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There are over two billion children under the age of 18 in the world. Nearly half of
them cannot read and understand a simple text by age ten. And the situation is
getting worse: OECD countries have seen declining PISA scores over the past two
decades, with no country bucking the trend. Even as spending on education has
risen, educational productivity — student learning per dollar invested — has fallen. If
we want our children to reach their potential, we need to fundamentally rethink how
we educate them.

That rethinking starts with a more ambitious goal —one that draws inspiration from
how education began: a bespoke master-apprentice model that tailored lifelong
learning to each individual. The challenge is how to achieve this at a global scale, and
equitably.

The goal for education should be to enable every child to discover their innate
and unique talents, and then grow those talents into skills that generate
individual and collective benefit.

To get there, we need to reconsider how we conceive of, and provide, education.
Education should not be reduced to a sequence of classrooms and standardized exams
stretching from kindergarten to college. It is, at its best, a dynamic and lifelong
process of discovering, nurturing, and activating human potential. Educational
ecosystems should be designed to ensure that every individual —regardless of
geography or social circumstance — can realize their full potential and become an
active participant in the economy and in civic life.

At its core, this vision rests on the recognition that innate talent is multidimensional.
Every child is born with a unique combination of capacities — cognitive, creative,
emotional, psychological, and social. These extend well beyond conventional academic
abilities like reading, mathematics, or science, to include qualities such as grit,
resilience, empathy, collaboration, curiosity, and interpersonal intelligence.
Recognizing this diversity challenges the narrower definitions of intelligence that have
dominated education for much of the past century.

It is equally important to recognize the multiplicity and richness of learning
environments. Helping a child identify and develop their innate talent is not something
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that can be left to a school alone. Many of us can recall that one teacher who
believed in us and saw what we could become. But the task is too important and too
demanding to rest on one person's shoulders. It requires the support of peers,
families, communities, and broader societal structures.

Equity and universality are central to this vision. Talent is distributed everywhere, but
opportunity is not. An effective educational system must be accessible, inclusive, and
provide genuine opportunity to all. Achieving this means teaching will have to be
contextualized and personalized. Equity is less about equal inputs and more about
creating real freedom for learners to pursue what they value and seek to achieve.

Education must also be understood as a lifelong process. Experiences in early life —
prenatal health, nutrition, family and community interaction — shape initial potential,
but learning continues through childhood, adolescence, adulthood, and even into old
age. In an era of rapid technological, economic, and social change, the capacity to
learn continuously becomes the most essential skill of all, enabling individuals to
adapt and apply their abilities in evolving contexts. Confining education to the early
stages of life prevents us from reaching our full potential.

Ultimately, the goal of this lifelong nurturing is meaningful contribution — to oneself
and to society. Education should enable individuals to apply their skills in ways that
enhance their personal well-being — materially, emotionally, mentally, and spiritually
— while generating positive social impact. Collective well-being recognizes that skills
function in networks: scientific breakthroughs, artistic achievements, and civic
innovations are rarely the work of one person alone. By building systems that enable
each person to cultivate and deploy their capacities, we can create positive-sum
environments in which one individual's growth complements and amplifies the
opportunities of others rather than coming at their cost.

An ambitious vision for global education, therefore, requires personalization,
collaboration, and lifelong growth. It imagines a world in which every child is
recognized, supported, and empowered to pursue a life of purpose and contribution.
Education is not simply instruction; it becomes the means to unlock human potential
— shaping societies in which individuals and communities thrive together.

But how do we achieve it?


https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/163962/development-as-freedom-by-amartya-sen/
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/women-and-human-development/58D8D2FBFC1C9E902D648200C4B7009E
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STEPSTO Current educational systems cannot yet deliver
BUILDING on this vision. But we believe there is a practical
BETTER way forward —one that allows each country to
EDUCATION build better educational systems step by step.

