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What will education look like 
in a post-pandemic world?
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Executive summary

On 16 September 2020, the Yidan Prize’s Asia-
Pacific conference took place. And for the first time 
ever, it was virtual. 

COVID-19 has disrupted education so much this 
year, it was apt that even the conference had to 
reinvent itself. 

The central question we explored was what 
education will look like in a post-pandemic world. 
Answers came from entrepreneurs, philanthropists 
and education experts from across Asia-Pacific.

Mr Ronnie C. Chan, Co-Founder and Chairman 
of the Centre for Asian Philanthropy and Society 
(CAPS), talked about the disruption COVID-19 has 
caused to education across the globe. 

Mr Nadiem Makarim, Minister of Education and 
Culture for the Republic of Indonesia, talked about 
the challenge of providing learning continuity for a 
huge population. 

Various experts from across Asia-Pacific covered 
topics from the rise of digital learning, to clever 
ways to get around the many obstacles posed by 
the virus, to the way schools are likely to change 
forever.
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Our summary gives you the highlights – 
but for the full picture you can rewatch 
the conference sessions.

https://yidanprize.org/events/yidan-prize-conference-series-asia-pacific-2020/
https://yidanprize.org/events/yidan-prize-conference-series-asia-pacific-2020/
https://yidanprize.org/events/yidan-prize-conference-series-asia-pacific-2020/
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Welcoming remarks

“Education is not about 
getting better scores than 
those around you. It is about 
discovering and unlocking 
that potential or gift that we 
are blessed with from when 
we were born.”

Dr Charles CHEN Yidan

Founder of the Yidan Prize

What’s the true purpose of education? 

For Dr Chen, it’s to discover and unlock the innate 
gift within us all. To help each and every one of us 
to reach our potential. 

With the pandemic in full flow, the status quo for 
education has been thrown into disarray. Today, the 
topics on educators’ minds are social distancing, 
travel bans, school closures, and an on-going 
debate about equality in global education. 

It’s just become a lot more difficult to unlock that 
innate gift, and although online platforms have 
offered a vital lifeline for many, they’re far from 
available to all. How can we bridge the gap so that 
learning can continue for everyone? 

That’s the challenge for right now, and for the 
decades to come.
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The importance of understanding  
what works

There’s a huge amount of support for education 
across Asia. 

Mr Chan gave the example of China, where almost 
a third of all philanthropic dollars go into education, 
and nine out of 10 of China’s wealthiest people 
participate in education one way or another. 

COVID-19 has turned a lot of that attention away 
from education and onto health. For the first 
time in history, an entire generation has had their 
education disrupted. 

That’s a billion and a half students. 

For many of those, from lower income countries, 
learning hasn’t just been disrupted: it’s stopped 
entirely.  

As a result, at least a quarter of students might well 
never reach the baseline level of education they’ll 
need to be productive members of society.

If the gap between high-and low-income countries 
is already large, imagine how much larger it could 
become.

“COVID-19 is pushing the 
world back in terms of 
education. If education 
is ever important – and it 
always is – the day is today.”

Mr Ronnie C. Chan

Co-Founder and Chairman,  
Centre for Asian Philanthropy and Society
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How can countries open up schools when there’s a 
risk of spreading the virus? And, on the other side 
of the coin: how can they not? 

COVID-19 has forced the powers that be around the 
world to confront not just difficult questions, but 
impossible ones. 

Mr Makarim was clear that, of course, the virus is 
bad for education. Nobody can argue that distance 
learning beats being in the classroom. Humans are 
creatures of habit, and it takes us many years to 
adapt to a different mode of learning, which means 
we can expect to see a significant drop in learning 
outcomes as a result of COVID-19. 
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Overcoming challenges on all 
fronts – education in Indonesia 
during COVID-19 
Mr Nadiem Makarim, 
Minister of Education and Culture,  
Republic of Indonesia

Fireside chat with  
Dr Ruth Shapiro,  
Co-Founder and CEO,  
Centre for Asian Philanthropy and Society

That drop is likely to be particularly big for two 
groups of learners. 

