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Change cards in this set capture 
patterns of change emerging 
globally and locally. Each card poses 
questions about how these changes 
might affect education systems and 
their resilience, recognizing that 
impacts vary across different 
contexts. The set also includes five 
activity cards to guide reflection, 
exploration, and conversation. 
Together, the cards help to imagine 
what one can do differently to 
strengthen education system 
resilience by drawing on available 
resources, existing networks, and 
shared aspirations.



Change is constant, pervasive, and 
dynamic—it even transforms itself. It 
emerges from every dimension of our 
world, often creating turbulence that feels 
chaotic and heightening uncertainty. 
Foresight addresses this uncertainty by 
tracking change and its impacts over time. 
To make sense of these shifts, changes are 
categorized and clustered into narratives 
that illustrate potential impacts and raise 
critical questions about their implications.

These change cards were developed as 
part of the global horizon scan conducted 
under the Global Partnership for Education 
Knowledge and Innovation Exchange (GPE 
KIX) Observatory on Education System 
Resilience initiative. The initiative aims to 
examine the meanings and practices of 
education system resilience and potential 
future disruptions to education systems 

in low- and middle-income countries in 
Latin America and the Caribbean, Africa, 
the Middle East, Eastern Europe, Asia, and 
the Pacific. 

Scanning data was organized using the 
PESTLE-V framework, which explores seven 
dimensions of change: Politics, Economics, 
Society, Technology (including science 
and innovation), Law, Environment, and 
Values. In addition, an “Elephants in the 
Yard” category was introduced to capture 
the overall challenges we are currently 
facing. The change cards highlight specific 
trends and developments within these 
categories and are intended to be used 
alongside the global horizon scan report.

The graphics in this deck were developed 
using ChatGPT.

TRENDS, EMERGING CHANGES, POSSIBLE DISRUPTORS



READ THE GLOBAL HORIZON SCAN REPORT

CONTACT US
kix@idrc.ca



Education systems operate within 
broader political, socio-economic 
and environmental contexts at local, 
national, regional, and global levels. 
Shifts in these larger systems test 
education system resilience in both 
positive and negative ways. Today, we 
face ongoing changes that challenge 
education systems in ways current 
policies and practices may not fully 
address. This section highlights 
some of the most significant, often 
overlooked issues that demand 
urgent attention to strengthen 
education system resilience.

ELEPHANTS IN 
THE YARD
CURRENT OVERALL 
CHALLENGES



CHALLENGES

SHRINKING AND 
AGEING POPULATIONS

By the mid-2030s, the number of people 
aged 80 and older is projected to reach 265 
million—surpassing the number of infants 
under one year. While the global population 
is aging, countries are at very different 
stages of this demographic transition. 
For instance, in 63 countries—including 
China, Germany, Japan, and the Russian 
Federation—population size peaked before 
or during 2024.

•	 In countries facing population decline 
and rapid aging, how will a shrinking 
child population affect teacher demand, 
workforce planning, and long-term career 
prospects in education? 

•	 In what ways could demographic trends—
such as declining birth rates and an aging 
population—impact the size, structure, and 
student composition of classrooms and 
schools?



CHALLENGES

CHANGING CLIMATE 
AND ECOSYSTEM 
CHALLENGES

Climate change—driving global warming, 
extreme weather, and rising sea levels—
continues unabated, largely due to decades 
of human inaction to protect ecosystems. 
Recent rollbacks of environmental and 
emissions-reduction programs, coupled 
with nations not fulfilling their obligations 
under the Paris Climate Agreement (2015), 
make achieving the 1.5°C target above pre-
industrial levels by 2035 increasingly unlikely, 
intensifying climate-related shocks.

•	 How should education systems redesign 
infrastructure and schedules to withstand 
intensifying climate impacts—such as 
extreme heat, drought, flooding, wildfires, and 
severe storms?

•	 In what ways can schools serve as adaptive 
hubs for their communities during climate-
related disruptions and recovery efforts?



CHALLENGES

EVER-SMARTER 
DIGITAL ECOSYSTEM

Rapidly evolving digital technologies and 
artificial intelligence (AI) offer major gains 
in productivity and innovation. Yet, one-
third of the world’s population remains 
offline, unable to access these benefits. At 
the same time, it is increasingly clear that 
smart systems can amplify poor decisions 
and biases—while imposing significant 
environmental costs.

