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SHORT SUMMARY

A new social contract for education

Our humanity and planet Earth are under threat. The pandemic has only served

to prove our fragility and our interconnectedness. Now urgent action, taken
together, is needed to change course and reimagine our futures. This report by

the International Commission on the Futures of Education acknowledges the
power of education to bring about profound change. We face a dual challenge of
making good on the unfulfilled promise to ensure the right to quality education
for every child, youth and adult and fully realizing the transformational potential of
education as a route for sustainable collective futures. To do this, we
need a new social contract for education that can repair injustices
while transforming the future.

we need a new
social contract for education

This new social contract 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, to repair ||'|Just|ces
and solidarity. It must strengthen education as a public 2 i
endeavour and a common good. Whlle tl'anSfOI‘mmg

This report, two years in the making and informed by a
global consultation process engaging around one million
people, invites governments, institutions, organizations and

the future

citizens around the world to forge a new social contract for
education that will help us build peaceful, just, and sustainable futures
for all.

The visions, principles, and proposals presented here are merely a starting point.
Translating and contextualizing them is a collective effort. Many bright spots
already exist. This report attempts to capture and build on them. It is neither a
manual nor a blueprint but the opening up of a vital conversation.

“Since wars begin in the minds of men and

U n e s C o women it is in the minds of men and women

that the defences of peace must be constructed”
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Audrey Azoulay
Director-General of UNESCO

If anything has brought us together over the last year and a half, it is our feeling of vulnerability
about the present and uncertainty about the future. We now know, more than ever, that urgent
action is needed to change humanity's course and save the planet from further disruptions. But
this action must be long-term, and combined with strategic thinking.

Education plays a vital role in addressing these daunting challenges. Yet, as the pandemic has
shown, education is fragile: At the peak of the COVID-19 pandemic, 1.6 billion learners were
affected by school closures across the globe.

Never do you appreciate something more than when faced with losing it. For that reason, UNESCO
welcomes this new report, Reimagining our futures together: A new social contract for education,
prepared by the International Commission on the Futures of Education under the leadership of Her
Excellency Madame Sahle-Work Zewde, President of the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia.

Since being founded 75 years ago, UNESCO has commissioned several global reports to rethink
the role of education at key moments of societal transformation. These began with the Faure
Commission's 1972 report Learning to Be: The World of Education Today and Tomorrow, and continued
with the Delors Commission's report in 1996, Learning: The Treasure Within. Both of these reports
were insightful and influential; however, the world has fundamentally changed in recent years.

Like the reports that preceded it, the Sahle-Work Commission report is broadening the
conversation on philosophies and principles needed to guide education to improve the existence
of all living beings on this planet. It was developed over a two-year period and builds on extensive
consultations with more than one million people.

If the report teaches us one thing, it is this: We need to take urgent action to change course,
because the future of people depends on the future of the planet, and both are at risk. The report
proposes a new social contract for education — one that aims to rebuild our relationships with each
other, with the planet, and with technology.
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This new social contract is our chance to repair past injustices and transform the future. Above all,
it is based on the right to quality education throughout life, embracing teaching and learning as
shared societal endeavours, and therefore common goods.

Realizing this vision of education is not an impossible task. There is hope, especially among the
younger generations. However, we will need the entire world's creativity and intelligence to ensure
that inclusion, equity, human rights, and peace define our future. Ultimately, that is what this report
invites us to do. For that reason alone, it has valuable lessons for each and every one of us.

Audrey Azoulay
Director-General of UNESCO
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HE Sahle-Work Zewde
Chair of the International Commission on the Futures of Education
President of the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia

The future of our planet must be locally and democratically envisioned. It is only through collective
and individual actions that harness our rich diversity of peoples and cultures that the futures we
want can be realized.

Humanity has only one planet; however, we do not share its resources well or use them in a
sustainable manner. Unacceptable inequalities exist between different regions of the world. We
are far from achieving gender equality for women and girls. Despite the promise of the ability of
technology to connect us, vast digital divides remain, particularly in Africa. There are extensive
power asymmetries in people’s ability to access and create knowledge.

Education is the key pathway to address these entrenched inequalities. Building on what we
know, we need to transform education. Classrooms and schools are essential, but they will need
to be constructed and experienced differently in the future. Education must build skills needed in
21st century workplaces, taking into account the changing nature of work and the different ways
that economic security can be provisioned. Furthermare, global financing for education must be
expanded to ensure that the universal right to education is protected.

Respect for human rights and concern for education as a common good must become the central
threads that stitch together our shared world and interconnected future. As this report argues, these
two universal principles must become foundational in education everywhere. The right to quality
education everywhere and learning that builds the capabilities of individuals to work together for
shared benefit provide the foundation for flourishing, diverse futures of education. With consistent
commitment to human rights and the common good, we will be able to sustain and benefit from
the rich tapestry of different ways of knowing and being in the world that humanity's cultures and
societies bring to formal and informal learning, and to the knowledge we are able to share and
assemble together.

This report is the result of the collective work of the International Commission on the Futures
of Education, established by UNESCO in 2019. Recognizing the commitment and contributions
that came from all members of our diverse and geographically distributed group, | would
particularly like to thank Anténio Névoa, the Ambassador of Portugal to UNESCO, who chaired
the Commission’s research and drafting committee. The proposals presented in Reimagining Our
Futures Together arise out of a global engagement and co-construction process which showed
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that creativity, perseverance, and hope are abundant in a world of increasing uncertainty,
complexity and precarity. In particular, the futures of the following critical thematic issues which
need rethinking are examined: sustainability; knowledge; learning; teachers and teaching; work,
skills, and competencies; citizenship; democracy and social inclusion; public education; and higher
education, research, and innovation.

