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Education in times of uncertainty 
 

Introduction 
 
The reflections which follow in this report are the outcome of the online panel discussion on the theme 
of “Education in times of uncertainty”, which involved members of the Italian scientific and educational 
community. The online panel discussion took place on 5 May 2020 within the context of the initiative 
“ Officina 2020: Educazione e Futuri (Education and Futures)”organized by the Institute for Research 
on Population and Social Policies, “Social Studies of Science, Education, Communication”, of the 
National Research Council of Italy in collaboration with the Ministry of Education and the UNESCO 
initiative “Futures of Education”. 
Based on the scholastic, teaching, scientific, planning and institutional experiences of the participants, 
the discussion set out to activate a reflection on the future(s), exploring the aims of education, 
considering the changes related to the dimensions of uncertainty and awareness of fragility, 
complexity and interconnection of every element of our planet. Concepts such as slowness, time, 
equity, democracy and peace emerged from the debate. We focused on the relationship between 
school and local territory and on the role of communities and on the need for a balanced dialogue 
between the various components. The collective reflection also focused on the relationship between 
knowledge and competences, crucial for personal development and work achievement in times of 
uncertainty, and related educational practices. Finally, reference was made to the topics of teacher 
training and evaluation, which are necessarily involved in a reflection on the futures of education. 

 

Rethinking education reflecting on the future 

Reflecting on the future in our present time creates an awareness of coming to terms with uncertainty 
and complexity. This awareness has already been prefigured by central figures in educational debate 
since the last century, as well as being present in much philosophical reflection. Uncertainty is not only 
a feature of thinking directed towards the future, whose unpredictability was revealed in the last 
century, but also the result of a disposition towards reflection. It is the reflection itself that causes 
uncertainty1. 

Facing uncertainty makes us aware of the need to make decisions not having all the relevant 
information available. The awareness of our ignorance, already indicated by Jonas as a possible factor 
of strength, must contribute to the transformation of educational contexts. Proceeding by trial and 
error, prepared to turn back, and therefore accepting the plurality and variability of possible solutions, 
should not be considered a sign of weakness, but of wisdom. Vulnerability and fragility must not be 
seen as impediments, but as opportunities for listening, reflecting and configurating the multiple 

                                                             
1 Morin, in I sette saperi necessari all'educazione del futuro (2001), Raffaello Cortina, refers to the motto of Pericles in “History 
of the Peloponnesian War” by Thucydides, who however attributes this connection between reflection and indecision only 
to enemies. 
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declinations of educational success. Reconsidering positively concepts such as time, listening, 
coziness, slowness2, even error, must fully enter into educational practices. 

In particular, the reference to slowness is a suggestion to placing side by side the dominant model, 
established in recent decades, of New Public Management, with the non-efficientism approach, which 
rather focuses on the effectiveness of the system in giving answers. 
The complexity of reality is a richness and must be seen as an opportunity. Education must help 
everyone to experience this complexity and build oneself in terms of complexity. Excessively early 
specialization in the development of a person inevitably leads to a weakening of the person and of 
own role in society. Not only is this rigid position in experiencing complexity found in individuals, but 
also in society as a whole. The difficulty of maintaining a global vision weakens social systems. 
Complexity, however, is not to be taught. On the contrary, we can learn to experience complexity. 
Complexity is also a precise orientation of thought, not randomly developed in the contemporary 
world, which has been transferred from the scientific context to the philosophical and cultural one3. 
To conceive the ways of building oneself in terms of complexity, with reference to all levels and to all 
the actors of the educational issue, the concept of imagin-action can help, which recalls the 
importance of configuring the image of the future to create the action. Acting to change the course of 
the future, if the scenarios require us to change course, is based on a series of knowledges of the 
present/past, memory and cultural heritage, but also of competences under construction to be 
enhanced. The recovery of ourselves must be based on ethical-spiritual, aesthetic, social and moral 
aspirations. Imagination must be conjugated with “invenio”, creativity and project ability. 

It is necessary to reiterate the essential role of thought in its work of rational critical understanding of 
reality, where rationality does not exclude affectivity and thought does not exclude action. The 
exercise of critical and transformative thinking is central not only in the light of the processes that 
have demarcated the present but also in view of the configuration of future scenarios. This is crucial 
in moments of crisis, in which the usual, reassuring vision of the world fractures and a break between 
before and after is introduced. 