•	 How can education systems cultivate critical 
thinking and intellectual self-reliance to 
ensure students make informed, responsible 
choices in their use of AI?



CHALLENGES

GEOPOLITICAL 
VOLATILITY

The profound geopolitical shifts underway 
are unlikely to be reversed, even if political 
leadership changes—a scenario made 
more probable by the advanced age of 
many of the world’s key leaders. Ongoing 
and emerging conflicts, economic volatility, 
and environmental degradation are driving 
extreme inequality and power imbalances 
within and between nations, fueling 
migration and human rights violations. In 
response, new coalitions and alliances are 
forming in trade, economic development, 
education, and research.

•	 How can education systems help students 
mature into responsible citizens of the world, 
as well as of their own communities and 
countries? 



Global geopolitics may be 
undergoing a seismic shift amid 
proliferating conflicts within and 
between nations, compounded 
by mounting resource pressures. 
Struggles over resource rights and 
control intersect with ongoing 
decolonization efforts—political, 
economic, and cultural—which in turn 
fuel growing youth activism driven by 
past injustices and future anxieties—
all amplified by social media and 
digital connectivity.

THE 
RECONFIGURED 
WORLD IN 2035
POLITICAL THEME



POLITICAL

INTERNATIONAL 
RELATIONS IN 
DISARRAY

Volatile U.S. politics may weaken its century-
long role as a unipolar power, amid a shift 
toward a multipolar world where major 
players—the EU, China, and Russia—assert 
regional and global influence. This includes 
hard power, such as Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine and election interference, and soft 
power, such as China’s infrastructure loans 
and efforts to standardize curricula in partner 
countries. A second tier of powers is also 
adapting; for example, Middle Eastern oil 
producers are diversifying for a post-oil future 
and positioning themselves as mediators 
between competing global powers.

•	 What are the implications of the dominance 
of any single nation—particularly in shaping 
education systems, scientific research, and 
global innovation?

•	 How can teacher training and school 
leadership development incorporate skills 
for navigating uncertainty and geopolitical 
complexity?



POLITICAL

THRESHOLDS OF WAR

In 2026, conflicts persist in Ethiopia, Myanmar, 
Palestine, Sudan, Ukraine, and Yemen, 
alongside civil wars, insurgencies, drug-related 
violence, and border disputes elsewhere. Many 
stem from deep-rooted historical, political, and 
social factors, requiring sustained international 
efforts to resolve. Resource-based conflicts—
over water and minerals—are rising, with 
“hydro-terrorism,” the weaponization of water 
supplies, seen in Palestine, Ukraine, and Yemen. 
Military strategies are shifting from traditional 
“boots on the ground” to “liminal war” or “grey 
zone” operations—actions below the threshold 
of open warfare or legal breach—aimed at 
destabilizing and manipulating perceptions, as 
illustrated by Russia’s annexation of the Crimea 
and China’s activities in the South China Sea.

•	 What does a resilient education system look 
like during times of war? 

•	 How can schools create safe spaces for 
teachers, students, and communities to 
ensure continuity of learning and psychosocial 
well-being even during periods of ‘grey zone’ 
or hybrid warfare?”



POLITICAL

DECOLONISATION: 
RIGHTS, REPARATIONS, 
RESISTANCE

Amid global volatility, many formerly 
colonized nations are advancing 
decolonization—dismantling systems and 
beliefs imposed by colonial powers in 
areas such as education, governance, and 
cultural representation. Economically, West 
African countries have reclaimed control of 
resources like gold and uranium mines. In 
Kenya, colonial-era laws criminalizing suicide 
have been repealed, shifting focus to mental 
health support. Beyond acknowledging past 
harms, countries are increasingly engaging 
in conversations on reparations and 
‘reparatory justice,’ including among the 56 
Commonwealth nations.

•	 How can education systems support 
decolonization efforts?  

•	 What impacts might decolonization have on 
national laws, society, and the economy—
and how can education systems prepare for 
these changes?



POLITICAL

YOUTH ACTIVISM

Globally, young people are leveraging 
technology—especially social media—to 
organize around issues such as climate 
change, the war in Palestine, LGBTQIA+ 
rights, Indigenous justice, and student 
rights. Cryptocurrency is emerging as a tool 
for protest fundraising, using blockchain 
to bypass traditional financial systems. 
For example, in 2021, a youth-led gender 
equality group in Nigeria turned to Bitcoin 
after suspected interference with its banking 
arrangements. Rather than suppressing 
youth movements, governments could 
reduce intergenerational conflict by involving 
young people more in policymaking.

