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Abstract 

Rapid societal changes and unexpected crises call for other conceptualizations of education. On the one hand, 
education in the post-truth era has been called to strengthen the focus on information literacy and critical 
thinking, specifically within the context of digital information and fake news. On the other hand, societal 

disruptions such as COVID-19 show the importance of dealing with unexpected and complex adversity, and 

education is called to focus on pedagogies of preparedness and frustration tolerance. The golden threat 
between these events is the importance of resilience and empowerment as key features of future education, 
both in enabling the learner to become a critical thinker, and to become a resilient citizen. Combining both 
perspectives, as well as framing competences within the capabilities approach, provides necessary boundary 
conditions to lead flourishing lives in the future. 

 

Introduction 

In the past years, education has been called upon to contribute to societal sustainability transitions (e.g. through 

the United Nations Decade of Education for Sustainable Development). In further elucidating the role of 

education in these transition processes, focus has been set on individual sustainability competences, such as 
‘systems thinking’ and ‘future-oriented thinking’ (or ‘anticipatory thinking’). Such conceptualizations inevitably 

hold ideas about the future. However, in clarifying the role of education ‘for’ and ‘in’ the future, we have to deal 
with some challenges. First, learning ‘for’ the future indicates that education prepares students for their future 
role in society. However it implicitly also assumes that we know what future generations will require in order to 

fulfil their needs. This might be problematic as it imposes specific competences and learning outcomes that we 

think will be relevant for the future, but at the same time we are uncertain what that future will be like. Second, 
learning ‘in’ the future indicates that it is possible to predict how future learning will be organised. Despite the 

possibilities we have to foresee, make scenarios and forecasts, the future will inevitably hold unknown and 
unforeseen events, hence it becomes difficult, if not impossible, for us to predict what learning ‘in’ the future 
will look like. 

 

How then, can a vision of both learning ‘for’ and ‘in’ the future be drafted? This contribution explores different 

avenues, based on contemporary and historical perspectives. The future will evolve in a direction that we cannot 
entirely predict, but we know that the future will be grounded in society today. Therefore, I will look at some of 
the societal developments that influence present learning. These contemporary developments are grounded in 

near and far history and pose difficult and fundamental questions about the role of education in society. Societal 
boundary conditions have been changing rapidly: the coming of the ‘post-truth’ era (e.g. the Cambridge 

Analytica scandal) and the global rise of populism; and more recently the global crisis resulting from the COVID-

19 pandemic. Rapid societal changes and unexpected crises call for other conceptualizations of education. On 
the one hand, education in the post-truth era has been called to strengthen the focus on information literacy 
and critical thinking, specifically within the context of digital information and fake news. On the other hand, 
societal disruptions such as COVID-19 show the importance of coping with unexpected and complex adversity, 

and education is called to focus on pedagogies of preparedness and frustration tolerance. The golden threat 

between these events is the importance of empowerment and resilience as key features of future education, 
both in enabling the learner to become a critical thinker, and to become a resilient citizen. 
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Wicked sustainability issues (e.g. climate change) 

Today's society is characterized by a multitude of problems, in the literature referred to as 'wicked problems' 
and 'super wicked problems'. Wicked problems were already described in the 1970s as complex and difficult to 

define problems for which there is no clear solution (Rittel & Webber, 1973). Sustainability issues can be 
considered super wicked problems, referring to their complexity and uncertainty, as well as the urgency to 
address the problem. An example of a super wicked problem is climate change (Levin et al., 2012). Since the 

publication of the first definition of sustainable development in 1987 (development that meets the needs of the 
present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs, WCED, 1987), a myriad 

of interpretations and perspectives have been discussed and presented. These range from rather optimistic, 
techno-centred and growth oriented perspectives in the business context (e.g. Dyllick & Hockerts, 2002), to 
critical interpretations in which sustainability cannot be regarded as a goal because of the uncertainty involved 
(e.g. Benson & Craig, 2014). 

