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Claiming a sense of urgency around “reimagining” education, the World Economic Forum sees a
future that includes a heavy dose of virtual reality and artificial intelligence technologies.
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Leveraging the metaverse wasn’t the only topic on the agenda at this year’s World Economic Forum (WEF)
annual meeting — the future of education, as envisioned by the meeting’s participants, also prominently
figured in the meetings last month in Davos, Switzerland.

The WEF held several sessions on education, including “Growing Up in the Pandemic” and “Restating the
Economic Case for Education.”

The theme coming out of this year’s meeting, in relation to education, is the sense of urgency in
“reimagining” education, whose future — as imagined by WEF stakeholders — includes a heavy dose of
virtual reality (VR) and artificial intelligence (AI) technologies.

While participants touted the purported economic benefits that would accompany the adoption of these
technologies in the classroom, they had little to say about the need to protect children’s data or digital
identities — or, for that matter, providing the types of early-life experiences children require as part of
their socialization.

WEF touts new education-related initiatives

According to the WEF, “investing broadly” in the “skills of the future” may “add an additional $8.3 trillion in
increased productivity to the global economy by 2030.”

This economic incentive appears to underlie the WEF’s “Reskilling Revolution” initiative, first introduced in
2020, and which brings together “50 CEOs, 25 ministers and 350 organizations committed to realizing
these gains for their economies, societies and organizations.”

The aim of “Reskilling Revolution” initiative is to:

“…inspire large-scale global systems change across the skills and education agendas by
demonstrating, in a tangible way, how progress can be achieved on highly complex and intractable
issues by reframing and piloting new models and templates for action; accelerating vehicles for
coordinating and funding collective action at scale; and strategically raising the bar on what
credible business leadership commitment on reskilling, upskilling and education transformation
looks like.”

The WEF claims its “work will benefit over 100 million workers on their journey towards reaching 1 billion
people by 2030 with better education, skills and economic opportunity.”

What is the impetus for this initiative?

According to the WEF, it’s the “Fourth Industrial Revolution,” which is “creating demand for millions of
new jobs, with vast opportunities for fulfilling people’s aspirations and potential,” but which is being held
back by “unequal opportunity, job displacement and widening inequality,” including in schools.

The WEF argued:

“With societal unrest on the rise across much of the industrialized and emerging world, labour
markets in flux from the fallout of the pandemic, technological disruption and the green transition,
collaboration between the public and private sectors can advance an entirely different agenda,
where people’s futures and global economic prospects are enhanced by mobilizing worldwide
mass action on reskilling, upskilling and education transformation.”

The “Reskilling Revolution” initiative encompasses three components: 1) “connecting action and thought
leaders;” 2) “inspiring the next generation of bold business leadership commitment on the human capital
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investment agenda;” and 3) developing “innovative pilots for action at national, industry, organizational
and school levels.”

The initiative has already led to the launch of “accelerators” in 12 countries, and the mobilization of “a
multistakeholder community of over 350 organizations.”

1 Million Copies Sold — ‘The Real Anthony
Fauci’ — BUY TODAY!

At this year’s WEF meeting, the Education 4.0 Alliance was added to this initiative, as part of the WEF’s
broader New Economy and Social Platform, in an effort to “expand beyond adult reskilling and upskilling
and integrate a focus on education for children and youth.”

Specifically, the three main objectives of this new alliance include:

“Align on key skills for childhood education and co-create a public narrative around the importance of
incorporating these skills in childhood learning.

Surface and promote innovative, public-private-led approaches to developing Education 4.0 skills.

Incentivize and reward the adoption of Education 4.0 skills within childhood learning.”

Saadia Zahidi, managing director of the WEF, described the new alliance:

“In an era of multiple disruptions to the labour market — the pandemic, supply chain changes, the
green transition, technological transformation — the one ‘no regret’ investment all governments
and business can make is in education, reskilling and upskilling.

“It is the best pathway to expanding opportunity, enhancing social mobility and accelerating future
growth.”

Further emphasizing the projected economic benefits of such an educational transition, the launch of the
Education 4.0 Alliance was accompanied by the release of a report: “Catalysing Education 4.0: Investing in
the Future of Learning for a Human-Centric Recovery.”

The report “focuses on a broad range of skills to prepare learners for the Fourth Industrial Revolution,
and leverages technological and pedagogical innovation to put learners at the centre of learning.”