The Commission’s work over the past two years was shaped by the global health pandemic, and
members of the Commission were acutely aware of challenges faced by children, youth, and
learners of all ages who faced extensive school closures. It is to the students and teachers whose
lives were disrupted by COVID, and to their remarkable efforts to ensure wellbeing, growth, and
the continuation of learning in trying circumstances, that we dedicate Reimagining Our Futures
Together.

QOur hope is that the proposals contained here, and the public dialogue and collective action called
for, will serve as a catalyst to shape futures for humanity and the planet that are peaceful, just, and
sustainable.

HE Sahle-Work Zewde
Chair of the International Commission for the Futures of Education
President of the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia
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Executive summary

Our world is at a turning point. We already know that knowledge and learing are the basis for
renewal and transformation. But global disparities — and a pressing need to reimagine why, how,
what, where, and when we learn — mean that education is not yet fulfilling its promise to help us
shape peaceful, just, and sustainable futures.

In our quest for growth and development, we humans have overwhelmed our natural environment,
threatening our own existence. Taday, high living standards coexist with gaping inequalities. More
and more people are engaged in public life, but the fabric of civil society and democracy is fraying
in many places around the world. Rapid technological changes are transforming many aspects of
our lives, Yet, these innovations are not adeguately directed at equity, inclusion and democratic
participation.

Everyone today has a heavy obligation to both current and future generations - to ensure that
our world is one of abundance not scarcity, and that everyone enjoys the same human rights to
the fullest. Despite the urgency of action, and in conditions of great uncertainty, we have reason
to be full of hope. As a species, we are at the point in our collective history where we have the
greatest access ever to knowledge and to tools that enable us to collaborate. The potential for
engaging humanity in creating better futures together has never been greater.

This global Report from the International Commission on the Futures of Education asks what
role education can play in shaping our common world and shared future as we look to 2050 and
beyond. The proposals presented arise out of a two-year global engagement and co-construction
process which showed that vast numbers of people - children, youth and adults - are keenly aware
that we are connected on this shared planet and that it is imperative that we work together.

Many people are already engaged in bringing about these changes themselves. This report is
infused with their contributions on everything from how to reimagine learning spaces to the
decolonization of curricula and the importance of social and emotional learning, and taps into
their real and growing fears about climate change, crises like COVID-19, fake news and the digital
divide.

Education — the way we organize teaching and learning throughout life - has long played a
foundational role in the transformation of human societies. It connects us with the world and to
each other, exposes us to new possibilities, and strengthens our capacities for dialogue and action.
But to shape peaceful, just, and sustainable futures, education itself must be transformed.
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A new social contract for education

Education can be seen in terms of a social contract — an implicit agreement among members of
a society to cooperate for shared benefit. A social contract is more than a transaction as it reflects
norms, commitments and principles that are formally legislated as well as culturally embedded.
The starting point is a shared vision of the public purposes of education. This contract
consists of the foundational and organizational principles that structure education systems, as well
as the distributed work done to build, maintain and refine them.

During the twentieth century, public education was essentially aimed at supporting national
citizenship and development efforts through the form of compulsory schooling for children and
youth. Today, however, as we face grave risks to the future of humanity and the living planet itself, we
must urgently reinvent education to help us address common challenges. This act of reimagining
means working together to create futures that are shared and interdependent. The new social
contract for education must unite us around collective endeavours and provide the knowledge and
innovation needed to shape sustainable and peaceful futures for all anchored in social, economic and
environmental justice. It must, as this report does, champicn the role played by teachers.

There are three essential questions to ask of education as we look to 2050: What should we
continue doing? What should we abandon? What needs to be creatively invented afresh?

Foundational principles

Any new social contract must build on the broad principles that underpin human rights — inclusion
and equity, cooperation, and solidarity, as well as collective responsibility and interconnectedness
- and be governed by the following two foundational principles:

@ Assuring the right to quality education throughout life. The right to education, as
established in Article 26 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, must continue to be the
foundation of the new social contract for education and must be expanded to include the right
to quality education throughout life, [t must also encompass the right to information, culture
and science — as well as the right to access and contribute to the knowledge commaons, the
collective knowledge resources of humanity that have been accumulated over generations
and are continuously transforming.

@ Strengthening education as a public endeavour and a common good. As a shared societal
endeavour, education builds commaon purposes and enables individuals and communities to
flourish together. A new social contract for education must not only ensure public funding
for education, but also include a society-wide commitment to include everyone in public
discussions about education. This emphasis on participation is what strengthens education as
a common good - a form of shared well-being that is chosen and achieved together.

These foundational principles build on what education has allowed humanity to accomplish to
this point and help to ensure that, as we move to 2050 and beyond, education empowers future
generations to reimagine their futures and renew their worlds.
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Widening social and economic inequality, climate change, biodiversity loss, resource use that
exceeds planetary boundaries, democratic backsliding and disruptive technological automation
are the hallmarks of our current historical juncture. These multiple overlapping crises and
challenges constrain our individual and collective human rights and have resulted in damage to
much of life on Earth. While the expansion of education systems has created opportunities for
many, vast numbers have been left with low-guality learning.