 

The complexity of super wicked problems, such as sustainability issues, manifests itself in the interrelations of 

ecological, social, economic, ethical, political, cultural, religious, technological and other influencing factors. 
Uncertainty is related to the future dimension of such super wicked problems: what we think (suspect, believe) 

today is a sustainable solution can be considered fundamentally unsustainable tomorrow. The (recent) history 
provides sufficient examples: the use of products containing asbestos (mainly popular in buildings in the post-
war period) was banned around the turn of the century because of its harmful health effects; biodiesel, which 

was considered a possible solution to the climate problem in the 1990s, was subsequently criticised because of 
its detrimental environmental effects. Sustainability issues are complex, uncertain, and thus subject to processes 

of progressive understanding (Lambrechts, 2019). 
 

What role education can or should play in such super wicked problems, is food for discussion. The increasing 
attention to Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) has led to a stream of publications in which education 

is attributed the goal of contributing to the solution of sustainability issues. Criticism arose with regard to the 
economic interpretation of such goals (Tickly et al., 2020), as well as the point that such a goal brings too much 

guidance, and can therefore lead to indoctrination (e.g. Jickling & Wals, 2008). This is closely related to the 
complexity and especially the uncertainty of sustainability issues. The concept of ESD raises the expectation that 

education will be able to provide solutions to the problems of the future. However, we do not know exactly how 
the problems will evolve in the future, and therefore we do not know which solutions can or should be offered. 

 

The post-truth era (e.g. fake news) 

The current era is increasingly referred to as the 'post-truth' era, in which democracy is in a state of crisis 

(Peters, 2017), characterised by the spread of fake news (often on digital platforms), and growing populism. This 

raises critical questions regarding the role of education in a post-truth context. The years 2019 and 2020 are 

characterised by global mobilisation of citizens in climate marches (e.g. Vaughan, 2019) and the Black Lives 
Matter movement (e.g. Rojas, 2020). However, increasing criticism and dissemination of fake news (e.g. on 
climate change, Lambrechts, 2019) also led to a counter-movement that criticised these protests and citizens 
participating in them. 
 



 

4 

The post-truth era, characterized by an abundance of (online) information and fake news, emphasizes the 

importance of information literacy in education (Johnston & Webber, 2003; ten Dam & Volman, 2004). In this 
context, education is called upon to strengthen critical thinking in relation to digital information. Misleading 
information and fake news are disseminated via (digital) platforms, and an attitude of critical thinking seems to 

be absent in today's society (Peters, 2017). Nussbaum points out that the lack of critical thinking is problematic 
in a democratic society: “In order to foster a democracy that is thoughtful and deliberative, and not just a 
marketplace of competing interest groups, a democracy that truly takes into account the common good, we 
should produce citizens who have the Socratic capacity to reason about their beliefs. It is not good for 
democracy that people vote based on feelings that have absorbed from the media and have never questioned. 

This lack of critical thinking produces a democracy in which people talk to each other, but never hold a genuine 

dialogue. In such a climate, bad arguments pass for good, and prejudice can easily be confused with reason. To 
uncover prejudice and to ensure fairness, we need discussion, an essential tool of civic freedom” (Nussbaum, 
1998: 42). Students should develop a critical mind-set, which enables them to become engaged citizens and 
participate in democratic processes. It is therefore important to frame critical thinking in the context of complex 

and uncertain sustainability issues as well (Lambrechts & Van Petegem, 2016). 

 

Over the years, more weight has been given to economic perspectives in the discussion about the goals of 

education (Sherren, 2008). This process is believed to be influenced by neoliberalism and growing 
‘economisation’ of education, and has consequences for individual and social goal formulation of education. In 
an economic context, the individual goal of education is to provide the individual with the 'right' (instrumental) 

skills, in order to be able to function in an economic setting (a job). The social goal is then combined into a focus 
on economic efficiency, in which other factors (e.g. culture) shift to the background, or are positioned in 

economic efficiency thinking. The result of this shift is twofold. First, it leads to an artificial, strict separation, 
between knowledge and skills. This is problematic because knowledge, skills and behaviour are closely related. 

