of 15-year-olds in middle income countries attend 
school, and just half of them achieve the basic level of proficiency 
required. – Global Education Monitoring Report 2020

There is a global learning crisis that amplifies educational inequalities that 
severely hobbles the disadvantaged youth who most need the boost that a 
good education can offer. – World Bank Human Development Report 2018
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Challenge 1: Student learning vs. education spending and published research

Source: OECD database (2020)
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Children’s
sedentary time

Challenge 2: Student wellbeing vs. sedentary time

2000 2010 2020

Children’s
well-being
& Health

Anxiety disorder
Depression
Social challenges
Behavioural disorders
Addictions
Suicidal behaviours
Sleep quality

Growing Up Digital
https://www.gie.unsw.edu.au/GUDAustralia

Racine N, McArthur BA, Cooke JE, Eirich R, Zhu J, 
Madigan S. Global Prevalence of Depressive and 
Anxiety Symptoms in Children and Adolescents During 
COVID-19: A Meta-analysis. JAMA Pediatr. Published 
online August 09, 2021.
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Challenge 3: Growing inequalities
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Average reading literacy PISA scores in Australia by SES quartile



Proportions of low and high performers in Australia on the reading literacy 
proficiency scale from PISA 2000 to 2018, by Indigenous background
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BREAK 1: 
Learning crisis is real but the primary cause isn’t the 
pandemic
There is a lot of uncertainty in the world right now and Albertan education scene is not well 
organized either. Curriculum reform seems to be going wrong way, the teaching profession is 
under attack by the government, and the schools are stressed by the global pandemic. But there 
are also new opportunities in this catastrophe. What opportunities do you see?



Part 2: Equity revisited



The impact of GERM

1. Competition and choice

2. Standardization

4. Test-based accountability

5. De-professionalization

“Trying to create more competition 
among schools, as many school systems 
are doing, will not lift student 
performance.” – Grattan Institute, 2013

“Across most OECD countries test-based 
accountability does not relate to academic 
achievement.” – OECD, 2021

"There is very little evidence to prove that 
establishing national academic standards for K-
12 schools will improve the quality of American 
public education.” – The Education and Public 
Interest Center, 2020

“High performing systems invest in a profession of teaching. 
Where systems invest in teacher’s knowledge and skill, 
teachers are acknowledged as expert educators who are 
trusted to make judgments about practice and how to 
improve it.” – Empowered Educators, 2017

3. Academic excellence “Non-academic skills are more powerful than 
academic skills in life outcomes.” 

– David Berliner, 2020



Antidotes to GERM
1. Competition

2. Standardization

4. Test-based accountability

5. De-professionalization

Collaboration 

Creativity/flexibility

Trust-based responsibility

Professionalism

3. Academic excellence Whole-child approach



Antidotes to GERM

Excellence Equity and adequacy

The highest performing education 
systems are those that combine equity 

with quality. – OECD 2012

Sahlberg, P. & Cobbold, T. (2021). Leadership for 
Equity and Adequacy in Education. 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/136
32434.2021.1926963

“EQUITY in education means that children from 
different groups in society because of their gender, 
class, race, ethnicity and domicile achieve similar 
education outcomes to ensure non-discrimination.” 

“ADEQUACY in education means that all 
children receive an education that enables 
them to fully participate in adult society in 
a way of their choosing.” 



BREAK 2: 
Equity in education is more important than before

Global education reform movement (GERM) manifests itself in multiple 
ways in practice and has affected teaching and learning in schools in various 
ways. Stronger focus  on equity in both policies and school leadership are 
critically important in resisting the GERM. What can we do?



Achieving a bright future for all young Australians (2020)



Part 3: Let’s not let a good crisis go to waste!



New GERM variants 
1. Learning loss

Learning loss is the assumed slipping test scores and the ability to project 
that data into the future. Test scores do not predict the future of an 
individual’s success very well, and non-cognitive skills may play a bigger role 
than cognitive skills for future life. 

Much more serious losses include those in kids’ social-emotional well-
being, attitudes toward learning, social relationships, and physical and 
mental development that can have longer-lasting affects in life than 
possible loss of academic learning.



New GERM variants 
2. Side effects

In the world of epidemics the basic principle is to rely on best available science 
and expert knowledge to maximise the effectiveness of treatments while 
minimising their harmful side effects. 

Evidence-based education policies and practices use research to link selected 
treatments and expected outcomes. But they almost always fail to identify 
side effects to schools, teachers or children. 

Consequential accountability         Teaching to the test and corruption
Between-school competition                 Segregation and growing inequity
Standardized testing                     Narrowing curriculum and disengagement



New GERM variants 
3. Play deprivation 

In Australia, 80% of parents believe that children are under pressure 
to grow up too quickly, and 85% think their kids today spend less 
time playing than they did when they were their kids’ age. 

And yet, many, if not most, parents reject the idea of children 
having more unstructured time during their school days for free 
play, especially after the disrupted schooling.



1. Let’s avoid side effects
We should stop claiming that there is an extensive evidence base behind suggested 
educational reforms (treatments) if we don’t understand what their unintended 
consequences (side effects) to teaching and learning will be. 

2. Let’s accept only evidence-based policies and reforms
It is unfair by the authorities to expect schools to base their pedagogical decisions 
on solid evidence unless the policies and reforms behind these expectations are 
based on best available science and practical professional wisdom.

3. Let’s adopt new logic to lead public education
We must protect schools from toxic consequences of the GERM. That means 
adopting education policies that protect and enhance public good for all, and that 
are implemented using best available collective expert advise. 

From learning crisis to better schools for all:
How to get started?
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THANK YOU!

Download this presentation from: www.pasisahlberg.com