Looking to the future it is all too easy to paint an even darker picture. It is possible to imagine an
exhausted planet with fewer spaces for human habitation. Extreme future scenarios also include a
world where gquality education is a privilege of elites, and where vast groups of people live in misery
because they lack access to essential goods and services. Will current educational inequalities only
worsen with time until curricula become irrelevant? How will these possible changes impact on
our basic humanity?

No trend is destiny. Multiple alternative futures are possible, and disruptive transformations can be
discerned in several key areas:

@ The planet is in peril but decarbonization and the greening of economies are underway. Here
children and youth already lead the way, calling for meaningful action and delivering a harsh
rebuke to those who refuse to face the urgency of the situation.

@ Over the past decade the world has seen a backsliding in democratic governance and a
rise in identity-driven populist sentiment. At the same time, there has been a flourishing of
increasingly active citizen participation and activism that is challenging discrimination and
injustice worldwide.

@ There is tremendous transformative potential in digital technologies, but we have not yet
figured out how to deliver on these many promises.

@ The challenge of creating decent human-centred work is about to get much harder as Artificial
Intelligence (Al), automation and structural transformations remake employment landscapes
around the globe. At the same time, more people and communities are recognizing the value
of care work and the multiple ways that economic security needs to be provisioned.

Each of these emerging disruptions has significant implications for education. In turn, what we do
together in education will shape how it responds.

At present the ways we organize education across the world do not do enough to ensure just
and peaceful societies, a healthy planet, and shared progress that benefits all. In fact, some of our
difficulties stem from how we educate. A new social contract for education needs to allow us
to think differently about learning and the relationships between students, teachers, knowledge,
and the world.
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Proposals for renewing education

Pedagogy should be organized around the principles of cooperation, collaboration, and
solidarity. It should foster the intellectual, social, and moral capacities of students to work together
and transform the world with empathy and compassion. There is unlearning to be done too, of
bias, prejudice, and divisiveness. Assessment should reflect these pedagogical goals in ways that
promote meaningful growth and learning for all students.

Curricula should emphasize ecological, intercultural and interdisciplinary learning that
supports students to access and produce knowledge while also developing their capacity
to critique and apply it. Curricula must embrace an ecological understanding of humanity that
rebalances the way we relate to Earth as a living planet and our singular home. The spread of
misinformation should be countered through scientific, digital and humanistic literacies that
develop the ability to distinguish falsehoods from truth. In educational content, methods and
policy we should promote active citizenship and democratic participation.

Teaching should be further professionalized as a collaborative endeavour where teachers
are recognized for their work as knowledge producers and key figures in educational and
social transformation. Collaboration and teamwaork should characterize the work of teachers.
Reflection, research and the creation of knowledge and new pedagogical practices should become
integral to teaching. This means that their autonomy and freedom must be supported and that
they must participate fully in public debate and dialogue on the futures of education.

Schools should be protected educational sites because of the inclusion, equity and
individual and collective well-being they support - and also reimagined to better
promote the transformation of the world towards more just, equitable and sustainable
futures. Schools need to be places that bring diverse groups of people together and expose
them to challenges and possibilities not available elsewhere. School architectures, spaces, times,
timetables, and student groupings should be redesigned to encourage and enable individuals to
work together. Digital technologies should aim to support — and not replace - schools. Schools
should model the futures we aspire to by ensuring human rights and becoming exemplars of
sustainability and carbon neutrality.

We should enjoy and expand the educational opportunities that take place throughout life
and in different cultural and social spaces. At all times of life people should have meaningful,
quality educational opportunities. We should connect natural, built, and virtual sites of learning,
carefully leveraging the best potentials of each. Key responsibilities fall to governments whose
capacity for the public financing and regulation of education should be strengthened. The right to
education needs to be broadened to be lifelong and encompass the right to information, culture,
science and connectivity.
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Catalyzing a new social contract for education

Large-scale change and innovation are possible. We will build a new social contract for education
through millions of individual and collective acts — acts of courage, leadership, resistance, creativity,
and care, A new social contract needs to overcome discrimination, marginalization, and exclusion.
We must dedicate ourselves to ensuring gender equality and the rights of all regardless of race,
ethnicity, religion, disability, sexual orientation, age, or citizenship status. A massive commitment
to social dialogue, to thinking and acting together, is needed.

A call for research and innovation. A new social contract requires a worldwide, collaborative
research programme that focuses on the right to education throughout life. This programme
must centre on the right to education and be inclusive of different kinds of evidence and ways
of knowing including horizontal learning and the exchange of knowledge across borders.
Contributions should be welcomed from everyone — from teachers to students, from academics
and research centres to governments and civil society organizations.

A call for global solidarity and international cooperation. A new social contract for education
reguires renewed commitment to global collaboration in support of education as a common
good, premised on more just and equitable cooperation among state and non-state actors.
Beyond North-South flows of aid to education, the generation of knowledge and evidence through
South-South and triangular cooperation must be strengthened. The international community has
a key role to play in helping states and non-state actors to align around the shared purposes,
norms and standards needed to realize a new social contract for education. In this, the principle of
subsidiarity should be respected, and local, national and regional efforts should be encouraged.
The educational needs of asylum seekers, refugees, stateless persons and migrants, in particular,
need to be supported through international cooperation and the work of global institutions.

Universities and other higher education institutions must be active in every aspect of
building a new social contract for education. From supporting research and the advancement
of science to being a contributing partner to other educational institutions and programmes in
their communities and across the globe, universities that are creative, innovative and committed
to strengthening education as a common good have a key role to play in the futures of education.