Most traditional schooling systems are not
designed to identify a child's innate talent.
When identification happens, it tends to be
an indirect byproduct of schooling: a parent
observes their child's performance across

Build a Scalable Way to
Discover and Recognize
Innate Talent

classes and activities and uses that as a rough guide to the child's abilities. But this
approach is deeply flawed. Schools can only surface a limited set of talents, and even
when a particular ability is noticed, it often reflects how many opportunities a child
has had to develop it — think of the extra math coaching some parents can afford —
rather than any innate predisposition.

Doing better starts with defining the full range of talents to be identified. But doing
so affordably, and at scale, means going beyond individual experts. This is where Al
can play a transformative role. We are currently exploring the development of an Al-
enabled tool built around an interactive and proactive chatbot —a "Talent Discovery
Journey" platform — that we envision being run by the state or a private or nonprofit
entity supported by public resources. The tool would be free to use, including free
data and bandwidth to access it, and designed for easy adoption on whatever social
media platform is widely available. A parent would log in, create a private profile, and
be guided through an ongoing conversation that helps them discover their child's
passions and abilities. The aim is not to be prescriptive but to open a set of
possibilities to explore (StrengthsFinder; Investing_ in Strengths; Character Strengths
and Virtues; Schoolwide Enrichment Model; Al in Education).

This still requires substantial development, but we believe it is both feasible and
necessary — particularly if it begins with a specific age group and use case and is
refined and expanded over time. While no comprehensive platform of this kind exists
to our knowledge, numerous efforts address various components of this challenge.


https://store.gallup.com/product/strengthsfinder-20/01tPa00000QhY36IAF
https://media.gallup.com/DOCUMENTS/whitePaper--InvestingInStrengths.pdf
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|ldentifying talent is only the beginning. The
Incubate Pedagogical next step is transforming innate abilities into
Approaches That Grow deployable skills. A child with an aptitude
2 Talents into Deployable for mathematics might become a data
Skills scientist, an engineer, or a teacher. A young

person with exceptional interpersonal skills
might lead a cooperative, build a social enterprise, or pioneer civic solutions.
Recognizing the multidimensionality of innate talents means we also need a
correspondingly rich range of pedagogical approaches —much as we teach
mathematics, we need to be able to teach empathy and grit. These socio-emotional
skills are just as critical in generating economic and social value as STEM
competencies. Integrating collaboration, problem-solving, perseverance, and
commnication into educational programs improves outcomes in employment, civic
engagement, and well-being. Project-based learning can cultivate creativity and
teamwork, equipping individuals with the capacity to excel at complex real-world
tasks. Cultivating talent into skills that matter requires approaches that integrate
conceptual knowledge, innovative pedagogy, experiential learning, and emotional
intelligence —combining the concepts of Taleem (education) and Tarbiyyah (holistic
development).

To achieve this, we need a system that promotes pedagogical innovation and
supports its scaling. We need to help incubate ideas from public, private, and
nonprofit actors that can be tested, refined, and scaled based on their impact and
adoption.

One key barrier to progress is a persistent asymmetry in how we think about this
wider set of skills. There is a common assumption that qualities like grit, charisma,
and empathy are inherent personality traits — products of deeper values rather than
teachable competencies. This is a mistake. Just as we recognize that people vary in
their innate mathematical ability and yet believe we can teach everyone
mathematical thinking, we should believe the same about any other skill. Teaching
democratic skills the way we currently do is like teaching mathematics by studying
the biography of Euclid. Instead, we can help build democratic behavior by having
children —as early as elementary school — experience what it means to practice
democratic decision-making, or not.


https://hceconomics.uchicago.edu/research/working-paper/fostering-and-measuring-skills-interventions-improve-character-and-cognition
https://hceconomics.uchicago.edu/research/working-paper/fostering-and-measuring-skills-interventions-improve-character-and-cognition
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/33061/the-talent-code-by-daniel-coyle/
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/33061/the-talent-code-by-daniel-coyle/
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Achieving this requires building a much wider and continuously evolving range of

of pedagogies — something that is simply not possible under current systems. If you
believe we are already innovating adequately, ask yourself: how much has the way
we teach —in schools and universities —really changed fundamentally over the past
century? Even now, as Al enters the learning space, most institutions are retreating
to pen-and-paper settings, unable to adapt quickly enough to evaluate skills
competency in a world where Al can do your homework for you. This is hardly
encouraging for our capacity to innovate in educational pedagogy.