First, those without crucial educational 
infrastructure, like the internet. 

Second, younger children. Face-to-face interaction 
is so important during the early years. Both for 
building empathy, and for making connections with 
teachers and classmates. 

Mr Makarim’s administration follows a unique 
philosophy, summed up in the Bahasa phrase 
‘merdeka belajar’. It boils down to ‘emancipated 
learning’, and it’s all about hyper innovation, 
embracing diversity and freeing the potential of a 
learner to get where they want to go in life. 

For instance, in Indonesia, the principles of 
Merdeka Belajar mean teachers can pick and 
choose their lessons from a menu, rather than 
being given a set list of strict objectives. Teachers 
can add local knowledge and insights to their 
lessons, and shape the subjects they cover to 
match the level of their students. Schools can direct 
their budget more towards the arts, or sport, or 
numeracy. 



“The world is talking about 
the health risks of COVID-19. 
We have a health crisis, we 
have an economic crisis. I’m 
not hearing enough people 
saying we have an education 
crisis.”

Mr Nadiem Makarim

Minister of Education and Culture,  
Republic of Indonesia
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This level of freedom isn’t just good for the 
students – it’s an important way to attract more 
good people to consider teaching as a profession. 
Because one of the key things talented people want 
from a career is professional autonomy. 

Despite the challenges, COVID-19 also presents 
some opportunities, particularly with technology. 
Just the ability to keep lessons going, virtually, 
has made a huge difference, but the opportunity 
goes much deeper than that. Global curricula tend 
to be quite uniform: lessons are pitched to an 
idealized ‘average learner’. But no student fits that 
description exactly. In any single classroom, the 
competence of the students will vary wildly. 

Technology can help teachers segment and 
personalize lessons to match not just the skill of the 
class, but even that of the individual learner. Add 
to that the fact that parents are now much more 
engaged in their children’s education than they 
were before the pandemic, and you can see it’s not 
all bad news.
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Systemic challenges and 
solutions in a pandemic

Mr Li-Kai Chen, 
Global Lead in Education,  
McKinsey & Company

Mr Dankert Vedeler, 
Chair of the UNESCO Institute  
for Statistics Governing Board;

Former Assistant Director General 
in the Norwegian Ministry of 
Education and Research

Talking to  
Professor Kai-ming Cheng,  
Professor Emeritus,  
the University of Hong Kong

Mr Chen on the new normal

School systems with similar spending perform 
very differently. According to McKinsey’s Universal 
Scale, which measures the amount of money spent 
per child against overall performance, the more a 
country spends on each child’s education does not 
always equate to better overall performance.

Take the United States and Vietnam. Both sit in the 
‘good’ overall performance band, but the US spends 
ten times more per student.  

What’s Vietnam doing right? The education systems 
showing the fastest improvement all share a few 
features. 

School systems with similar spending perform very differently



“Inertia is a strong force in 
education. How do we make 
sure to use disruption in 
COVID-19 to look ahead to 
recommit and reimagine 
what students and education 
can achieve?”

Mr Li-Kai Chen

Global Lead in Education, McKinsey & Company

To move from ‘poor’ to ‘fair’, you need to get the 
basics right. Literacy and numeracy. 

To go from ‘fair’ to ‘good’, you’ve got to focus on 
the foundations. School inspections. Funding. 
Pedagogy. 

Going from ‘good’ to ‘great’ means raising the skill 
of the teachers and principals. 

Going from ‘great’ to ‘excellent’? Peer-led learning 
for teachers and principals, removing the burden of 
administrative tasks, and plenty of experimentation 
and innovation. 

Or so it was, before COVID-19. 

The pandemic has changed everything. In many 
countries, just being able to hold lessons is the goal. 

The virus has also spurred on a great deal of 
innovation in technology. 

All of a sudden, the sector is asking questions 
it wasn’t asking before. Like: how do we use 
technology to enhance both the way we teach, and 
the way we develop teachers?