It is essential that everyone be able to participate in building the futures of education -
children, youth, parents, teachers, researchers, activists, employers, cultural and religious leaders. We
have deep, rich, and diverse cultural traditions to build upon. Humans have great collective agency,
intelligence, and creativity. And we now face a serious choice: continue on an unsustainable path
or radically change course,

This Report proposes answers to the three essential questions of What should we continue doing?
What should we abandon? and What needs to be creatively reimagined? But the proposals
here are merely a start. This Report is more an invitation to think and imagine than a blueprint.
These questions need to be taken up and answered in communities, in countries, in schools, in
educational programmes and systems of all sorts — all over the world.

Forging a new social contract for education is a critical step towards reimagining our futures
together.
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We face an existential choice: continue on an unsustainable path or radically change course.
To continue on the current path is to accept unconscionable inequalities and exploitation, the
spiralling of multiple forms of violence, the erosion of social cohesion and human freedoms,
continued environmental destruction, and dangerous and perhaps catastrophic biodiversity loss.
To continue on the current path is to fail to anticipate and address the risks that accompany the
technological and digital transformations of our societies.

We urgently need to reimagine our futures together and take action to realize them. Knowledge
and learning are the basis for renewal and transformation. But global disparities — and a pressing
need to reimagine why, how, what, where, and when we learn — mean that education is not doing
what it could to help us shape peaceful, just, and sustainable futures.

We all have an obligation to current and future generations — to ensure that our world is one of
abundance not scarcity, and that everyone enjoys human rights to the fullest. Despite the urgency
of action, and in conditions of great uncertainty, we have reason to be full of hope. As a species,
we are at the point in our collective history where we have the greatest access ever to knowledge
and to tools that enable us to collaborate. The potential for engaging humanity in creating futures
together has never been greater.

Education - the ways we organize teaching and learning throughout life - has long played a
foundational role in the transformation of human societies. Education is how we organize the
intergenerational cycle of knowledge transmission and co-creation. It connects us with the world
and to others, exposes us to new possibilities, and strengthens our capacities for dialogue and
action. But to shape the futures we want, education itself must be transformed.

This global Report from the International Commission on the Futures of Education asks what
role education can play in shaping our common world and shared future as we look to 2050 and
beyond. The proposals it presents arise out of a two-year global engagement and co-construction
process which showed that vast numbers of people — children, youth and adults - are keenly
aware that we are interdependent on this shared planet. We are connected to one another in that
the world's problems affect us all. There is an equally strong awareness shared by many across the
globe that we must work together starting from an appreciation of diversity and difference.

Anticipating futures is something we do all the time as humans. Ideas about the future play an
important role in educational thinking, policy, and practice. They shape everything from students’
and families’ everyday decision-making to the grand plans for educational change developed in
ministries of education.
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This Report recognizes that in relation to education there are multiple possible future scenarios,
ranging from radical transformation to profound crisis. It posits that the main purpose of thinking
about futures in education is to allow us to frame the present

A” expl{}]’a[ion {}f pOSSib'E differently, to identify trajectories that might be emerging and

i attend to possibilities that might be opening or closing to us. All
and altematwe fUthES exploration of possible and alternative futures raises profound

raises pI'OfOUﬂd QUEStiOHS questions of ethics, equity, and justice — what futures are

()]':ethicsJr equ]ty’ and desirable and for whom? And since education is not merely

- impacted by external factors but plays a key role in unlocking

JUStI(E =l What fUthES dre potential futures in all corners of the globe, it is natural if not

desirable and for whom? obligatory that reimagining our futures together involves a new
social contract for education,

The survival of humanity, human rights,
and the living planet are at risk

The very idea that the dignity of each person is precious; the commitment that all people have
basic rights; the health of the Earth, our singular home - all are at risk. To change course and
imagine alternative futures, we urgently need to rebalance our relationships with each other, with
the living planet, and with technology. We must relearn our interdependencies and our human
place and agency in a more-than-human world.

We face multiple, overlapping crises. Widening social and economic inequality, climate change,
biodiversity loss, resource use that exceeds planetary boundaries, democratic backsliding, disruptive
technological automation, and violence are the hallmarks of our current historical juncture.

Paradoxical development trends are leading us on a path toward unsustainable futures, Global
poverty levels have fallen, but inequalities between and within countries have grown. The
highest living standards coexist with the most gaping inequalities in history. Climate change and
environmental degradation threaten the survival of humanity and of other species on planet
Earth. More and more people are actively engaged in public life, but civil society and democracy
are fraying in many places around the world. Technology has connected us more closely than
ever yet is also contributing to social fragmentation and tensions. A global pandemic has further
highlighted our many fragilities. These crises and challenges constrain our individual and collective
human rights. And they are largely the result of human choices and actions. They derive from
social, political, and economic systems of our creation, where the short-term is prioritized over the
long-term, and the interests of the few allowed to override the interests of the many.

Climate and environmental disasters are accelerated by economic models depending on
unsustainable levels of resource use. Economic models that prioritize short-term profits and
excessive consumerism are tightly linked with the acquisitive individualism, competitiveness, and
lack of empathy that characterize too many of our societies around the globe. The world's wealth
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has become intensely concentrated, and extreme economic inequalities are undermining the
cohesion of our societies.