•	 How can education systems engage with 
and learn from youth activism? 

•	 What role can schools play in teaching digital 
literacy and responsible use of technology, 
given that social media is central to youth-
led movements?



Geopolitical shifts are fueling global 
economic volatility. Erratic U.S. policies 
are alienating long-standing trade 
partners and accelerating trade 
realignments, further dismantling a 
unipolar world. Newly empowered 
nations now share influence with 
mega-corporations that dominate 
digital infrastructure, media, and 
finance. Cryptocurrencies and 
blockchain-based instruments 
amplify corporate power by reducing 
financial transparency, often masking 
large-scale political lobbying. This 
dynamic has shifted national budget 
priorities toward corporate tax breaks 
and away from social welfare and 
international aid, creating a “post-
aid world.” Rising resentment toward 
migrants has led to measures such as 
remittance taxes; combined with the 
near collapse of foreign aid, this leaves 
some communities with only a trickle 
of resources.

COLLAPSE AND 
REBUILD
ECONOMIC THEME



ECONOMIC

DESTABILIZATION OF 
GLOBAL TRADE

In 2025, the United States—the world’s largest 
economy—reversed years of economic 
policy by cutting overseas aid, research, and 
pro-climate programs, while dismantling 
financial regulations and long-standing 
trade agreements. This shift has fueled global 
market volatility, as uncertainty over trade 
policies weakened the dollar and slowed 
investment in supply chains. In response, 
major economies such as China, Brazil, and 
India are seeking new alliances and outlets 
for their goods and using Foreign Direct 
Investment to manufacture in lower-tariff 
countries like Vietnam. The Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations is projected to 
become the world’s fourth-largest economy 
by 2040.

•	 How might global economic volatility affect 
education funding in low- and middle-
income countries? 

•	 How can local economies contribute to 
maintaining the resilience of local education 
systems?



GROWING RESISTANCE 
TO DIGITAL 
MONOPOLIES

The “Big Five” tech companies—Alphabet, 
Amazon, Apple, Meta, and Microsoft—
account for nearly half of global digital sales, 
concentrating economic and technological 
power at an unprecedented scale and 
influencing every aspect of life. Some call this 
dominance “neo-feudalism” or “corporate 
dictatorship.” While smaller nations lack 
leverage to challenge these giants, regional 
alliances—such as the African Union’s Data 
Policy Framework and AI Strategy—are 
introducing governance and innovation 
measures to mitigate risks and maximize 
benefits. Countries could collaborate to 
build alternative, less Eurocentric tech 
infrastructures or even explore global forms 
of nationalization of critical internet assets 
like Starlink.

•	 How might the growing dominance of global 
tech giants affect the ability of education 
systems to maintain autonomy and 
safeguard data privacy, and what strategies 
can countries adopt to mitigate these risks?

ECONOMIC



THE PROMISE 
AND RISKS OF 
CRYPTOCURRENCIES

China and the United States are competing over 
cryptocurrencies such as Bitcoin and Ethereum, 
which remain largely unregulated and enable 
transactions outside the dominance of the U.S. 
dollar. While cryptocurrencies offer alternatives, 
they are volatile, vulnerable to scams, and 
considered high-risk investments. China seeks 
to build a digital transaction architecture 
based on its own standards and governance. 
Consumers often turn to crypto during periods 
of high inflation or weak confidence in local 
currencies, and countries with high corruption, 
fragile banking systems, or heavy reliance on 
remittances are particularly drawn to blockchain 
services. Some middle-income nations are 
developing their own digital currencies, while 
El Salvador adopted Bitcoin as legal tender in 
2021—a move widely deemed unsuccessful and 
later curtailed under financial assistance rules of 
the International Monetary Fund.

•	 What risks and opportunities do emerging 
technologies—such as blockchain and digital 
currencies—pose for financing and delivering 
education services?

ECONOMIC



THE EMERGING POST-
AID WORLD

International organizations such as the 
International Monetary Fund and the World 
Bank are likely to be affected by shifts in U.S. 
foreign policy, given that the United States 
is their largest shareholder. Funding may 
increasingly depend on alignment with U.S. 
priorities, putting large-scale infrastructure 
projects at risk. Alongside the dismantling 
of USAID, aid budgets in the EU and UK have 
also been significantly reduced, prompting 
debate about what a “post-aid” world might 
look like. For donors, a post-aid policy could 
be guided by three rationales: supporting 
the most marginalized in the most fragile 
nations; providing Global Public Goods—such 
as a livable climate—for the mutual benefit 
of all; and addressing historical causes of 
inequality, such as North-South economic 
relations, by restructuring systems of injustice.

