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The Global Education 2030 Agenda
UNESCO, as the United Nations’ specialized agency for 
education, is entrusted to lead and coordinate the 
Education 2030 Agenda, which is part of a global 
movement to eradicate poverty through 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals by 2030. Education, essential to 
achieve all of these goals, has its own dedicated Goal 4, 
which aims to “ensure inclusive and equitable quality 
education and promote lifelong learning opportunities 
for all.” The Education 2030 Framework for Action 
provides guidance for the implementation of this 
ambitious goal and commitments. 

UNESCO – a global leader in education
Education is UNESCO’s top priority because it is a 
basic human right and the foundation for peace 
and sustainable development. UNESCO is the 
United Nations’ specialized agency for education, 
providing global and regional leadership to drive 
progress, strengthening the resilience and capacity 
of national systems to serve all learners. UNESCO 
also leads e�orts to respond to contemporary 
global challenges through transformative learning, 
with special focus on gender equality and Africa 
across all actions.
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Arts for transformative education

The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) has 
a vision of transformative education that is based on increasing learners’ capacities 
and motivating them to build a more peaceful and sustainable world.

The arts offer tremendous potential for enriching, enlivening and propelling 
learning that transforms individuals and communities. However, to fully realize that 
potential, teachers must mindfully structure and support educational experiences 
to optimize what students will take away from them. This guide invites teachers to 
harness the transformative power of the arts.

The research-informed Arts for Transformative Education model, a thinking tool 
for teachers, is at the heart of this guide. The model was developed by analysing 
data from more than 600 teachers across 39 countries in the UNESCO Associated 
Schools Network (ASPnet).1 The model identifies four dimensions of arts learning 

experiences: 

The model also recognizes special affordances associated with the arts that can 
enhance learning experiences. ‘Arts assets’ are situated within or across the learning 
dimensions. Arts assets hold the power to provoke transformation.

The 12 ‘learning experience descriptions’ in this guide illustrate how the Arts for 
Transformative Education model works in real-world learning. Further into the guide, 
12 ‘learning experience snapshots’ provide shorter additional examples. The final 
section, ‘Guidelines for teachers’, outlines a step-by-step process for activating arts 
learning to empower transformative education.

Executive summary 

1	  �Countries represented: Angola, Argentina, Australia, Austria, Bahrain, Belgium, Benin, Bhutan, Brazil, 
Canada, Chile, China, Congo, Costa Rica, Czechia, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Denmark, 
Finland, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Kenya, Lebanon, Malta, Montenegro, Netherlands (Kingdom of ), 
Nigeria, Norway, Papua New Guinea, Poland, Portugal, Qatar, Singapore, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, 
Tunisia, United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, United States of America.

Teacher perspective:

‘I believe that students come to 
value artmaking as a way to imagine 
otherwise. The creative process asks us 
to move beyond what we see around 
us, what we witness or see in the 
physical environment, and imagine 
other possibilities. In the best case 
scenario, students imagine better 
worlds and maybe, through imagining 
better worlds, maybe they start to 
create one.’ 

Learning actions are situated within 
the learning context and �lter through 
learning relevance to learning outcomes.

Outcomes

Actions

Relevance

Context

Arts for transformative education      Executive Summary 
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UNESCO’s concept of transformative education unites education initiatives that 
advance peace, support human rights and promote sustainable development 
(UNESCO, 2023). Transformative education addresses Target 4.7 of the United 
Nations Agenda 2030 by encompassing global citizenship education, education for 
sustainable development, heritage education, education for health and well-being, 
and other focused education priorities. Transformative education recognizes that 
the issues addressed by these topics are interconnected and mutually reinforcing 
(UNESCO, 2022a). Crucially, UNESCO asserts that transformative education must be 
‘grounded in human rights and based on principles of non-discrimination, social 
justice, respect for life, human dignity and cultural diversity. It must encompass an 
ethic of care, reciprocity, and solidarity’ (International Commission on the Futures of 
Education, 2021).