To truly innovate, we must first relinquish excessive control. A state actor needs to
ensure that pedagogical innovation does not mislead or cause harm, but that does
not mean every innovation must be centrally controlled or funneled through lengthy
bureaucratic processes. This is less akin to a new drug requiring FDA approval and
more like a marketplace where the central actor coordinates and supports producers
of innovation while ensuring that potential consumers are well-informed about
relative effectiveness and able to access what works.

We propose establishing a "Skill Building Innovations Fund" that provides seed
resources and support, access to a target and regularly informed testing population,
and advice on and resources needed for scaling success. This fund would offer an
effective way to germinate pedagogical innovations across a range of desired skills
and help scale the most impactful among them.

Arguably the earliest form of teaching was
Enable a Bespoke apprenticeship. Prehistoric humans passed on
Learning Journey survival skills through practice; young scribes
learned from masters in ancient Egypt; Greek
philosophers and Muslim scientists trained
under renowned scholars. This model was personalized but privileged. The desire to
democratize education —and perhaps forge a common set of civic beliefs —led to its
mass production and standardization. Education as a fundamental right meant
universal access to standardized quality and curricular expectations. The desire to
exploit economies of scale meant a mostly one-size-fits-all approach. The "Lay's
potato chip" version of education became dominant.

But this model ends up truly serving no one. The "median student" it targets may
represent only a small fraction of actual learners. Mounting evidence underscores
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the importance and effectiveness of more personalized and targeted instruction. So
how does one personalize learning at scale?

It starts by recognizing and embracing the diversity of educational provision.
Educational quality and offerings already vary substantially, even within a single
geography and provider type. In our research in Pakistan, we find that learning
outcomes vary even more within geographical areas than across them, and that
quality variation within public and private schools is as large as the variation between
them. The instinct is to worry that a multiplicity of quality levels or curricular
emphases runs counter to the ideal of equal education for all. But personalization
means that vertical and horizontal segmentation of providers is both expected and
desirable —in much the same way that we would not force every consumer to buy the
same car. The right question to ask is whether consumers of education — parents and
students —are well-informed about the choices available to them and able to afford
those choices.

The state, therefore, should evolve from being primarily a provider of educational
services to becoming an ecosystem enabler. It can still operate public schools, but
these should be evaluated on the same terms as private or nonprofit schools. This
means setting a basic standard that is affordable to all while allowing more
specialized and higher-quality schools to meet the differing preferences of students
and families. It also means separating public funding decisions and regulatory
oversight from the day-to-day operation of schools.

From a practical perspective, any educational system must embrace two principles:
that learning is not confined to a single time and place, and that even within any
given moment or setting, a diversity of providers is desirable if we are to achieve
personalized learning at scale.

It is likely that technology — especially Al—will play a decisive role. We simply do not
have enough teachers to tailor education to each student. A growing body of edtech
innovations demonstrates how powerful educational tools can be when they serve
millions and potentially billions. As high-quality teaching videos on every imaginable
topic proliferate and large language models become more accessible, they may offer
not the demise of thinking but an opportunity for each student to learn at their own
pace, on every subject, guided by an always-available, increasingly knowledgeable,
and infinitely patient tutor.
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The point is not to shy away from such innovations but to direct them toward
deepening learning in entirely bespoke ways — enabling each student to apprentice
with a knowledgeable guide who never tires.

Education's primary value lies in its impact
on a person's life outcomes — whether by
expanding socioeconomic opportunities or
by enabling individuals to contribute
positively to their own and society's
well-being. While intermediate measures like learning gains, test scores, and skills
improvement are reasonable benchmarks, it is ultimately long-term life outcomes
that any educational ecosystem should measure its success against.

Recognize and Design for
Education as a Lifelong
Process

This may sound like a goal we all share, but it carries concrete implications for how
we design, build, and evaluate educational ecosystems.