•	 How will reductions in aid budgets in the 
United States and Europe affect efforts to 
build resilient education systems in low- and 
middle-income countries that rely on donor 
support for this purpose?

ECONOMIC



MONEY FLOWS FROM 
THE DIASPORA

Migrant workers not only fill labor gaps in 
destination countries but also support their 
countries of origin through remittances, 
which provide reliable household income, 
improve food security, and enable access to 
education. In July 2025, the U.S. administration 
announced a new 1% tax on remittances, a 
move that will negatively impact many low-
income countries already facing aid cuts. 
Mexico, India, China, Vietnam, Guatemala, 
the Dominican Republic, and El Salvador 
are expected to experience the largest 
reductions in remittance flows.

•	 How might a reduction in remittance flows 
impact household spending on education in 
low- and middle-income countries?

•	 What strategies can education systems 
adopt to maintain access and equity when 
families face declining financial support 
from remittances?

ECONOMIC



Population growth and decline are 
reshaping the viability of societies 
and economies. High-income 
countries with aging populations 
cannot remain sustainable without 
an influx of younger people, 
increasing demand for migration. As 
global mobility accelerates—driven 
by both stressors and opportunities—
cultures, worldviews, and values will 
mix in complex ways. At the same 
time, rising inequality and economic 
pressures risk fueling intolerance 
and ideological violence, amplified 
by social media’s cascade of 
misinformation and disinformation. 
As familiar social structures erode, 
the capacity of individuals and 
communities to adapt may weaken.

THE 
KALEIDOSCOPE 
WORLD
SOCIETAL THEME



DEMOGRAPHIC 
DISTORTIONS

Societies in the Global North are aging, and 
countries such as Japan are investing in 
assistive technologies to boost productivity 
and improve quality of life at home. They are 
also strengthening health and long-term care 
systems, enhancing social protection, and 
expanding opportunities for lifelong learning. 
These demographic shifts not only reshape 
health and welfare systems but also have 
significant implications for gender equity. 
Because women generally live longer than men, 
they outnumber men at older ages in nearly all 
populations. This trend will increase the priority 
of women’s needs, including equitable access to 
assistive programs, gender-specific health care, 
and stronger social support systems to reduce 
caregiving burdens.

•	 How can education systems adapt to an 
aging society by expanding lifelong learning 
opportunities? 

•	 How can education systems collaborate with 
health and welfare sectors to create integrated 
and gender-responsive approaches to learning 
and well-being for older adults?

SOCIETAL



MIGRATION

Mass migration is on the rise, driven by conflict, 
climate change, economic hardship, and 
political instability. This trend places significant 
pressure on governments and deepens public 
polarization across both the Global North and 
Global South, with protests often escalating 
into civil unrest. For many migrants, moving to 
neighboring countries instead of the Global 
North offers limited opportunities to earn 
remittances and often means continuing a life 
of poverty far from home. Host countries also 
face mounting strain on public infrastructure. 
Meanwhile, public perceptions of migrants—
shaped by oversimplified and biased 
narratives—remain sharply divided between 
sympathy and hostility. Yet, the same cultural 
mixing that sparks friction also fuels vibrant, 
creative, and entrepreneurial cities, driving 

•	 How can education systems help reduce 
polarization and foster mutual understanding 
between migrants and host communities amid 
rising migration and public tensions?

•	 In what ways can teachers leverage cultural 
diversity in classrooms to nurture creativity, 
empathy, and tolerance among students?

SOCIETAL



SOCIAL MEDIA 
DISINFORMATION AND 
INTERGENERATIONAL 
JUSTICE

Social media now shapes global perceptions, 
often amplifying misinformation and 
displacing facts. As traditional life structures 
erode, many young people face “waithood”—
delayed milestones like jobs, marriage, and 
home ownership—due to shifting social 
and economic systems. Generation Alpha 
(born 2010–2024) faces an uncertain future, 
marked by disillusionment with government 
and democracy, especially amid the 
climate crisis. Polarized narratives online 
can turn hopelessness into anger. Yet, a 
growing movement to protect the rights 
of future generations offers a new lens for 
intergenerational justice, exemplified by Wales’ 
Well-being of Future Generations Act (2015).