Transformative education involves teaching and learning – inside and outside 
schools and over lifetimes – that inspire and empower people of all ages with the 
knowledge, skills, values and attitudes they need to fully develop their human 
potential (UNESCO, 2022b). At the 2022 Transforming Education Summit, United 
Nations Secretary-General António Guterres presented a vision statement on 
transforming education. He explained: 

A truly transformative education should build on what communities, families, 
parents, and children treasure most, and respond to local, national, and global needs, 
cultures, and capacities. It should promote the holistic development of all learners 
throughout their lives, supporting them to realize their aspirations and to contribute 
to their families, communities, and societies.

– Report on the 2022 Transforming Education Summit

What is transformative education? 

Target 4.7 of the United Nations 
Agenda 2030

By 2030, ensure that all learners 
acquire the knowledge and 
skills needed to promote 
sustainable development, 
including, among others, 
through education for sustainable 
development and sustainable 
lifestyles, human rights, gender 
equality, promotion of a culture 
of peace and non-violence, global 
citizenship and appreciation of 
cultural diversity and of culture’s 
contribution to sustainable 
development.

“�Transformative education” involves co-created teaching and learning 
that recognizes and valorises the dignity and diversity of learners 

in educational settings, eliminates all barriers to their learning and 
motivates and empowers them to reflect critically, become agents 

of change and protagonists of their own future, enabling informed 
decision-making and actions at the individual, community, local, 

national, regional and global levels, including through approaches 
such as global citizenship education, education for sustainable 
development and human rights education, among others, that 

support the building of peaceful, just, inclusive, equal, equitable, 
healthy and sustainable societies.

– UNESCO (2023), Revised 1974 Recommendation concerning Education for International Understanding,  
Co-operation and Peace and Education relating to Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms



12

Arts for transformative education      What is transformative education?

UNESCO’s ‘Future of Education’ initiative addresses the vital need to reimagine 
knowledge, education and learning in a world of increasing complexity, 
uncertainty and precarity. This global initiative gathered input from diverse 
experts and stakeholders, including school leaders, teachers, students and parents 
(TakingITGlobal, 2021). The report Reimagining our Futures Together was an 
important outcome of the initiative. The report highlights the foundational role of 
education in transforming human societies, connecting us to the world and to each 
other, exposing us to new possibilities, and building our capacities for dialogue and 
action (International Commission on the Futures of Education, 2021).

‘Making art... helps them
realize innate potential.’

Teacher perspective

Teacher perspective:

'Arts education is not only about 
technique and aesthetics; it’s about 
contemporary issues and actual 
problems of the world today. I think 
this is why the SDGs and art go well 
together.’ 
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How can the arts support 
transformative education?

The arts – including music, drama, dance, visual 
arts, literary arts, media arts, digital arts, circus 
arts and more – have tremendous potential to 
support transformative education. 

To be transformative, education needs to spark deep learning that engages 
both cognitive and social-emotional processes (UNESCO, 2022a). It needs to 
provoke the internal conflict and discomfort that is needed to change thinking 
and trigger action (Gustavo and Barth, 2020). When education is transformative, 
learners experience a significant shift in their thought patterns, which affects 
their feelings and influences their actions (O’Sullivan, 2003). The arts, with their 
capacity to activate both cognition and emotion, are powerfully positioned to fuel 
transformative learning. Arts learning can integrate head, hand and heart.

The arts can also support transformative education by connecting students to 
profoundly human mechanisms for learning and communicating. Archaeological 
evidence – for example, fragments of a 43,000 year-old Neanderthal flute – shows 
that the roots of artistic practice stretch deep into the past (Kunej and Turk, 2000). 
Humans are, in an essential way, an artistic species. For countless years, we have 
turned to the arts to explore our deepest humanity and highest spiritual aspirations 
(O’Farrell and Bolden, 2020). Today, the arts continue to help us imagine and 
negotiate possible solutions as we address current and emerging challenges. In 
a world of increasing complexity, uncertainty and precarity, arts education can 
invite humanistic approaches to being, contributing and flourishing as transformed 

citizens of the future. 

Teacher Perspective:

 ‘We must add the fun that the field 
of the arts allows; it allows them 
moments of joy and sharing!’