The rise of authoritarianism, exclusionary populism, and political extremism are challenging
democratic governance precisely at a time when we need strengthened cooperation and
solidarity to address shared concerns that neither know nor respect political borders. Despite
decades of work to support societies' efforts to advance peaceful forms of solving differences, the
world today is marked by increasing social and political polarization. Hate speech, the irresponsible
dissemination of fake news, religious fundamentalism, exclusionary nationalism — all magnified
with new technologies - are, in the end, used strategically to favour narrow interests. A world
order anchored on the common values expressed in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
is weakening. Our world faces a crisis of values evidenced by the rise in corruption, callousness,
intolerance and bigotry, and the normalization of violence.

Accelerated globalization and growing human mobility, together with forced migration and
displacement, too often exacerbate the dehumanizing effects of racism, bigotry, intolerance,
and discrimination. These forms of violence against human dignity are expressions of structures
of power that seek to dominate and control, rather than cooperate and liberate. The violence of
armed conflict, occupation, and political repression not only destroys lives but also undermines
the very concept of human dignity. Frequently, those who enjoy privileges and benefit from
hegemonic systems discriminate on the basis of gender, race, ethnicity, language, religion, or
sexuality, and oppress groups they consider to be a threat, whether they be indigenous peoples,
women, refugees, migrants, feminists, human rights advocates, environmental activists, or political
dissidents.

The digital transformation of our societies is impacting our lives in unprecedented ways.
Computers are guickly changing the ways in which knowledge is created, accessed, disseminated,
validated, and used. Much of this is making information more accessible and opening new and
promising avenues for education. But the risks are many: learning can narrow as well as expand
in digital spaces; technology provides new levers of power and control which can repress as well
as emancipate; and, with facial recognition and Al, our human right to privacy can contract in
ways that were unimaginable just a decade earlier. We need to be vigilant to ensure that ongoing
technical transformations help us thrive and do not threaten the future of diverse ways of knowing
or of intellectual and creative freedom.

Our ways of living have drifted out of balance with the planet, with the abundance of life it
supports, threatening our current and future well-being and our continued existence. Our
uncritical embrace of technology too often pushes us dangerously apart, truncates conversation
and unravels mutual understanding, despite a potential to accomplish the opposite. And these
planetary and technological imbalances contribute to a third and equally dangerous divergence:
our imbalance with each other in the form of ballooning inequalities, the subversion of trust and
goodwill, the demonization of the ‘other; and reluctance to cooperate and confront this growing
array of global challenges more meaningfully.
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Looking to the future it is all too easy to paint an even darker picture. It is possible to imagine an
exhausted planet with fewer spaces for human habitation. Extreme future scenarios also include a
world where quality education is a privilege of elites, where vast groups of people live in misery
because they lack access to essential goods and services. Will curricula become increasingly
irrelevant and current educational inequalities only worsen with time? Will our humanity become
further eroded?

The Ch{)ifes we The choices we collectively make today will determine our

shared futures. Whether we survive or perish, whether we live in

C0||ECIiVE|y make tOda)! peace or we allow violence to define our lives, whether we relate
will determine our shared  to the Earth in ways that are sustainable or not, are questions

futures.

that will be profoundly shaped and decided by the choices we
make today and by our capabilities to achieve our common
goals. Together, we can change course.

The need for a new social contract
for education

Education is the foundation for the renewal and transformation of our societies. It mobilizes
knowledge to help us navigate a transforming and uncertain world. The power of education
lies in its capacities to connect us with the world and others, to move us beyond the spaces
we already inhabit, and to expose us to new possibilities. It helps to unite us around collective
endeavours; it provides the science, knowledge and innovation we need to address common
challenges. Education nurtures understandings and builds capabilities that can help to ensure that
our futures are more socially inclusive, economically just, and environmentally sustainable.

Families, communities, and governments around the world know well that, despite shortcomings,
schools and education systems can create opportunities and provide routes for individual and
collective advancement. Itis widely recognized by governments and civil society organizations that
education is a key, albeit not the sole, factor for making progress towards desirable developmental
outcomes, building skills and competencies for work, and supporting engaged and democratic
citizenship. Education is, rightfully, a pillar of the 2030 Framework for Sustainable Development —an
inclusive vision for humanity to advance well-being, justice, and peace for all, as well as sustainable
relationships with the environment.

Yet education across the world continues to fall short of the aspirations we have for it. Despite
the significant expansion of access worldwide, multiple exclusions continue to deny hundreds of
millions of children, youth, and adults of their fundamental right to quality education. Discrimination
persists, often systemically, along lines of gender, ethnicity, language, culture, and ways of knowing.
Lack of access is compounded by a crisis of relevance: far too often, formal learning does not meet
the needs and aspirations of children and youth and their communities. Poor quality instruction
stifles creativity and curiosity. Patterns of student disengagement and drop/push out at all levels
of education point to the inadequacies of the current schooling model to provide meaningful
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learning and a sense of agency and purpose for children and youth. Increasingly, those accessing
education are neither prepared for the challenges of the present nor those of the future.

Furthermore, education systems often reproduce and perpetuate the very conditions that threaten
our shared futures — whether discrimination and exclusion or unsustainable lifestyles — limiting
education’s potential to be truly transformative. These collective failures undergird the need for a
new shared vision and renewed principles and commitments that can frame and guide our actions
in education.

The starting point for any social contract for education is a shared vision of the public purposes
of education. The social contract for education consists of the foundational and organizational
principles that structure education systems, as well as the distributed work done to build, maintain
and refine them.,

During the twentieth century, public education was essentially aimed at supporting national
citizenship and development efforts. It primarily took the form of compulsory schooling for
children and youth. Today, however, given the grave risks we face, we must urgently reinvent
education to help us address common challenges. The new social contract for education must
help us unite around collective endeavours and provide the knowledge and innovation needed
to shape sustainable and peaceful futures for all anchored in social, economic, and environmental
Justice.