 

Education, equity and democracy 

It is urgent to claim to the role of education in democratic dynamics, in the pursuit of peace and in the 
drive for equity. The very purpose of education needs to be oriented towards creating a sound and 
peaceful world. We are also convinced that if educational equity is lacking, all other equity is lacking. 
Unfortunately, education systems are not always capable of constituting a bulwark against 
inequalities, which continue to exist at the level of countries, areas, courses of study, gender and socio-
economic status. Instead, it is necessary to contrast ghetto policies and implement targeted actions in 
favor of the most vulnerable categories, as well as to strengthen the principles and instruments of 

                                                             
2 With reference to the “slowness of learning in the human life cycle”, see vCIES Futures of Education Keynote Panel del 24 
March 2020, and in particular the reflections of Arjun Appadurai and Karen Mundy. 
https://en.unesco.org/futuresofeducation/news/vcies-keynote-panel-discussion-futures-education 
3 The term “complexity” was defined in the second half of the twentieth century in the scientific field following the revolutions 
that took place in this area and resulted in the theorizations of Ilya Prigogine, Humberto Maturana and James Lovelock. On 
the epistemological side, it found theoretical and philosophical expression in Edgar Morin’s reflections, in opposition to the 
Cartesian conception of the method of knowledge, recognized insufficient in the face of awareness of the complexity and 
internal dynamism of reality in its various forms. 
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democratic discussion as a more effective form of conflict resolution and peace promotion, through 
dialogue and shared action. At present, on the other hand, the contribution of education to the 
construction of democratic systems is not sufficiently emphasized. A case in point is that the education 
system appears in none of the 60 criteria used by The Economist in establishing nations’ state of 
democracy and thus does not contribute to the publication’s Democracy Index4. 

 

  

                                                             
4 Among the criteria of The Economist democracy Index we can find a reference to the “engagement” of citizens and also one 
to “adult literacy”, but no reference to the level of equity guaranteed by the educational system. 
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Global common good and global perception: the role of communities 

The consideration of education as a global common good5, in emphasizing the intrinsically shared 
essence of some goods and therefore the need for a participatory process for their fruition, reaffirms 
the nature of education as a social as well as an individual process, which requires involvement of all 
society. 
We can consider as very topical Morin’s reflection on the fact that the lack of global perception brings 
with it a lack of responsibility – by preventing to gain a complete culture of responsibility - and a lack 
of solidarity – by inhibiting more links, connections with others. This must lead to an enhancement of 
the public dimension of education. Public dimension also means knowing how to act together 
collectively, responsibly. In the transition from individual to person, collective action is based on the 
concepts of responsibility and freedom, both intimately connected to the relationship with - and 
respect of - alterity, whether we refer to another person, or to another environment or another 
culture6. 
As a place for the production of sense and understanding of the world through relationships governed 
by principles of solidarity and reciprocity, communities must be able to participate within a perspective 
of responsibility in the educational process. The activities of the education systems - schools, families, 
research centers, universities and local actors - should be thought of as a whole. The education of the 
future should keep these different components of the system together, in a global vision. Equal 
dialogue between these components should be enhanced, in which each one, including the school and 
the university, is able to listen to the others and to engage with each other in a non-top-down manner 
as regards experiences, opportunities and proposals, without prejudice to the specific skills of each. 
Among the tools to pursue this objective, there should be enhancement of the actions for the 
community and the environment, in part experimented since the establishment of the Agendas 21 for 
school. These include service learning, cooperative learning and active and integrated didactics. 
These are aimed at learning in working contexts at the service of the community, promoting 
democratic values, building knowledge as a practice of experience7 and creating participatory training 
courses between the various educational systems, respecting diversity. It is essential that within these 
experiences the students are part of the decision-making process regarding the action to be carried 
out and with respect to the relative assessment. Inclusion and cooperation would therefore not be 
mere ritual references, but expert practices for social cohesion and to contrast the marginalization of 
the most vulnerable categories. These and other tools should increasingly be aimed at enhancing the 
“ethics of care”8 and the “passion of care of the world” 9, in a dialectic between the various educational 
institutions and those of the local territory. 