5
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Arts learning has much to offer. But to fully 
experience the benefits, learners need teachers. 
In dedicated arts learning contexts, or when 
using the arts to support other curricular 
outcomes, teachers have a crucial role in 
maximizing the potential of learning in and 
through the arts. This guide invites teachers to 
design and support learning experiences that 
unlock potential. 

An invitation to teachers

Teachers are best-positioned to decide how arts learning can contribute to 
sustainability goals most meaningfully within their own changing contexts. It 
might be through a focus on physical and/or mental health and well-being, climate 
action, social justice and reconciliation, responsible consumption, intercultural 
understanding, social cohesion, democracy and/or conflict resolution. It is up to 
teachers to choose and enact the pedagogical approaches that promote deep and 
lasting personal development. Guided by their teachers, students can experience 
the arts in ways that help them gain social and emotional skills, enhanced well-
being, and the creative capacities necessary to cope with current and future 

challenges and opportunities. 

It is teachers who activate arts learning to empower transformative education.

Teacher perspective:

‘Often, kids are terrified to be 
vulnerable and creative. So, that’s 
something that I carefully try to give 
everyone – all my students.  
The chance to dip their toes in.’
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Developing this guide began with an analysis of 
recently published UNESCO policy documents 
to identify and distil the organization’s 
key goals and priorities for education. The 
research team created a first draft of the 
Arts for Transformative Education model to 
theoretically categorize the findings. 

Next, the researchers examined more than 50 examples of arts learning experiences 
submitted from around the world by UNESCO ASPnet teachers. This global network 
of educational institutions (of all levels) serves as a laboratory of ideas dedicated 
to transformative education for global citizenship, sustainable development 
and intercultural understanding. The research team analysed these arts learning 
examples and conducted a scoping review of arts education research literature to 
further develop the model.  

Finally, a survey was designed and interviews were conducted with arts teachers 
across the globe. Quotations from these interviews – teachers’ perspectives – 
are featured throughout the guide. Input from more than 600 teachers from 39 
countries was used to refine the Arts for Transformative Education model to the final 
version presented in this guide. 

Due to the nature of the data, which did not include observations of the example 
learning experiences, this guide does not focus on the words and actions of 
teachers. Instead, it focuses on the structures that the teachers put in place and 
the resulting student actions that show the transformative power of arts learning 
experiences.

How this guide was developed

Teacher perspective:

‘I think you have to bring the arts to 
kids by way of something that’s close 
to them.’ 
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This document offers guidance, suggestions 
and concrete examples of classroom practices 
that can engage learners in and through the 
arts. In the following section, the Arts for 
Transformative Education model is presented 
as a thinking tool to help with the design 
and support of transformative arts learning 
experiences across arts learning contexts. 

The subsequent ‘learning experience descriptions’ serve two purposes. First, they 
illustrate in detail how the Arts for Transformative Education model can function in 
real-world learning projects. Second, they offer examples of specific transformative  
arts learning experiences that teachers may wish to adapt and try out with their 
own students. 

Next, the ‘Learning Experience Snapshots’ provide additional, shorter project 
examples that teachers may wish to try. 

Finally, the ‘Guidelines for teachers’ section outlines a detailed step-by-step 
process that teachers can use to design and support transformative arts learning 
experiences.

Teachers carry out their work within education systems and are accountable to 
those systems and their associated curricular and pedagogical expectations. 
Accordingly, this guide is not offered prescriptively, but as a resource that teachers 
can access to the extent that it helps meet their needs. The Arts for Transformative 
Education model provides an outline of transformative arts education. It is up to 
teachers and learners to determine how best to apply it within their own lives  
and contexts.