Constructing a new social contract means exploring how established ways of thinking about
education, knowledge and learning inhibit us from opening new paths and moving towards the
futures we desire. Merely expanding the current educational development model is not a viable
route forward. Our difficulties are not only the result of limited resources and means. Our challenges
also stem from why and how we educate and the ways we organize learning.

Redefining the purposes of education

Education systems have wrongly instilled a belief that short-term prerogatives and comforts are
more important than longer-term sustainability. They have emphasized values of individual success,
national competition and economic development, to the detriment of solidarity, understanding
our interdependencies, and caring for each other and the planet.

Education must aim to unite us around collective endeavours and provide the knowledge,
science, and innovation needed to shape sustainable futures for all anchored in social, economic,
and environmental justice. It must redress past injustices while preparing us for environmental,
technological, and social changes on the horizon,

A new sacial contract for education must be anchored in two foundational principles: (1) the right
to education and (2) a commitment to education as a public societal endeavour and a common
good.
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Assuring the right to quality education throughout life

The dialogue and action needed to build a new social contract for education must remain firmly
rooted in a commitment to human rights. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights written in
1948 sets out inalienable rights for the members of our human family and provides the best
compass for imagining new futures of education. The right to education - critical for the realization
of all other social, economic and cultural rights — must continue to serve as the guiding light and
basis for the new social contract. This human rights lens requires that education be for all, regardless

of income, gender, race or ethnicity, religion, language, culture,

; sexuality, political affiliation, disability, or any other characteristic
A new social contract e  SHPRERA So
f{)]’ education must that could be used to discriminate and exclude.

. . The right to education must be expanded to include the right to
remalnl ﬁrmly TOOtEd Ina quality education throughout life. Long interpreted as the right
commitment to human to schooling for children and youth, going forward, the right
rlghts to education must assure education at all ages and in all areas

of life. From this broader perspective, the right to education is

closely connected to the right to information, to culture, and to
science. It requires a deep commitment to building human capabilities. It is also closely linked to
the right to access and contribute to the knowledge commons, humanity’s shared and expanding
resources of information, knowledge and wisdom.

The ongoing cycle of knowledge creation that occurs through contest, dialogue and debate is
what helps to coordinate action, produce scientific truths, and foment innovation. It is one of
humanity's most valuable, inexhaustible resources, and a key aspect of education. The more people
that have access to the knowledge commans, the more abundant it becomes. The development
of language, numeracy and systems of writing has facilitated the spread of knowledge across
time and space. This, in turn, has allowed human societies to attain extraordinary heights of
collective flourishing and civilization-building. The possibilities of the knowledge commons are
theoretically infinite. The diversity and innovation unleashed by the knowledge commons comes
from borrowings and lendings, from experimentation that crosses disciplinary boundaries, as well
as from reinterpretation of the old and generation of the new.

Unfortunately, barriers prevent equity in accessing and contributing to the knowledge commons.
There are significant gaps and distortions in humanity's accumulated knowledge that need
to be addressed and corrected. Indigenous perspectives, languages, and knowledges have
long been marginalized. Women and girls, minorities and low-income groups are also severely
underrepresented. Enclosures occur as a result of commercialization and overly restrictive
intellectual property laws — and from the absence of adequate regulation and support for the
communities and systems that manage the knowledge commons. We must protect the right to the
intellectual and artistic property of artists, writers, scientists and inventors. And at the same time,
we need to commit to supporting open, equitable opportunities to apply and create knowledge.
A rights-based approach that includes recognition of collective intellectual property rights should
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be applied to the knowledge commaons to protect indigenous peoples and other marginalized
groups from illicit and unconsented appropriation and use of their knowledge.

An expanded right to education throughout life requires commitment to breaking down barriers
and ensuring that the knowledge commons is an open and lasting resource that reflects the
diverse ways of knowing and being in the world.

Strengthening education as a public endeavour and a common good

As a shared societal endeavour, education builds common purposes and enables individuals
and communities to flourish together. A new social contract for education must not only ensure
adequate and sustained public funding for education, but also include a society-wide commitment
to including everyone in public discussions about education. This emphasis on participation is
what strengthens education as a common good - a form of shared well-being that is chosen and
achieved together,

Two essential features characterize education as a common good. First, education is experienced
in common putting people in contact with others and with the world. In educational institutions,
teachers, educators, and learners come together in shared activity that is both individual and
collective. Education enables people to use and add to the knowledge heritage of humanity.
As a collective act of co-creation, education affirms the dignity and capacity of individuals and
communities, builds shared purposes, develops capabilities for collective action, and strengthens
our commen humanity. It is therefore essential that education institutions include a diversity of
students, to the greatest possible extent, so they can learn from each other, across lines of difference.

Second, education is governed in common. As a social project, education involves many different
actors in its governance and stewardship. Diverse voices and perspectives need to be integrated
in policies and decision-making processes. The current trend towards greater and more diversified
non-state involvement in education policy, provision and monitoring is an expression of an
increasing demand for voice, transparency, and accountabhility in education as a public matter. The
involvement of teachers, youth movements, community-based groups, trusts, non-governmental
organizations, enterprises, professional associations, philanthropists, religious institutions, and
social movements can strengthen equity, quality and relevance of education. Non-state actors
play important roles in ensuring the right to education when safeguarding the principles of non-
discrimination, equality of opportunity, and social justice.