Second, it reduces education from a broad learning process (e.g. bildung; flourishing) to a narrow and 
instrumental acquisition process of a number of skills, selected on the basis of their usefulness in a (current, 
specific) economic context. When purely economic interests are decisive, social aspects of education are 

supplanted. It creates the impression that education is isolated from the social and societal issues, while of 

course the two cannot be seen separately from each other (Lambrechts, 2019). 
 
Regarding the neoliberal influence and economisation of education, Nussbaum points to the importance of 

rethinking education and research, given the increasing focus on 'impact' in research: “the pressure for 
economic growth has led many political leaders in Europe to recast the entirety of university education - both 

teaching and research - along growth-oriented lines, asking about the contribution of each discipline and each 
researcher to the economy” (Nussbaum, 2010: 127). Such an orientation is detrimental to research activities 

that contribute to social transition processes in the context of sustainability, in which the economic impact is 

often more difficult to prove: “Science and technology are important, and nations are surely right to focus on 
the prosperity that they promise to bring. It would be disastrous, however, if the other parts of a liberal 
education were short-circuited in the process, producing nations of smart engineers who have little capacity for 
empathetic imagining and for critical thinking” (Nussbaum, 2006: 394). Nussbaum therefore advocates a basic 

scientific education, with a focus on critical thinking, logic, imagination, rather than merely based on narrow, 

applied and instrumental research skills. Renewed focus on critical thinking and research-oriented competences 
(e.g. Lambrechts & Van Petegem, 2016) might contribute to empowerment of the learner in a post-truth 

context, in order to cope with –and be critical towards– often contradictory information, make informed choices 
that enable them to lead flourishing lives. 
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Societal disruptions (e.g. COVID-19)  

Societal disruptions, such as the crisis following the COVID-19 pandemic, have detrimental effects on social and 

economic systems. Schools and businesses were closed, while restrictions and lockdowns forced families to 
organize their everyday lives radically different. And however many of us could work and study from home, the 
pandemic also caused growing inequalities, both between North and South, as within the most prosperous 
societies (e.g. Burgess & Sievertsen, 2020; Van Lancker & Parolin, 2020). COVID-19 has forced us to deal with an 

unexpected and radical disruption, and while the first restrictive measures had the purpose to control the 
pandemic on the short term, the long-term effects remain largely uncertain. What is expected however, is a 

global recession with severe economic and social consequences. It is within this context that the UNESCO 
International Commission on the Futures of Education stated that “we have arrived at a moment – however 
unexpectedly – where collectively revisiting the purposes of education has become imperative” (UNESCO, 

2020a: 4). 

 

Societal disruptions –often caused or influenced by super wicked problems– are believed to occur more often in 
the future (e.g. Singer, 2020). Under the influence of such fundamental disruptions, education is called upon to 

play its role. On the one hand, this role lies in developing other ways of teaching and learning. COVID-19 has 
shown that it is possible to rapidly shift towards other modes of operation. More specifically, the shift to 

widespread off-campus and online education has been made, albeit sometimes on trial-and-error basis (Burgess 
& Sievertsen, 2020). While it is believed that online education will continue to play an important role in the 

future, we must guard quality issues, as well as optimal combinations of on- and off-campus learning. Ideally, 
future learning will be time- and place independent, meaning that the learner can learn, acquire competences 

and develop capabilities whether it be online, offline, combined, blended, etc.; and in which formal, non-formal 
and informal learning are combined and valued. On the other hand, and this holds more challenges, education 
has a role to play in implementing pedagogies of preparedness, dealing with adversity, and frustration tolerance. 

As we do not know when a new disruption will occur, in what form and with which consequences, it is simply 

insufficient to organize learning based on fixed mental models and the formulation of rigid learning outcomes. 
Rather, we should prepare the learner to cope with uncertainty, to deal with adversity, and to be resilient during 

disruptive times. This requires other mind-sets than the ones education is based upon nowadays. 