•	 How can education systems build resilience 
against the challenges posed by social media 
and misinformation?

•	 How might education system evolve to 
support students in addressing the future 
challenges they will face?

SOCIETAL



Two powerful clusters of change 
driven by scientific discovery 
and technological innovation are 
reshaping our world. The first is a 
revolution in our understanding of 
intelligence: while digital innovators 
strive to create artificial minds, 
neuroscientists uncover the intricate 
mechanisms of our own. The second 
transforms our relationship with life 
itself, enabled by our growing ability 
to manipulate living systems—from 
DNA at the molecular level to entire 
planetary ecosystems.

MODIFYING 
KNOWLEDGE 
AND LIFE
TECHNOLOGICAL THEME



AI AND EVOLUTIONS IN 
NEUROSCIENCE

Artificial intelligence (AI) is set to transform 
every sector—science, work, communication, 
the arts, and education. Combined with 
robotics and the Internet of Things, this 
interconnected technological ecosystem 
will reshape both public and private life. 
For individuals, school-age children will 
increasingly rely on AI for learning, but recent 
studies suggest this may hinder performance 
at neural, linguistic, and behavioral levels. 
Meanwhile, neuroscience is uncovering new 
ways to enhance memory and retention, 
including pharmaceutical aids. Experiments 
with implantable microchips hint at a future 
where students and educators may be 
interconnected with the digital AI web.

•	 How can education systems design curricula 
that foster cognitive development, critical 
thinking, and intellectual independence, 
while integrating AI responsibly into teaching 
and learning?

TECHNOLOGY



BIOTECHNOLOGY AND 
BIOETHICS

Advances in biotechnology—manipulating 
cells, viruses, and DNA—combined with nano-
engineering at the molecular level are driving 
breakthroughs in medicine, agriculture, energy, 
materials, art, and even weapons. Synthetic 
biology goes beyond genetic engineering 
to create entirely new biological systems, 
organisms, and devices. The use of animals 
adapted through biotechnology for human 
benefit is growing; for example, gene-edited 
pigs and fish that can resist certain viruses 
have been approved for consumption in the 
US, Brazil, Japan, and Argentina. While these 
innovations could help address shortages of 
food, medicine, and transplant organs, they 
raise serious concerns about liability, ecosystem 
risks, security, and misuse of biomaterials.

•	 What core scientific knowledge and ethical 
principles should science education emphasize 
to prepare students for responsible engagement 
with biotechnology and synthetic biology?

•	 How can schools develop students’ ability 
to critically analyze the ecological, security, 
and societal implications of biotechnology 
innovations, including potential misuse?

TECHNOLOGY



Established norms of global law 
are under strain as polarized 
national interests increasingly 
weaponize legal frameworks against 
migrants and refugees. The erosion 
of international law leaves few 
safeguards against governments 
rolling back rights for women and 
children. In response, activists are 
turning to courts to seek climate 
justice and advance nature-centric 
rulings that recognize the rights of 
non-human life.

PRESSURES AND 
POSSIBILITIES OF 
INTERNATIONAL 
LAW
LEGAL THEME



FLOUTING 
INSTRUMENTS OF 
INTERNATIONAL LAW

Recent geopolitical crises have revived 
questions about the efficacy and relevance 
of international law. Examples include 
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, alleged war 
crimes in Palestine, India’s threat to withhold 
water from Pakistan, and U.S. threats to 
occupy Greenland and seize the Panama 
Canal. International law relies on states’ 
willingness to comply, yet China is leveraging 
U.S. antagonism to shape legal norms and 
expand its soft power. Like all multilateral 
systems, international law operates within the 
geopolitical context of its time. For instance, 
“grey zone” operations—hostile actions 
cloaked in legal ambiguity—make it difficult 
to determine which legal frameworks apply in 
such conflicts.

•	 How can education systems remain resilient 
and continue to promote peace education 
during periods of geopolitical instability? 

•	 How can education systems prepare 
students to engage in shaping future 
international norms and institutions?

LEGAL



INTERNATIONAL LAW 
FOR GLOBAL PROBLEMS

The erosion of international law has been 
mirrored by a decline in rights within states. 
For example, treaties require countries to 
combat sex discrimination and guarantee 
equal access to education, yet since 2021 
Afghanistan’s regressive policies have 
virtually erased women and girls from 
public life, including banning girls from 
secondary education. Similarly, the 1951 
Refugee Convention outlines protections 
and assistance for refugees, but as global 
displacement rises, many states are 
enacting national laws that contradict these 
treaty obligations.