The public character of education goes well beyond its provision, financing, and management
by public authorities. Public education is education that (1) occurs in a public space, (2) promotes
public interests, and (3) is accountable to all. All schools, regardless of who organizes them, should
educate to advance human rights, value diversity, and counter discrimination. We must not forget
that public education educates publics. It reinforces our commaon belonging to the same humanity
and the same planet, while valuing our differences and diversity.
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A commitment to education as a public societal endeavour and a common good means that
modes of educational governance at local, national, and global levels must be inclusive and
participatory. Governments increasingly need to focus on regulation and protecting education
from commercialization. Markets should not be permitted to further impede on the achievement
of education as a human right. Rather, education must serve the public interests of all.

The new social contract must be framed by the right to education throughout life and a
commitment to education as a public and a common good if it is to help us build pathways
to socially, economically, and environmentally just and sustainable futures. These foundational
principles will help guide dialogue and action for renewing key dimensions of education, from
pedagogy and curriculum to research and international cooperation.

Organization of the report

This Report is organized across three parts comprised of several chapters, each of which advances
proposals for building a new social contract for education and a number of guiding principles for
dialogue and action. It concludes with an epilogue proposing ways the recommendations can be
translated into action into different contexts. While the report refers to research evidence where
appropriate, it does not reference these in the text. Background Papers, commissioned specifically
as part of this initiative, are listed in the annex.

Part | of the Report, Between past promises and uncertain futures, presents the dual global
challenge of equity and relevance in education that undergirds the need for a new social contract
which can help redress educational exclusion and ensure sustainable futures. It consists of two
chapters.

Chapter 1 chronicles the drama of the right to education as enshrined in Article 26 of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights through the promises it has fulfilled and fallen short of. Chapter 2
focuses on key disruptions and emerging transformations, considering four overlapping areas of
widespread change: environmental change, technological acceleration, governance and social
fragmentation, and new worlds of work. Looking to 2050, this chapter asks how education will be
impacted by these disruptions and transformations, and how it can change to better address them.

Part Il of the Report, Renewing education, argues for a reconceptualization and renewal of
education along five key dimensions: pedagogy, curricula, teaching, schools, and the wide range
of education opportunities across life and in different cultural and social spaces. Each of these five
dimensions is discussed in a dedicated chapter that includes principles to guide dialogue and
action.

Chapter 3 calls for pedagogies of cooperation and solidarity that foster empathy, respect for
difference and compassion and build the capacities of individuals to work together to transform
themselves and the world. Chapter 4 encourages ecological, intercultural and interdisciplinary
curricula that support students to access and produce knowledge while also developing their
capacity to critique and apply it. Chapter 5 stresses the importance of the transformative work of
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teachers and recommends that teaching be further professionalized as a collaborative endeavour.
Chapter 6 explains the need to protect schools as social sites that support learning, inclusion,
equity, and individual and collective well-being, while simultaneously changing them to better
realize just and equitable futures. Chapter 7 discusses the importance of education across different
times and spaces with recognition that it does not happen exclusively in formal institutions but is
rather experienced in a multiplicity of social spaces and throughout life.

Part lll of the Report, Catalyzing a new social contract for education, provides ideas for beginning
to build a new social contract for education by issuing calls for research and for global solidarity
and international cooperation.

Chapter 8 calls for a shared research agenda on the right to education throughout life, suggesting
that everyone has a role to play in the generation, production, and negotiation of knowledge
required to build a new social contract for education. Chapter 9 discusses the renewed urgent
need to build and reinforce global solidarity and international cooperation, with tenacity, boldness,
and coherence, and with a vision to 2050 and beyond.

The Report concludes with an epilogue and continuation, which argues that the ideas and proposals
raised in the text need to be translated into programmes, resources, and activities in diverse ways
in different settings. Such a transformation will result from processes of co-construction and
conversation with others whose participation is essential to translate these ideas into planning
and action. It is up to leaders at multiple levels of government, education administrators, together
with teachers and students, families, communities and civil society organizations to define and
implement the renewal of education.

The task before us is to strengthen a shared, ongoing global dialogue about what to take forward,
what to leave behind and what to creatively reimagine in education and the world at large. We
consider this the work of renewal: to awaken to the severities of the problems that confront us
collectively, as human inhabitants of a more-than-human world, and find a path forward that
resists mere replication. If we are honest, we know that more of

the same, even if faster, bigger and more efficient, is propelling ThlS Report is an
us towards a cliff: climate deterioration and faltering ecosystems s e

being perhaps the most apparent and most momentous Invitation and d pTODOSEd

warning signs. Renewal implies sifting through hard won agenda fofdiak}gue

knowledge and experience to revitalize our education systems . .
to excellence. It involves using and curating what is known to and action to aChIEVE
build anew and establish a more promising course. that goal.

A new social contract for education has been in the making for

some time. What is needed now is a broad-based, inclusive and democratic public dialogue and
mobilization to realize it. This Report is an invitation and a proposed agenda for dialogue and
action to achieve that goal.



Part |

Between past promises
and uncertain futures

To launch a reflection on the futures of education, we must first examine
where education stands and the probable futures that current challenges and
emerging transformations point towards. In education, as in other areas of life,
the past is very much with us. We need to take long-term historical trends into
consideration. In examining yesterday’s exclusions and shortcomings we can
better understand how education has fallen short of the hopes we have for it.