 
Different authors have already drafted possible avenues to guide learning processes to deal with 

(super)complexity, uncertainty and disruptions. Gordon (2006) and Tauritz (2012) call to embrace uncertainty in 
education. Barnett (2000; 2012) and Buckingham (2014) point towards epistemological problems and  state that 
(higher) education should adopt a new epistemology for supercomplexity and uncertainty. Tauritz (2012; 2016) 

presents a number of ‘uncertainty competences’ as well as design principles for uncertainty pedagogies, 
allowing uncertainty and making it negotiable in the learning process. As Barnett (2012) points out, predefined 
learning outcomes are not sufficient to deal with supercomplexity and societal disruptions. In addition, focus 
should be set on empowering the learner, to be able to cope with complexity and uncertainty, and strengthen 
resilience. 

 

 

 



 

6 

Education ‘for’ and ‘in’ the future: towards resilience and 

empowerment 

Advanced competences are required to cope with the complexity and uncertainty of super wicked problems 

(Lambrechts & Van Petegem, 2016). In the literature these competences are often referred to as “key 
competences for sustainable development”, “individual sustainability competences” (ISCs), or “uncertainty 
competences” (e.g. Barth et al., 2007; Ploum et al., 2018; Tauritz, 2016). ISCs are related to empathy, emotional 
intelligence, normativity, systems thinking and anticipatory thinking, as well as action-oriented traits (Wiek et al., 

2011; Rieckmann, 2012), an example of such an ISC is the ability to foresee the causal relations between actions 
and decisions and their (negative) consequences in intra- and intergenerational perspective. Furthermore, ISCs 

have been framed in the context of a virtue ethics perspective, pointing towards the importance of ‘doing what 
is right’ (Blok et al., 2015). 

 

Contemporary education embraced the concepts of competences, skills, abilities, capabilities, and mind-sets. 
However, the way how these were introduced lacks a holistic approach (see on this discussion: Lambrechts & 
Van Petegem, 2016). It comes as no surprise that the competence approach has been criticized for being 

focused towards the economic goals of education, providing instrumental skills rather than holistic competences 
throughout the learning process. As pointed out by Mogensen and Schnack (2010): “the focus on knowledge and 

skills has almost vanished without a trace in favour of an emphasis on personal virtues like creativity, flexibility, 
adaptability, and so on, treated in a rather technical and individualistic manner with effectiveness as the main 

value” (Mogensen & Schnack, 2010: 64). 
 
However, the notion of competence, combining knowledge, skills, attitudes and values could have the potential 

to contribute to broad learning processes, on the premise that a holistic and systemic vision is adopted, 
something which has been missing in conservative educational settings (see Lambrechts et al., 2018 on this 

issue). Recently, within the context of the UNESCO Futures of Education initiative (UNESCO, 2020b), a variety of 
authors have been calling for more holistic perspectives in education (Colonna, 2020; Hall & Tandon, 2020; 

Mantatov et al., 2020; Hopkins et al., 2020; Padovani & Ross, 2020; Singer, 2020). How then, can the gap 
between instrumental skill settings, and broad, holistic views of education oriented towards empowerment and 

resilience, be closed? In what follows, I provide some possibilities based on the works of John Dewey and Martha 

Nussbaum.  
 
Dewey offers insights to develop visions of the futures of education. For Dewey, education has the aim to 
prepare citizens to lead flourishing lives, framed within and connected to progressive societal improvement 
(Lambrechts et al., 2018). Sherren (2008) proposes a stronger conceptual framing in interdisciplinarity, 

cosmopolitanism and social doctrine. In a social context in which citizens work together, participate in a 
community, and give a shared meaning to what they do, various stakeholders also have a contribution to make 
to the transition to sustainability. Education has a role to play in contributing to solutions for social problems and 

in teaching critical skills so that citizens are able to make well-informed choices when participating in society. 
This also means that education must slow down on the path of economic efficiency thinking, combined with 
renewed efforts to integrate critical thinking into societal context. A critical view of traditions and customs in a 

society is important, and education must therefore contribute to the development of these critical competences 

among its citizens (Nussbaum, 2009). This will be an important future role of education, given the post-truth 
context, and in relation to complex sustainability issues and uncertain disruptions (cf. Lambrechts et al., 2018). 
Learning to deal with super wicked problems at this juncture requires not only individual sustainability 

competences such as systems thinking and anticipatory thinking, but also a personal critical attitude towards the 
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information one obtains through a multitude of channels. Hence, empowerment of citizens, in order to enable 

them to make critical and informed decisions, becomes a crucial part of education. 
 