•	 How can education systems navigate 
contradictory national and international 
legal conflicts?

•	 How should curricula address the tension 
between international human rights 
obligations and regressive national policies?

LEGAL



RIGHTS FOR NON-
HUMANS?

New legal approaches are granting rights 
to non-human entities—such as river 
ecosystems—to “exist, flourish, and evolve,” 
as seen in Ecuador, New Zealand, and India. 
This could reshape the balance between 
humans and nature, moving toward a circular 
model of rights—Nature > People > Economy—
advocated by the European Economic and 
Social Committee. Meanwhile, rapid advances 
in biotechnology and gene editing raise 
urgent ethical and regulatory questions. 
The forthcoming EU Biotech Act emphasizes 
safety and biosecurity, yet synthetic biology 
is becoming cheaper and accessible beyond 
labs, increasing risks of “error or terror.” Human 
rights will face new challenges as biohackers 
alter bodies and as biorobots, human-animal 
chimeras, autonomous robots, and even 
sentient artificial intelligence (AI) emerge.

•	 What role can schools play in fostering 
ecological literacy and ethical reasoning about 
human–nature relationships?

•	 How can education systems build resilience by 
integrating environmental law, biotechnology, 
and AI ethics into interdisciplinary learning?

LEGAL



The climate crisis is firmly on our 
radar—featured as an ‘Elephant in 
the Yard’—yet the convergence of 
multiple environmental crises can 
create vicious cycles of reinforcing 
impacts. Rising temperatures 
drives species displacement 
toward temperate zones, triggering 
cascading effects on human 
communities. Atmospheric warming 
accelerates glacier melt, with 
potential consequences for ocean 
currents and global weather systems. 
These dynamics intersect with 
pervasive pollution, which threatens 
water systems and food supplies, 
compounding the risks.

INTERCONNECTED 
CASCADING 
CATASTROPHES
ENVIRONMENTAL THEME



HEAT AND ECOSYSTEM 
MIGRATION

All life responds to heat, and these responses 
accumulate into major shifts in land and 
marine ecosystems. Warmer conditions extend 
seasons for disease vectors like mosquitoes, 
increasing the spread of vector-borne illnesses. 
Rising temperatures disrupt agriculture, food 
chains, and predator-prey dynamics. Species 
and ecosystems with limited adaptive capacity 
are especially vulnerable. Large populations 
already face heat-related health risks, which 
are expected to intensify. These combined 
stresses could fundamentally alter ecosystem 
composition and function. As people, plants, 
and animals migrate toward temperate zones, 
conflicts may arise over territory, leading to 
loss of native species and the creation of new 
ecosystems. In the coming decades, entire 
ecosystems may be on the move.

•	 How should education systems adapt curricula 
to address the ecological and societal impacts 
of rising temperatures and shifting ecosystems? 

•	 How can education systems remain resilient 
as climate-driven migration reshapes 
communities and classrooms?

ENVIRONMENTAL



GLACIER MELT AND 
OCEAN CURRENT 
COLLAPSE

Rising temperatures are rapidly shrinking the 
world’s glaciers, many already nearly gone. 
Melting from the Greenland ice sheet could 
push the Atlantic Meridional Overturning 
Circulation to a tipping point by diluting the 
dense, salty water that drives its flow. This 
sinking process is the final stage of the Gulf 
Stream’s northward journey; if it stops, the 
Gulf Stream could collapse, cutting off the 
warmth it brings to the UK and Scandinavia. 
Such a shutdown would trigger abrupt 
climate shifts worldwide, with temperatures 
dropping several degrees across Asia, Europe, 
and North America. The cascading impacts 
would devastate ecosystems and agriculture, 
starting with crop failures in Europe.

•	 How can education systems teach resilience 
strategies for communities facing abrupt 
climate shifts and agricultural collapse?

ENVIRONMENTAL



PERVASIVE POLLUTIONS

Rising temperatures and CO2 levels are causing 
rice plants to absorb more arsenic, creating 
what researchers call a “scary” global health 
risk that could lead to tens of millions of cancer 
cases in Asia by 2050. Another pervasive 
pollutant, microplastics, now saturates 
oceans, freshwater systems, and even clouds. 
Studies estimate that everyone carries about 
a teaspoon’s worth of microplastics in brain 
tissue. In soil, microplastics reduce fertility and 
agricultural productivity, while aging fragments 
accumulate toxins like lead and mercury. 
The environment is increasingly burdened by 
these invisible by-products of consumerism, 
which will infiltrate ecosystems even faster as 
temperatures, floods, and fires intensify.