Multiple epistemologies and transdisciplinarity 

For an education of the future that truly manages to keep these components together, it is useful to 
reflect on the ways to convey multiple epistemologies, the specific systems of knowledge and 

                                                             
5 In this regard see the final document of the First meeting of the International Commission on the Futures of Education 
UNESCO Headquarters – Paris, 28-29 January 2020 – ED-2020/FoE-IC/1 
6 There are similar considerations in the Instrumentum laboris of the Global Compact on Education, promoted by Pope Francis 
in 2020, which also refers to a risk of the “globalization of indifference”. 
7 Learning through experience is at the basis of teaching in Dewey, J. (1938). Esperienza e educazione, la Nuova Italia. 
8 A concept developed in feminist culture starting from: Gilligan, C. (1993). In a different voice: Psychological theory and 
women’s development. Harvard University Press. 
9 ENCICLICA LAUDATO SI’, Pope Francis, 24 May 2015. 
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operating rules that the various social components contribute to creating around their original 
functions, and to launch a dialectical tension among them. This is so as to bring into the democratic 
game of knowledge the different voices expressed by the actors that contribute to the formal, non-
formal and informal education of young people and adults, in order to bring about lifelong learning. 
A parallel discussion should be made regarding knowledge divided into disciplinary varieties, 
frequently veritable closed disciplines that Foucault already defined in terms of “social quarantine”10. 
The consideration that the fragmentation of knowledge prevents us from grasping the total texture 
highlighted already by Morin, should constitute a continuous drive towards the practice of 
transdisciplinarity. The same dialectical tension in the dialogue between disciplines should lead to 
understanding and overcoming the epistemological paradigms11 of each disciplinary field and 
promoting awareness of the profound unity of knowledge. The same etymology of the term University 
refers to a complex of elements, to a whole, and not to a sum of the single parts. 

Knowledge, skills, values 

Although we can take advantage of a rich production of documents at international and European 
levels, there is still lively debate as to the connection between knowledge, competence, values, skills, 
attitudes and experience12 within educational paths and to the ways in which the dichotomy between 
studying and doing may be overcome. 
As has been reiterated in education studies, it should also be possible to guarantee a suspension time 
to learners, especially in the school curriculum. It is however difficult in practice to reconcile this time 
of suspension with the other needs of the educational path. These include the exchange with real life, 
with work expectations and with the great social, environmental and ethical issues of our world, of 
which the interconnection is increasingly clear. 
In learning to experience complexity and to build an autonomous point of view within it, so as to be 
able to open up to transformation, it is necessary to acquire lenses to observe reality within a 
perspective of complexity. Transversal competences are needed, including the set of cognitive and 
socio-behavioral skills. These are competences based on critical thinking and on the transformative 
approach both with respect to individual growth, as a citizen and as a person, and to the life of the 
planet. In order to be competent, knowledge must be interconnected and contextualized. 
Linking educational paths to the building of sustainable futures is an opportunity to develop 
transversal skills through interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary approaches. 

This entails changing the way of teaching, both in the physical class and at a distance, and making it 
less transmissive and more participatory. 

However, it should be stressed how necessary a solid knowledge base is. The construction of the self 
in terms of complexity operates throughout life and not only during the duration of a school year or a 
university course, or of a training module. Consequently, this process of construction of the self is the 