According to Dewey (1916), education should prepare citizens to be adaptive in a changing society. The parallels 

between Dewey’s time and the contemporary timeframe are apparent (cf. Lambrechts et al., 2018), as economic 
and managerial approaches are increasingly introduced in education, under the influence of New Public 
Management and neoliberal market discourse (Bessant et al., 2015; Kopnina & Cherniak, 2016). This has 
consequences for the independent status of education and leads towards challenges in quality control (Boni & 
Gasper, 2012). Nussbaum points towards the adverse effects of education oriented (solely or mainly) towards 

economic profit making (Nussbaum, 2010). Economic finality is an important part of the social goal of education, 

but should not be the only point of reference for determining how education should be designed. The current 
social 'post-truth' context also requires a broad education (bildung) aimed at critical thinking and flourishing. 
Alternative economic perspectives might contribute to counteract negative effects of a focus on economic 
efficiency in education (White, 2013), such as the proposal that happiness should be the common good in 

society (Layard, 2005). Introducing such perspectives has consequences for individual sustainability 

competences as well, e.g. by focusing on a virtuous perspective (Blok et al., 2015). 

 

The concept of flourishing is also at the heart of Nussbaum’s capabilities approach. Building on previous work of 
Amartya Sen (1999) and herself, Nussbaum proposes ten ‘central capabilities’, necessary to be fostered in 
education: life; bodily health; bodily integrity; senses, imagination and thought; emotions; practical reason; 

affiliation; other species; play; control over one’s environment (Nussbaum, 2010; 2011). The capabilities and 
their description are presented in table 1. Furthermore, Nussbaum foresees an important role for arts, 

humanities, and science education, as these foster critical thinking, logical analysis and imagining capacities. She 
intends a basic scientific education and research, rather than focusing on applied and instrumental skills 

(Nussbaum, 1997; 2010). The fulfilment of capabilities depends on ‘functionings’, the combination of actions 
one does in order to lead his or her life. Functionings can be instrumental (e.g. reading, writing, having a job) or 
complex (e.g. being happy, leading a healthy lifestyle), and Nussbaum stresses the importance of choice in these 

functionings (Lessmann, 2009; Nussbaum, 2000). What is missing in the original list of Nussbaum’s capabilities, 

and what she also acknowledges (e.g. Nussbaum, 2011: 143), is the framing of her capabilities approach in 
current issues like global warming and other wicked problems, and the implications of this framing for 
education. These issues require the notions of complexity and uncertainty to be introduced, whether it be in a 

competence approach or a capability approach. 
 

Figure 1. Ten central capabilities  
 

1. Life Being able to live to the end of a human life of normal length; not dying prematurely, 
or before one's life is so reduced as to be not worth living. 

2. Bodily Health Being able to have good health, including reproductive health; to be adequately 
nourished; to have adequate shelter. 

3. Bodily Integrity Being able to move freely from place to place; to be secure against violent assault, 
including sexual assault and domestic violence; having opportunities for sexual 
satisfaction and for choice in matters of reproduction. 

4. Senses, Imagination, 
and Thought 

Being able to use the senses, to imagine, think, and reason—and to do these things 
in a "truly human" way, a way informed and cultivated by an adequate education, 
including, but by no means limited to, literacy and basic mathematical and scientific 
training. Being able to use imagination and thought in connection with experiencing 
and producing works and events of one's own choice, religious, literary, musical, and 
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so forth. Being able to use one's mind in ways protected by guarantees of freedom 
of expression with respect to both political and artistic speech, and freedom of 
religious exercise. Being able to have pleasurable experiences and to avoid non-
beneficial pain. 