We’ve known for a while that a long summer break 
damages learning. Now the question on people’s 
minds is: should we rethink the calendar?  

These are big questions that need answers – and 
this global reset might be just the opportunity we 
need to find them.
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Mr Vedeler on the way forward

There are four messages we need to take from this 
crisis.

1. We need to treat this as an opportunity for 
much-needed reform

The system today is 200 years old, and we need 
to challenge it. 

Teachers have changed their methods. Parents 
are more involved than ever. Students have 
taken more responsibility for their own 
learning, with attendance up and stress down. 
Social media has emerged as a useful tool. 

We need to grab all these positives and run 
with them. 

 
2. We need to address inequality

If we don’t, the damage will be massive. A 
South African study shows that without catch-
up strategies, we won’t get back to where we 
were before the pandemic until 2028. 

Poverty will take its toll. Children, mostly girls, 
will drop out of education and, as we know, less 
educated families always lose out – because 
the parents tend not to give as much support 
for learning.

 
3. We need to gather data continuously and 

learn from it

Right now, the process of collecting and 
learning from data is painfully slow. So slow, in 
fact, that by the time we’ve got it it’s already out 
of date. 

Policymakers need to make fast decisions, 
particularly in a pandemic. For that, they need 
real-time data. 

4. We need to safeguard future education 
budgets

UNESCO estimates at least 210 billion US 
dollars will be cut from education budgets 
in 2021. Lower income countries will be hit 
especially hard, as a larger proportion of 
family earnings tends to go to their children’s 
education. 

To safeguard those budgets, the education 
sector needs to work in harmony with health, 
employment and other sectors, rather than 
competing for the scraps.



“The circumstances of the pandemic have forced changes in 
the traditional education system. Teachers have risen to the 
opportunity and learned from the lessons of the situation.”

Mr Dankert Vedeler

Chair of the UNESCO Institute for Statistics 
Governing Board;

Former Assistant Director General in the 
Norwegian Ministry of Education and Research
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The view from the ground: 
putting in place solutions

Mr Chen Shujun, 
Vice President, Tencent Education;

General Manager of Online 
Education Department, Tencent

Dr Milwida Martin Guevara, 
CEO, Synergeia Foundation

Dr Rukmini Banerji, 
CEO, Pratham 

Talking to  
Dr Ruth Shapiro,  
Co-Founder and CEO, Centre for 
Asian Philanthropy and Society



“Students and parents start 
to realize what technology 
can do, what’s good about 
online education and what 
are the problems.”

Mr Chen Shujun

Vice President, Tencent Education;

General Manager of Online 
Education Department, Tencent
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Mr Chen on China

When COVID-19 struck, Tencent already had the 
technology for online teaching. All they needed to 
do was open it up to every single teacher in China. 

No small task. When you’ve got 50 million students 
online at the same time, that puts a lot of pressure 
on the national infrastructure. A lot of work has 
been done to extend the network. 

The other difficulty is that few teachers had taught 
in this way before, and many don’t have a laptop 
or PC at home. They’ve had to adapt, and many 
are writing up lesson plans by hand and using the 
cameras on their phones to share with the class.



“We would like to focus 
on the children instead of 
the subject matter. I would 
really like to declutter our 
curriculum and just focus on 
the basic skills and values 
that children should carry.” 

Dr Milwida Martin Guevara

CEO, Synergeia Foundation
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Dr Guevara on the Philippines

Nine out of 10 households in the Philippines are 
headed by someone who hasn’t completed basic 
education. 

The Synergeia Foundation wants to change that. 

Before COVID-19, they were busy rebuilding the 
system from the ground up. They’d created a 
network of 426 local governments, all sharing 
what they’ve learned from their various efforts 
to improve education. There was even a National 
Education Summit, awarding local government 
teams that had made a big, measurable impact. 

The pandemic shifted attention from education to 
health, but Synergeia has managed to keep minds 
on learning by holding regular Zoom meetings with 
their local champions, keeping the dream alive 
despite the adversity.