Arguing there is today “a unique window of opportunity to invest in Education 4.0,” the report claims that
“preparing today’s generation of school-age children with better collaborative problem-solving … could
add $2.54 trillion — more than $3,000 per school-age child — from this one skill alone.”

The report presents “three key investment areas” related to the Education 4.0 Alliance: 1) new
assessment mechanisms; 2) adoption of new learning technologies; and 3) empowerment of the
teaching workforce.

Ushering in virtual reality learning?

Describing a hypothetical scenario in which COVID-related closures of educational institutions
interrupted one student’s nursing education, the WEF presents VR technology as coming to the rescue,
via a “virtual emergency room.”

The WEF defines VR training as “the process of learning in a simulated or artificial environment,” adding
that it “has existed in the realm of education for over half a century but has dramatically expanded over
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the past fifteen years.”

An article released as part of this year’s WEF meeting states, “VR is making education less conventional
and [is] advancing K-12, higher education and vocational training.”

According to the WEF, “training using Virtual Reality has recently been applied in many education fields,
but primarily in health and safety, engineering, and technical education.”

Why is VR learning such an apparent priority for the WEF?

According to the WEF, “Education is the foundation of a strong economy. It increases human capital
[emphasis added], drives productivity and boosts economic output,” and for individuals, “education
paves the way to acquire new skills, develop critical thinking and analytical know-how, contribute to
economic welfare, develop a sense of purpose and shape one’s career.”

However, “Methods to educate people have not always kept pace with technological developments,” the
WEF said, with “imminent” change expected in the next 10 years, making “the imperative of change …
more apparent.”

Highlighting this, a WEF report claims that by 2065, 65% of children currently in primary school will work
in job positions that do not exist today.

As a result, the WEF argued, “AI should be incorporated into school curricula to equip future generations
with coding skills and provide them with adequate AI training.”

Indeed, technologies such as AI and VR are described as “the forces of change” that have made the
present moment “the time to act.”

Justifying the sought-for expansion of such technologies in the classroom, the WEF argues that even
before COVID-19 entered our lives, it was “particularly challenging for educational systems” to provide
hands-on laboratories for students.

However, instead of investing in said laboratories, “Educators are starting to rely on VR simulations to
develop learning experiences that would otherwise not be easily accessible to students.”

While praising the remote education technologies that became commonplace over the past two-plus
years of COVID-19-related restrictions, and the UN’s role in providing these technologies to developing
economies, the WEF said these technologies alone are insufficient, as “they mostly focused on
transferring knowledge, not the practical and in-person experience students needed to grasp concepts.”

For the WEF, this does not result in an argument in favor of a return to the status quo, but instead, a
“transformation” that will “disrupt education” and “revolutionize teaching and learning,” via “innovative
pedagogies, augmented reality, virtual reality (VR) and mixed reality,” which “create a competitive
advantage for all stakeholders involved.”

Reflecting the metaverse concept it is concurrently promoting, the WEF said this would be a “re-
envisioned” learning environment, “using multiple physical and virtual spaces both in and outside of
schools,” and where “there would be full individual personalization of content and pedagogy enabled by
cutting-edge technology, using body information, facial expressions or neural signals.”

Indeed, the WEF said the use of “textbooks, notebooks and pencils as critical learning tools” is on the way
out, due to “environmental pressures and COP26 goals (from the 2021 United Nations Climate Change
Conference),” which “will drive the digitalizing of education streams.”
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Instead, this new technology can be “coupled with the metaverse” so that students may “immerse
themselves in an interactive experience where they can visualize their actions’ outcomes first-hand” while
benefiting from an accelerated learning curve “in a simulated environment, reproducing real-life
conditions and situations without time or space limitations and much fewer risks than real
environments.”

The WEF touted several “advantages” to learning using VR and similar technologies, including:

“The advantage of providing students and teachers with a standardized, reproducible environment
for repeated and optimized training.”

Allowing “gamification, performance metrics, and collaborative features (using avatars)” to be
“embedded in the software, enabling continuous peer interaction, active learning, enjoyment, and
performance feedback.”

The WEF cited research showing “VR positively influences students’ learning outcomes,” and improves
“student-teacher interactions through practical hybrid implementation, whether in or out of the
classroom.”

Another study cited by the WEF, supported by the Korea World Bank Partnership Facility, claims VR
learning “is more effective than traditional teaching at developing technical, practical and socio-
emotional skills,” improving students’ confidence by 20% and their “efficiency” by 30%.