First, it means creating systems that can track learners from early childhood into
adult life, so that we can observe how educational gains translate into life outcomes.
This is admittedly a significant undertaking, but advances in digital identity, privacy
protection, and interoperable datasets make it increasingly cost-effective and
feasible. We already have examples of impressive longitudinal panel datasets, and
growing access to administrative data now allows researchers to study
retrospectively how past educational interventions affect individuals' life trajectories.
Central statistical agencies therefore need to ensure that data from different
departments —education, labor, health, and taxation —can be combined for such
long-term analysis.

Second, it requires greater coordination and feedback mechanisms between the
government agencies overseeing education and those responsible for health, labor,
industry, and finance, as well as employers and other private and civil society actors.
Education both shapes and is shaped by all these sectors. Not only should we be able
to measure these interactions, but we should actively solicit feedback from these
sectors to increase impact.

Finally, we need to develop a body of knowledge linking the full spectrum of skills to
life outcomes:from economic ones like employment and entrepreneurial success to
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non-economic ones like mental and family health, civic contribution, and public-
mindedness. This understanding will help us better appreciate the range of skills
we need to invest in to improve individual and societal well-being.

Leveraging the multiplicity of
educational providers means viewing
them as critical complements within a
healthy educational ecosystem —not
as mere alternatives or symptoms of
another provider's failure. Significant educational innovation and impact are not
possible without harnessing all providers: public, private, nonprofit, and family; local,
regional, and global; formal and informal. Once we recognize that learning does not
only happen in formal schools but also at home, through siblings and peers, in
neighborhoods, at work, and through online and social media, we can cultivate
complementarities between these actors. The LEAPS study, conducted over two and
a half decades, has demonstrated how impactful such a systems approach can be,
generating some of the highest-return educational interventions globally and
showing how well-designed educational investments can produce large multiplier
effects.

Build a Systems Approach
That Leverages the Diversity
of Educational Actors

To put this into practice, we propose using a "Systems Mapping Tool" to illustrate
the entire educational ecosystem —including all relevant actors and the frictions
they face in their interactions.

An example will illustrate. Suppose we are focusing on secondary schooling. The
map first identifies all actors that may affect students' educational outcomes in a
given context. This includes formal actors like schools, teachers, tutors, and
extracurricular providers, as well as informal ones like parents, siblings, peers, and
community influences. Each of these, in turn, may be affected by intermediaries such
as educational input providers, regulators, employers, and broader social conditions.

We then create a "linkage map" that hypothesizes how each actor influences the
others. Doing so reveals how they would respond if a given actor changes behavior
due to an educational intervention. Crucially, this exercise helps identify frictions —
interactions that are not functioning as they should —and allows us to design
interventions with the highest leveraged return.
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Parents choose the schools
their children attend

Teachers

assess school quality

But they don’t know how to

Teachers teach students
following the national
curriculum

But don’t have tools or time
to help those lagging
behind

s

Parents hire private tutors to
help with homework or as a
form of after-school care

Private schools need
financing to expand

But banks view private
schools as too risky

Private Tutors

m Example System Map

If the educational marketplace is competitive —with multiple schools in a given area
—then report cards can improve quality not only through enhanced parental choice
but also by enabling school funders to identify creditworthy (higher-quality) schools
and by helping lower-performing schools identify and emulate better pedagogical
models. The initial intervention, targeted at parental decision-making, thus ripples
outward to benefit funders and schools as well — multiplying impact. In contrast,
while improving textbook provision in public schools may directly benefit the
students in those schools, to the extent that it draws students away from private
schools that were initially stronger, the net improvement may be smaller than
expected, yielding a lower overall return.

The key insight is that thinking at the systems level and undertaking careful systems
mapping allows us to identify educational interventions with the highest leverage
and the most positive multiplier effects.

While it may take significant time and sustained effort to arrive at the education
system the world's children deserve, the journey can begin now —at a moment when
there is both a need and a willingness to rethink the development model. We hope

the steps we have outlined provide a credible and actionable pathway forward.
12
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