“Technology is important, 
but I am very impressed 
by how human trust, faith 
and connection can take 
you quite far… One of the 
enduring features that I hope 
will carry on is this two-way 
connection.”

Dr Rukmini Banerji

CEO, Pratham
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Dr Banerji on India

When the schools closed, it was sudden. That’s a 
problem everywhere, but even more so in a country 
where only a very small portion of the population 
has access to online learning. 

How do you reach millions of kids outside the 
classroom?

A simple SMS. 

Pratham sent people into villages across the 
country to find a contact in each community, no 
matter how small. Then they sent challenges to that 
contact over SMS, to be shared with all the local 
children.

On a more general level, COVID-19 has brought a 
change in mindset from government at all levels. 
They’ve emphasized helping the least fortunate, not 
the most. With luck, that approach will persist long 
after the pandemic is over.
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Closing remarks

Watch the summit in full: 
yidanprize.org

Join the conversation on social media: 
@TheYidanPrize

Nominate our next laureate: 
yidanprize.org/the-prize/nominations

Despite the pandemic, and all the damage it’s 
caused to learners around the world, there is hope. 

Mr Ma closed the conference by highlighting the 
amount of innovation that’s going on, with entirely 
new ways of teaching emerging. 

He also pointed out that if you’re one of the people 
working hard to keep education alive and well, 
you’re not alone - there are plenty of people out 
there who genuinely care, who want to make a big 
difference for the learners of today and tomorrow. 

The Yidan Prize Foundation doesn’t have all the 
answers, but through platforms like this one, we 
can find them together. 

Mr Edward Ma

Secretary-General, Yidan Prize Foundation

https://yidanprize.org/events/yidan-prize-conference-series-asia-pacific-2020/
https://twitter.com/TheYidanPrize/
https://yidanprize.org/the-prize/nominations/


Yidan Prize TheYidanPrize Yidan Prizetheyidanprize Yidan Prize

About the Yidan Prize Foundation and  
Yidan Prize 

Founded in 2016 by Dr Charles CHEN Yidan, a core 
founder of Tencent, the Yidan Prize Foundation 
has a mission of creating a better world through 
education. The Yidan Prize is an inclusive education 
award that recognizes individuals, or up to three-
member teams, who have contributed significantly 
to education research and development.  It consists 
of two awards, the Yidan Prize for Education 
Research and the Yidan Prize for Education 
Development. Yidan Prize Laureates each receive 
a gold medal. In addition, a total of HK$30 million 
(around US$3.9 million) of prize funds is awarded 
to the individual or team (shared equally) from 
each category, half of which is cash prize while the 
other half is project funds. To ensure transparency 
and sustainability, the prize is managed by the 
Yidan Prize Foundation and governed by an 
independent trust with an endowment of HK$2.5 
billion (around US$323 million). Through a series 
of initiatives, the prize aims to establish a platform 
for the global community to engage in conversation 
around education and to play a role in education 
philanthropy.

In April 2020, the Yidan Prize Foundation joined 
UNESCO’s Global Education Coalition for COVID-19 
response to support countries in scaling up their 
best distance learning practices and reaching 
children and youth who are most at risk.

About the Centre for Asian Philanthropy and 
Society (CAPS)

Established in 2013, CAPS is committed to 
improving the quantity and quality of philanthropic 
giving throughout Asia. Based in Hong Kong, 
CAPS research works to increase the impact of 
philanthropists and to enhance the efficacy of 
social organizations. The mission of CAPS is to 
improve the social investment sector in Asia 
by understanding fundamental strengths and 
cultural practices in Asia, as well as researching 
and promoting public policies that best enable the 
giving and receiving of private social investment. 
More information on CAPS research and services is 
available at: caps.org.

https://www.facebook.com/yidanprize/
https://twitter.com/TheYidanPrize/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCHo4NsawH5bqPGE3exCmxHw
https://www.instagram.com/theyidanprize/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/yidan-prize/
https://caps.org/
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