5. Emotions Being able to have attachments to things and people outside ourselves; to love 
those who love and care for us, to grieve at their absence; in general, to love, to 
grieve, to experience longing, gratitude, and justified anger. Not having one's 
emotional development blighted by fear and anxiety. (Supporting this capability 
means supporting forms of human association that can be shown to be crucial in 
their development.) 

6. Practical Reason Being able to form a conception of the good and to engage in critical reflection about 
the planning of one's life. (This entails protection for the liberty of conscience and 
religious observance.) 

7. Affiliation 1. Being able to live with and toward others, to recognize and show concern for 
other humans, to engage in various forms of social interaction; to be able to imagine 
the situation of another. (Protecting this capability means protecting institutions 
that constitute and nourish such forms of affiliation, and also protecting the 
freedom of assembly and political speech.) 

2. Having the social bases of self-respect and non-humiliation; being able to be 
treated as a dignified being whose worth is equal to that of others. This entails 
provisions of non-discrimination on the basis of race, sex, sexual orientation, 
ethnicity, caste, religion, national origin and species. 

8. Other Species Being able to live with concern for and in relation to animals, plants, and the world 
of nature. 

9. Play Being able to laugh, to play, to enjoy recreational activities. 

10. Control over one's 
Environment 

1. Political. Being able to participate effectively in political choices that govern one's 
life; having the right of political participation, protections of free speech and 
association. 

2. Material. Being able to hold property (both land and movable goods), and having 
property rights on an equal basis with others; having the right to seek employment 
on an equal basis with others; having the freedom from unwarranted search and 
seizure. In work, being able to work as a human, exercising practical reason and 
entering into meaningful relationships of mutual recognition with other workers. 

Source: Nussbaum, 2011: 30-31. 

 
In referring to the similarities and differences between the capabilities approach and the competence approach 

(as outlined by Lozano et al., 2012) as well as the call to interlink the capabilities approach with sustainability 

education (e.g. Tickly et al., 2020), I argue that the capabilities approach might provide a useful context for the 
development of sustainability competences. In order to foster holistic perspectives in education, and surpass 
reductionist approaches focusing on economic skills, Individual Sustainability Competences or Uncertainty 

Competences could be interpreted as complex functionings, e.g. to think anticipatory, to understand different 
systemic effects of one’s actions, to think critically in a sustainability context. Such functionings have a normative 
side, as Nussbaum reflects, however individual freedom is a key element in the realisation of functionings. In 
Nussbaum’s view, governments should ensure all capabilities for citizens to enable them to lead meaningful 
lives, if and how they do this (their functionings), is a personal choice and remains out of the control of 
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governments. Framing competences in the capabilities approach, might offer opportunities to reconnect to this 

normative side, as well as foster holistic conceptions of knowledge, skills, attitudes and values in light of 
sustainability and uncertainty. In a context of sustainability and super wicked problems, education remains an 
important factor in helping citizens to render capabilities into functionings, to understand complexity and the 

importance of virtues and values, without being paternalised or indoctrinated. 
 
Conceptualizing individual sustainability competences and uncertainty competences as functionings of 
capabilities, might pave the way to envision truly holistic notions of competence development and flourishing, 
and foster empowered and resilient citizens. Empowered, through enabling the learner to flourish, and make 

informed decisions (whether individual or societal). Resilient, through embracing and deliberating uncertainty in 

the learning process, as well as dealing with adversity and frustration. 
 