Other benefits of VR learning, the WEF said, include “global teleportation,” “the time machine effect,”
“multi-sensory experiences,” “active autonomy,” “focused immersion,” an “empathy agent,” and
“extraordinary abilities” that “break the laws of physics.”

Using more economic terminology, the WEF emphasized the need for “unlocking … maximum output”
from these technologies.

Already, according to the WEF, these technologies are bringing about changes in educational systems
across the world, as “schooling systems in many countries have already opened up to new stakeholders,”
where “consultation is giving way to co-creation.”

In March 2019, the WEF presented a set of global standards “for digital literacy, skills and readiness
across the education and technology sectors,” encompassing “the eight digital citizenship skills” every
child will need, including “digital citizen identity,” “digital empathy,” and “cyber security management.”

What is particularly noteworthy is that the WEF emphasized the importance of preparing “our education
systems for the future” in relation to the need to “achieve our vision” — a vision, however, that is not
clearly specified or defined.

Indeed, “current spaces, people, time and technology in schooling” are called into question regarding the
extent to which they are “helping or hindering” this unspecified vision.

Instead, the WEF tells us, “the COVID-19 pandemic shows us we cannot take the future of education for
granted,” and that “by imagining alternative futures for education we can better think through the
outcomes, develop agile and responsive systems and plan for future shocks.”

It's Time to Follow the Science. Join our
Campaign!
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These “alternative futures” were outlined by the Organization for Economic Co-operation and
Development as part of its “four scenarios for the future of schooling,” which were cited by the WEF and
which include:

The expansion of formal education.

The outsourcing of education, as “traditional schooling systems break down, a process where digital
technology will be “a key driver.”

The transformation of schools into “learning hubs” where “diversity and experimentation have
become the norm.”

A “learn-as-you-go” model where “education takes place everywhere, anytime” and where
“distinctions between formal and informal learning are no longer valid as society turns itself entirely
to the power of the machine.”

According to the WEF, “schools could disappear altogether” on the back of “rapid advancements in
artificial intelligence, virtual and augmented reality and the Internet of Things.”

Privacy and data protection an oversight?

While the perceived or projected economic benefits of a move toward VR and AI in education figure
prominently in the WEF’s articles and reports, there’s much less emphasis on privacy and data protection,
particularly for children.

However, a number of organizations, advocacy groups, educators and parents have raised concerns on
that front.

In the report issued as part of this year’s WEF meeting, these concerns appear almost as an afterthought,
and are quickly glossed over:

“It should be noted that VR does somewhat limit human interaction if not appropriately monitored
and introduced with a guided programme and can cause isolation in younger generations.

“Still, with the proper research, developments and safeguards, the benefits of VR outweigh the
risks.”

A separate January 2022 WEF report explores and analyzes these concerns in more detail. The report
states, for instance:

“Scepticism on the widespread use of AI is also present in discussions on children’s privacy and
safety.

“Children’s information including sensitive and biometric data is captured and processed by
intelligent devices including virtual assistants and smart toys. In the wrong hands, such data could
put children’s safety at risk.”

The report cites a 2017 incident in which CloudPets teddy bears were withdrawn from the market as a
result of “a data breach that exposed private information including photos and recordings of more than
two million children’s voice messages.”

In addition, the report states:

“Serious concerns have also been raised over the use of children’s data, such as juvenile records in
AI systems, to predict future criminal behaviour and recidivism.
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“Other than posing a threat to privacy, civil society representatives and activists have warned
against possible discrimination, bias and unfair treatment.”

According to the WEF, though, it has already foreseen solutions to these issues, stating:

“To ensure that AI is child-centred, decision-makers and tech innovators must prioritize children’s
rights and wellbeing when designing and developing AI systems.

“UNICEF and OHCHR have been particularly vocal in this regard. As part of its AI for Children
project, UNICEF has worked closely with the World Economic Forum to develop policy guidance on
artificial intelligence for children featuring a set of recommendations for building AI policies and
systems that, among other things, uphold children’s rights to privacy and data protection.”

However, such concerns were not emphasized in any way as part of the WEF’s promotion of its new
Education 4.0 Alliance or in the reports and articles arising from its recent annual meeting.

The views and opinions expressed in this article are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the
views of Children's Health Defense.
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