•	 How can education systems ensure that school 
environments remain healthy and safe for 
students and teachers amid rising environmental 
hazards such as toxins, heat, and pollution? 

•	 What would a resilient response look like for 
schools facing rising environmental hazards—
both in infrastructure and in community 
engagement?

ENVIRONMENTAL



The growing tide of tribalism in 
politics heightens the risk of violence 
as civil society loses its capacity 
for compromise. Ideological 
opponents are increasingly 
attacked and silenced rather than 
engaged in debate. This erosion 
of rights often stems from deep 
political polarization, where rigid 
ideologies weaken democratic 
principles and steer societies toward 
authoritarianism. Such dynamics 
can perpetuate and intensify 
intergenerational trauma, reinforcing 
patterns of inequality, privilege, and 
abuse across time.

POLARIZATION, 
RETREAT,  
TRAUMA
VALUES THEME



POLARIZATION

Political polarization is increasingly driven by 
personal values, reinforced by rising economic 
inequality and both real-world and virtual 
social networks. Divisive elites and ideologies 
further limit exposure to alternative views. 
Extreme political differences now affect all 
aspects of society globally, fueling intolerance 
and even violence against minority groups 
and those with non-traditional lifestyles. 
Gender polarization is also growing: men 
in Generation Z (born 1997–2012) are less 
supportive of feminism, non-traditional 
gender roles, and women’s rights compared 
to earlier generations. As this cohort moves 
through education and into the workforce, 
their attitudes will shape future policies on 
education, health, gender roles, and careers.

•	 How can education systems actively counter 
the harmful effects of political polarization 
and promote constructive dialogue among 
students? 

•	 How can curricula be safeguarded from 
influences of political polarization?

VALUES



RETREAT FROM HUMAN 
RIGHTS

In 24% of countries, regressive policies 
from anti-egalitarian parties disregard 
international laws and norms that prohibit 
discrimination based on gender, race, 
religion, sexual orientation, age, and disability. 
Attacks on abortion rights often lead the 
way, followed by restrictions on sexual and 
reproductive rights, including blocking 
sex education for young people. LGBTQI+ 
individuals face violence and stigma in 
schools and communities, with some even 
forced into marriage.

•	 How can education systems work to 
contribute to maintaining the human rights 
of all humans?

•	 Does the education system need to critique 
its own in-built assumptions regarding 
human rights, and even the rights of nature?

VALUES



INTERGENERATIONAL 
TRAUMA

Most people affected by emergencies—such 
as natural disasters, conflict, displacement, or 
violence—experience psychological distress 
that usually improves over time. However, 
about one in five individuals exposed to war 
or conflict in the past decade develop mental 
health conditions. Trauma can have lasting 
effects, shaping attitudes toward perceived 
perpetrators and influencing communities 
across generations through socio-cultural 
and biological pathways. Traumatic memories 
endure, and emotional dysregulation can be 
transmitted to children. Structural factors like 
racism and inequality, along with collective 
historical traumas—such as slavery, the 
Holocaust, and the mistreatment of Indigenous 
people—create vulnerabilities. Yet, these same 
contexts can also foster post-traumatic growth 
and healing.

•	 How can education systems work to heal crisis 
trauma before it becomes intergenerational? 

•	 How can curricula incorporate awareness 
of historical and collective trauma to foster 
empathy and resilience?

VALUES



ACTIVITY 1

WHO’S 
FEELING THE 
FUTURE?
PERSONALISING IMPACTS

Two or three people pick one change card to 
consider and discuss it.

Assume this change is widespread and 
affecting your education system.

Who or what benefits from this future?  
What are those benefits?

Who or what suffers challenges in this future? 
What are those challenges?

How is it affecting you and your role in the 
education system? What are the opportunities? 
What are the challenges?

Think broadly about where the impacts—
whether opportunities or challenges—might 
land, and on whom.



ACTIVITY 2 

RIPPLES OF 
CHANGE
DISRUPTOR CASCADES

Working in a group of 5-7 people, review the entire 
change card deck. Choose one of the change cards to 
explore.