                                                             
10 Foucault, M., & Tarchetti, A. (1976). Sorvegliare e punire: nascita della prigione. Einaudi. 
11 Evelyn Fox Keller, (1996). Vita, Scienza & Cyberscienza, Garzanti, Milano. 
12 In many of its documents, UNESCO refers to the International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED) 2011, in which 
learning is defined as the “individual acquisition or modification of information, knowledge, understanding, attitudes, values, 
skills, competencies or behaviors through experience, practice, study or instruction.” 
At a European level, following international reflections elaborated over the years, competencies have been considered as 
consisting of knowledge, skills and attitudes (Recommendation of the Council of Europe, 2018). In the Italian debate, 
competences, and particularly transversal competences, inclusive of skills, attitudes and values, are contrasted with 
knowledge, which traditionally make up a central element of teaching activities. In this document these terms are used with 
this latter meaning. 
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more complete the more it is based on systematic knowledge deepened and chewed13, enhancing the 
process of acquiring and elaborating disinterested knowledge. 
We can present an example. In order to enter into epidemiological reflection, central to social and 
environmental discourse, it is necessary to know how to read a simple graph. Moreover, continuing 
with the specific example, scientific disciplines such as statistics are not intended to give certainties, 
but to arouse curiosity and interest and to “trigger questions”. In order to trigger questions, it is 
necessary to start from knowledge, data and reflections on them. 
It is therefore necessary that the school (the Italian one, in particular), while not giving up disciplinary 
- and interdisciplinary - study, is less encyclopedic, and also uses the tools of the past to give value to 
the future and to promote further reflection and action, giving value to what is being done. 
To integrate transversal knowledge and competences, in particular socio-emotional ones - necessary 
to consistently experience the values of democracy, equality, equity, inclusion - educational systems, 
and school in particular, should embrace some key forms of education. In particular, these should be 
civic and global citizenship education, sex and affectivity education, and environmental and 
sustainability education. Sustainability must be understood in its broadest meaning and combined with 
the exercise of responsibility and creativity, with its influences on research and technological 
development. Technological competences should also be enhanced to the extent that they lead 
everyone to be a conscious citizen capable of using own knowledge to participate in individual and 
social choices increasingly pervaded by technology14. Technology that is not mastered can become a 
hindrance rather than a support for personal and social development. Therefore, among valuable 
competences, we should consider not only technical and professional ones, but also personal and 
social competences, such as building a discussion, knowing how to choose what and where to deepen 
a topic of interest, knowing how to listen to others and constructively intervening, learning to learn 
and knowing how to translate ideas into actions. 

 

Listening and participation in teacher training 

Every project of change in the educational path invokes the issue of teacher training. Hand in hand 
with teacher training, it is necessary to reconsider the role of teachers. In fact, in some countries such 
as Italy, the high level of skills and abilities that society expects from teachers contrasts with the role 
and social attention reserved for them. It is therefore essential to act also at the level of motivation 
and promote teaching based on the educational enthusiasm of all members of the educating 
community. It is necessary to rethink the identity of the teacher and the profile of the strategic skills 
necessary for education in complex contexts. 

We should also call into question the universities and institutions that mainly deal with the training of 
teachers, trainers and tutors. With a view to listening and cooperation between educational and 
research institutions, it would be advisable to favor the action research model in the training process; 
this would enable a participatory definition of course aims, based on real needs, contexts and methods 
of intervention by all those involved also through the in-depth analysis of good practices carried out at 
                                                             
13 With reference to chewed readings, see: Ivan Illich, Nella vigna del testo. Per una etologia della lettura, Raffaello Cortina, 
Milano, 1994. Ed. or In the Vineyard of the Text. A Commentary to Hugh’s Didascalicon, The University of Chicago Press, 
Chicago, 1993. 
14 Similarly, Jasanoff uses the concept of “knowledgeable citizen”: Jasanoff, S. 2012. The politics of public reason, in Rubio, 
F.D. and Baert, P. (Eds.), The politics of knowledge, Routledge, Oxford, 11-32. 
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various levels in the territory. This would also avoid the situation, sometimes denounced by the 
teachers themselves, in which the courses offered to teachers, while providing knowledge, do not give 
tools to intervene in the classes and bring about change. 

 

Assessment as learning and collaboration 

The willingness to listen and relate to others should also enlighten the assessment and monitoring 
phases of and within educational contexts. 
Assessment, both as an evaluation of learning outcomes and as an evaluation of operators, institutes 
and systems, should acquire a new role, beyond the logic, highlighted by Foucault, of supervising and 
punishing. It should, instead, create an awareness of own strengths and own weaknesses. The 2018 
Council of Europe Recommendation on key competences for lifelong learning tells us that evaluation 
can help structure learning processes, and also facilitate orientation. Evaluation should therefore be 
considered as a possible resource and self-assessment competences should be developed, also in view 
of the definition of the specific educational success. To this end, the assessment indicators should not 
be imposed externally, but elaborated in a co-construction process, giving great importance to self-
evaluation and the common definition of objectives and of assessment criteria. 
A national education system cannot disregard a qualitative monitoring phase. The monitoring activity 
at a national level should provide for the contribution of various subjects internal and external to the 
school administration, in order to favor those equalizing measures necessary to improve the 
educational offer and avoid early school dropout. 

The monitoring activity could also help to put good practices in the system, capitalizing on experiences 
and avoiding dispersion of resources. 

In practice, assessment should also be a system learning tool, rather than a means of control and 
government. 
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