Conclusion: fostering holistic approaches of flourishing 

The purpose of education has always been a point of (philosophical) discussion. Is the primary goal aimed at 

individual development? Or is it at the service of societal (social, democratic, economic) goals? For Aristotle, the 
primary goal of education was Eudaimonia: the good, flourishing life, and the role of the individual in the 

community. The good life is an interesting notion for education in light of complex and uncertain issues. It leads 
to the question which education will lead to the good life? What do we need to learn for personal flourishing in 
such context? A double goal was always put forward for education: the provision of knowledge enabling the 

individual to lead a flourishing and good life (individual perspective), and the pursuit of progress and 
improvement in society (common perspective). Current philosophical discourses reconnect to the concept of 

flourishing, but argue that global capitalism has eliminated ‘Deweyan-inspired’ education (Kitcher, 2009). 
According to Nussbaum, education for an inclusive type of citizenship is oppressed by education oriented 

towards economic profit making (Nussbaum, 2010). Under such circumstances, education fails to enable 
flourishing: “it is almost a truism that for many students school work fails to become a flourishing-instantiating 

activity simply because it does not carry meaning for them. Instead, they become ensnared by anxiety, 
emptiness or apathy” (Kristjánsson, 2017: 98).  

 
Education is increasingly expected to prepare students for the complexity and uncertainty of sustainability issues 

in society. This focus is the result of international initiatives such as the United Nations Decade of Education for 
Sustainable Development (2005-2014), and more recently the Sustainable Development Goals (Sustainable 

Development Goals, 2015). These goals (including goal number 4, 'Quality Education') are increasingly being 
endorsed by all social partners. Once again, however, they risk seeing sustainability too much as an objective, 
without taking into account the tension between paternalism and relativism (e.g. Lambrechts et al., 2018). A 
variety of competences have been defined and conceptualised in relation to sustainability, complexity and 
uncertainty, yet the original concept of competence, holistic in nature, was integrated into the old, educational 

context in a muddled and fragmented form. As a result, certain competences, as well as values, essential in the 

context of sustainability, are insufficiently addressed (Lambrechts et al., 2013). If the transition to a truly holistic 

approach of individual sustainability competences and uncertainty competences were to be made, a systemic 
approach, in which competences are framed in their social and societal context, instead of a reduced focus on 
economic relevance, would also become possible. Framing competences as functionings or functional 
capabilities, might provide further pathways to conceptualise holistic approaches of flourishing in education. 
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This contribution looked at the dual (individual-societal) purpose of education from a particular perspective: that 

of complex and uncertain issues and disruptions in a post-truth society, and drafted a vision for the futures of 
education, with a focus on empowerment and resilience. 
 

Empowerment is oriented towards dealing with complexity and post-truth characteristics. The role of education 
is then to prepare citizens to be critical, make informed decisions, understand and deal with societal challenges. 
Rather than reductionist educational approaches, framed within and in service of economic growth models, this 
empowerment should foster diversity in viewpoints and perspectives, other conceptualisations of welfare 
(economic; social; ethical; etc.), values and virtues related to humans, other species, and the earth. Some 

examples have been already introduced into education, which could help in further deploying empowerment 

through learning, e.g. critical approaches to diversity and equality; growing attention to social learning and social 
entrepreneurship; etc. 
 
Resilience is oriented towards dealing with uncertainty, adversity and disruptions. The role of education is then 

to prepare citizens to cope with uncertainty and adversity, by introducing uncertainty in education, embracing it 

and discussing it. Understanding disruptions helps in coping with them, and strengthens resilience for future 

shocks. Resilience has been introduced in educational terms, e.g. through courses focusing on individual, 

organizational or systems resilience. Yet such approaches should be critical to how (non-)resilient current and 
future economic and social models are or should be. Alternative models that foster resilience should be valued 
as well, e.g. by focusing on resilient forms of living, such as the commons; degrowth; community supported 

agriculture; re-appreciation of indigenous and local ecological knowledge; etc. 
 

Both the post-truth context and the disruptive effects of global crises such as COVID-19, force us to rethink 
possible futures of education. Empowerment and resilience can be seen as a golden threat in coping with future 

challenges. Empowerment enables the learner to become a critical thinker in societal context, resilience enables 
the learner to cope with adversity, uncertainty and frustration. Combining both perspectives, as well as framing 
competences within the capabilities approach, provides necessary boundary conditions to lead flourishing lives 

in the future. 
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