How to use this guide

Teacher perspective:

‘Arts learning is...laughter, joy, anger... 
emotions at work.’ 
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The Arts for
Transformative 
Education model:
A thinking tool
for teachers

The Arts for Transformative Education model was 
developed by analysing UNESCO policy documents, 
arts education practices from ASPnet schools around 
the world, and international survey responses from 
more than 600 teachers in 39 countries. The model is 
offered to teachers and other education stakeholders as 
a thinking tool for understanding, planning, and guiding 
transformative arts learning experiences.
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Figure 2

Example set of learning actions, context, relevance and outcomes 

Learning actions 

Learning actions provide opportunities for students to develop and apply 
knowledge, skills, values and attitudes. Actions happen at individual, community 
and global levels and range in complexity. They may be as simple as students 
independently rehearsing dance gestures or as complex as a group of students 
performing in a collaboration involving multiple communities to raise funds for an 

environmental conservation project. 

As another example, in visual arts, a relatively simple learning action could be 
commenting on a peer’s sketch, while a complex action could be organizing a multi-
school mural painting project that welcomes newcomers to a community. Large-
scale learning actions will always comprise smaller learning actions. For instance, 
putting on a concert involves learning how to play instruments, composing (or 
choosing) and rehearsing repertoire, exploring the meanings represented within 
the musical selections, performing for an audience, and so on. 

Little actions, or seed actions, can grow into bigger ones. Seed actions can prepare 
the learner to eventually take more impactful action. For example, practising a 
musical riff can prepare a student to perform in a concert that might influence 
a community audience; the seed action of practising the riff is a part of creating 
that final impression on the world beyond the school. Other seed actions, such as 
practising dance moves or brushstrokes, can lead to the more impactful actions 
of performing in a musical or exhibiting a painting, thereby influencing a wider 
audience. Sometimes learning actions can be both seed and impact actions. For 
example, creating songs and performing them in class may be viewed as seed 
actions because they prepare learners for future compositions and performances. 
But those actions may also be impactful by provoking change within learners 
themselves and/or within the classroom community. 

Knowledge of 
local diversity and 
communications skills

Opportunity to explore 
community and to shine in 
front of friends and family

Preparing a 
performance or 

exhibition about 
“diversity within 

community” Access to a performance/
exhibition space and learner-
centred teaching choices

Outcomes

Actions

Relevance

Context

Teacher perspective:

‘I’ve seen adults moved to tears by 
children’s artwork... they too have 
experienced a shift in thinking. Busy 
parents expect to come in and out 
quickly, but many slow down, linger 
and say they’ve been inspired.’
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Figure 3

Visual representation of the relationship between seed and impact actions 

Seed Action

Impact Action

The arts, like other areas of learning, involve many seed actions. Thanks to the 
communicative power of the arts, arts learning offers particular potential for impact 
actions at individual, community and even global levels.

Learning context

A learning context consists of all the factors that influence learning. Factors may 
include the materials, tools and technologies that students can access; the physical 
or digital spaces where the learning happens; and the selected teaching approaches 
and structures that influence how the learners feel included, recognized and 
valued within the learning community. Teachers can influence the learning context 
through the resources they introduce, the environments they curate, and the 
relationships they cultivate (Damşa et al., 2019). In an arts learning context, teachers 
might help ensure the accessibility of materials, such as paper for painting or or 
musical instruments for playing. Teachers might strive to create a physical space 
where students have enough light to work and are comfortable. Teachers might 
work to reduce hierarchical structures by making art alongside their students and 
recognizing students (not just teachers) as experts (Freire, 1970).

Learning relevance 

Learning relevance refers to the meaningfulness of learning actions and outcomes 
within students’ lives. Learning relevance addresses coherence between student 
experiences at school and those they have out in the world. To achieve learning 
relevance, teachers must examine how learning experiences connect to students’ 
natural, political, economic and cultural contexts. Learning experiences are relevant 
when students actively participate in ways that connect to their own narratives (Freire, 
1970). For example, learning print-making skills can have direct relevance for a learner 
who wants to make and sell art at a local market or make posters for a community 
event. Learning relevance can also be less obvious: a learner rehearsing a role in a play 
may gain insight into how people experience and respond emotionally in different 

Teacher perspective:

 ‘Artmaking often stirs more questions.’ 
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‘You have to
create trust in the room,

where awareness, 
re�ection and dialogue
are a part of that space.’ 

Teacher perspective
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