
 

Education in a Post-Truth Society 
 

Are we in a post-fact or post-truth global society?  Some make the case that 
evidence is no more or less central to decision-making than in the past, and that 
assumptions that we’ve transitioned to a post-fact society simply reflect increased 
access to information that reinforces our beliefs and what we want or expect to 
hear.  Others see an alarming trend of emotions, perceptions and personal beliefs 
– rather than research and scientific evidence – shaping policies and political 
decisions, noting that this implies that we have indeed shifted.  While facts and 
debate are undoubtedly necessary to maintain a healthy democracy, the 
democratization of knowledge is perhaps partly to blame for the apparent decrease 
in the importance being placed on facts and evidence.  The implication that 
everyone’s opinion matters may be linked to an assumption that everyone’s 
opinion should have equal weight.   
 
The influence of facts, opinions and beliefs in shaping debates, decisions and 
policies raises questions regarding the role and responses of the education sector 
and those who shape it.  How can policy specialists, researchers and advocates 
shape education systems and support teachers and learners to thrive, think 
critically, and make informed decisions within our emerging global context? 
 
The Network of Education Policy Centers (NEPC), whose members are at the 
forefront of education reform at the systems and classroom levels in 19 countries, 
explored such questions at their general assembly earlier this year.  NEPC aims to 
ensure that teachers, schools and the policies that regulate them enable children 
to develop into adults with the capacity and inclination to engage in inclusive 
democratic societies.  Education stakeholders committed to democracy and 
inclusion are concerned about increasing polarization and recognize that the 
education sector has unique opportunities and responsibilities to develop citizens 
who will counteract this trend.  This mandate inspires various ideas with respect to 
priorities and approach.   

 
Do questions about the influence of facts versus perceptions and opinions call for 
education systems to focus more on scientific methods and how evidence is 
evaluated?  Do learners in our globalized society need to improve their ability to 
build and dissect arguments?  How is media literacy best handled?  What are the 
most appropriate and effective key advocacy targets, entry points, policy 
messages and school-based interventions?  Sofie Vanthournout, Executive 
Director of Sense about Science,1 contends that while appreciating the value of 
facts and evidence is essential, it’s also critical to develop a keen awareness for 
the points at which evidence is required and when expertise will make a difference 
in decision-making.  She argues that schools should enable learners to apply the 
scientific method to dispel false information and, also, to question their own beliefs 
and opinions.  In order to thrive within the complexities of today’s society, 
education systems should develop learners and citizens who are self-critical, with 
emphasis on engaging in – rather than winning - debates. 
 

                                                      
1 Sense about Science is a UK charity that promotes public understanding of science. 



 

Batuhan Aydagul, Executive Director of Education Reform Initiative (ERI) in Turkey, 
extends this argument and insists that schools and stakeholders who want to 
improve the quality of education must focus on the importance of ‘trust’ and 
common understanding develop to prepare learners and shape communities to 
combat the increasing polarization in society.  Trust between parents, teachers, 
learners, administrators and the broader school community can only be 
established through cooperation and dialogue, and must be grounded in 
transparency and shared goals. For ERI, which is described as a ‘think and do 
tank’, this implies that education and policy specialists should shift away from 
advocacy and technical assistance on specific issues and education trends and 
increase direct support that enables schools and teachers to promote cooperation, 
community and dialogue in classrooms.    
 
Rather than debating the status of our society or who sets the narrative or the 
trajectory, education stakeholders concerned with inclusion and active citizenship 
agree that there is an urgent need to focus on the capacities and tools of teachers 
and the teaching and learning process. For example, this is less about advocacy 
for policies and teacher training programs that promote ‘critical thinking’ and more 
about the ongoing engagement with teachers and school leaders to ensure that 
they are enabled to create a microcosm of an inclusive global community through 
and within schools.   
 
Policy-level actors and institutions who are not directly engaged in schools and 
classrooms must also develop a more diverse toolkit to influence education 
systems and facilitate social change.  A recent article in Stanford Social Innovation 
Review2 asserts,  
 

To make progress on ideologically or politically sticky issues, social 
sector organizations must reshape their messaging to do more than 
just cite facts; they must use smart storytelling and craft solutions 
that align with the values of those they are trying to reach. 

 
These proposed strategic shifts for the spectrum of education stakeholders implies 
that regardless of our position of the status of facts, evidence or ‘truth’ in our 
society, our task is to enable schools to develop citizens who can not only identify 
and utilize evidence but also have the ability to understand and engage with 
people and issues with which they both agree and disagree. 
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2 Campbell, T., Griffin, L., and Neimand, A. (2017).  Persuasion in a “Post-Truth” World, Social 

Science Innovation Review, January 25, 2017:  
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