Place the chosen card in the middle of a flipchart paper.
Assume this change is widespread, creating significant 
impacts—both good and bad.

Take a moment to think: what is an immediate impact of 
this change on education systems? Be specific: imagine 
the impacts you would see in daily life.

Brainstorm 4-6 immediate impacts on sticky notes and 
place them in a circle around the change card you chose.

Next consider each of those immediate, primary impacts 
one by one. What impacts on daily life, on day-to-
day work in education, and on learning, might we see 
because of each of those primary impacts? Connect two 
to three secondary impacts to each primary impact.

Discuss the pattern of impacts that result. How is the 
future these changes create different from today? What 
are the new opportunities? What are the new challenges? 
Where should you look for new partners or resources in 
addressing these opportunities and challenges?



ACTIVITY 3

PERFECT 
STORMS OF 
CHANGE
AMPLIFYING DISRUPTORS

Working in a group of 5-7 people, spread all the change 
cards out on a table. 

Everyone takes a few moments to review the cards. Think 
about how one change might affect other changes. 

Find changes that amplify each other. That is, can you 
identify a change card that will make the impacts of a 
second change card more intense? Put them next to 
each other. Will that second change card affect any other 
change card on the table? Add that third change card to 
your cluster—are there any changes that it amplifies? 

How can this perfect storm of amplifying change disrupt 
teaching, learning, and the education system as a whole 
in your particular context?

Now ask yourself which of the changes in the deck 
might slow down negative changes and their impacts. 
Can you identify a change card that might negate the 
negative impacts of the perfect change storm you 
identified above?

How can education systems more effectively address 
wicked problems the interconnected changes create? 
How can they use the opportunities created by change 
to enhance education system resilience?



ACTIVITY 4

TROUBLES 
COME IN 
THREES
FLOOD OF DISRUPTORS

Working in a group of 5-7 people, shuffle the change 
card deck and deal out three of the change cards at 
random.

Assume that all these changes—and their impacts—hit 
your education system in quick succession.

What are the biggest disruptions—good or bad?

What is the first challenge you and your education 
system now face as a result?

Who are your allies in addressing that challenge?

What new partnerships will aid in increasing education 
system resilience in response?

What opportunities emerge as your education system 
responds to these challenges?

What have you or your colleagues done in response 
when you have faced similar troubles before?



ACTIVITY 5

ASSUMPTIONS 
DEMOLISHED
RETHINKING MENTAL 
MODELS

Begin this exercise by reflecting on what everyone 
assumes to be true of education, learning, teaching, and 
education systems—what do you take for granted, and 
assume will never change in education, teaching, and 
learning? Within your education system?  Brainstorm a 
list of these foundation assumptions.

Spread the change card deck out on a table. Working 
in pairs, discuss the changes described—do any of 
them negate, invalidate, or render obsolete any of your 
long-held assumptions about education and education 
systems? 

As a result, what resources are no longer needed? What 
roles in the education system are no longer necessary? 
How does the relationship between students, teachers, 
and the curriculum change? 

Now look again at the change card deck. Which of 
these changes create opportunity spaces for education, 
teaching, and learning?

As a result, what innovative learning models or teaching 
approaches can education systems work to build? How 
could students approach learning in new and more 
effective ways?



ACTIVITY 6 
THINGS 
FROM THE 
EDUCATION 
FUTURE*
DESIGNING ARTIFACTS 
FOR ADAPTIVE EDUCATION 
SYSTEMS

Working in a group of 5-7 people, shuffle the change 
card deck and deal out three of the change cards at 
random.

Assume these changes are all widespread, affecting the 
world, your nations, and your communities. Education 
policymakers, school administrators, teachers, and 
curriculum designers have responded, creating and 
putting to use adaptive responses addressing the 
disruptions that emerge.

Think about the form those adaptive responses would 
take. Be specific. Be concrete. Imagine something used 
daily in schools. Describe it in vivid detail. Be playful.

Would it be an innovation in classroom architecture? 
A new teaching approach? A novel digital learning 
apparatus? A contest, festival, or scholarships 
encouraging students in some new discipline? A new 
product or service aiding teachers? 

Work within your group to describe a completely novel 
educational artifact that is enhancing education system 
resilience in this future. Set your imagination free.

What specific disruption does it address? What 
challenges does it overcome? Who produces and 
distributes it? Who uses it? How is it used?

*adapted from the Thing from the Future, 
Stuart Candy and Situation Lab