This first part of this Report maps the state of education globally in relation to
the normative commitments to equity, justice, and sustainability — and looks at
ways we might expect these issues to develop in the future. It finds education
situated in an acute tension between past promises and uncertain futures.

The first chapter of this part focuses on the progress achieved in education over
the past 50 years. It explores factors like economic growth, poverty, and gender
discrimination for how they intersect with (and are affected by) educational
advancements. It argues that the past cannot be ignored but that what happens
next will be determined by the choices we make and the actions we take today
and over the next thirty years.

The next chapter in this part looks at emerging transformations in four key areas:
the environment, technology, the political sphere, and the future of work. It is
impossible to predict the future, but the million people who engaged with this
initiative are in considerable agreement that the most dangerous and disruptive
path would be to ignore these transformations-in-progress.




Towards more equitable
educational futures

This is what our educational system has to

encourage. It has to foster the social goals of

living together, and working together, for the
common good. It has to prepare our young people to play a
dynamic and constructive part in the development of a
society in which all members share fairly in the good or bad
fortune of the group, and in which progress is measured in
terms of human well-being, not prestige buildings, cars, or
other such things, whether privately or publicly owned. Our
education must therefore inculcate a sense of commitment
to the total community, and help the pupils to accept the
values appropriate to our kind of future.

Julius Nyerere, Education for Self-Reliance, 1967.
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Today’s gaps in access,

oppressions.

How far have we come in education in the past thirty to fifty years? Where does education stand at
present? Where must it change course quickest as we look to a longer-term future?

This chapter reflects on the past half-century in education from two perspectives. First, it details
trends that can be observed in education indicators over time, going beyond averages, where
possible, to understand their disaggregation by region, income group, gender, age group, and
other factors. Second, it presents a more gualitative discussion of these and other trends in
education, with a focus on equity, guality, and the responsiveness of education to some of its more
significant disruptions, such as conflict and migration.

Long-term statistical trends tell only partial stories, shaped by what can be measured and what
cannot. Yet, when considered holistically, they show probable future directions and possible paths
of change. Access to educational opportunity, the inclusion of marginalized populations, literacy,
and the creation of lifelong learning systems, share some commonalities but also considerable
differences between and within countries, regions, and income
groups of the world. Trends analyses also highlight which areas
have received the most attention, and those that require new

pa rtiCipation and and urgent responses. Looking at probable educational futures
outcomes are based on from th_e perspective of historical and CL{rrent challenges helps
yesterdayfs EXdUSi{}nS and us in thinking about other futures that might emerge.

The past fifty years of progress have been vastly uneven
and today's gaps in access, participation and outcomes are
based on yesterday's exclusions and oppressions. Tomorrow's
progress is dependent not only on their correction, but on a questioning of the assumptions and
arrangements that resulted in these inequalities and asymmetries. Gender equality, for example,
should not only be seen as a goal in its own right, but as a prerequisite for ensuring sustainable
futures of education.

Incomplete and inequitable expansion
of education

By many measures, the expansion of access to education globally, since education was adopted
as a human right, has been spectacular. When the Universal Declaration of Human Rights was
adopted in 1948, the world population stood at 2.4 billion, with only 45% of those people having
set foot in a school. Today, with a global population at 8 billion, over 95% have attended school.
Enrolment in 2020 surpassed 90% in primary, 85% in lower secondary and 65% in upper-secondary
education. As a result, there has been a clear decline in the share of out-of-school children and
adolescents across the world over the past fifty years. That this expansion in access has happened
at a time of remarkable population growth is even more impressive. While more than one in
four children were out of primary school in 1970, the share in 2020 dropped to less than 10%.
Improvements have been most evident for girls, who comprised almost two thirds of children
out of school in 1990. With near gender parity achieved globally in primary education, girls are
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no longer disproportionately represented in the out-of-school population, except in the lowest-
income countries and in sub-Saharan Africa.

There has also been a significant increase in participation in pre-primary education around the
world, across all regions and country income groups, especially since 2000. Global participation
rates went from just over 15% in 1970, to 35% in 2000, reaching over 60% in 2019. In higher and
middle-income countries, participation rates are converging, with near universal pre-primary
participation expected by 2050. Globally, gender disparities have narrowed over time and gender
parity or near parity have been reached in pre-primary school participation. This bodes well
for primary gender parity in the coming years, as pre-primary cohorts age into primary, better
prepared to succeed in schooling.

Expansion of participation in education has led to a steady increase in youth and adult literacy rates
between 1990 and 2020 across all countries regardless of development status. Youth literacy rates
in lower middle income and middle income countries have now converged with those observed
in upper middle income countries at 90+%. There has also been significant improvement in female
youth literacy rates across all countries over the past thirty years which has narrowed the gender
gap. Gender parity in youth literacy rates is now observed across upper income and middle income
countries and gender gaps are narrowing towards parity elsewhere. Equally, this bodes well for a
future of universal adult literacy, as youth move into adulthood.

Participation in higher education has also increased significantly over the past fifty years. Global
participation rose from 10% of youth and adults worldwide in 1970 to 40% today. Growth in
enrolment has also come with a feminization of higher education participation over the past fifty
years. While participation in higher education was predominantly male in the 1970s and 1980s,
gender parity was reached around 1990 and female participation has continued to grow faster
than that of men since then. This is the case for countries across all income groups, except for low
income countries, and across all regions except sub-Saharan Africa where 7% of female students
and 10% of male students participate. Projections based on trends since 1970 indicate that high
income countries could reach 100% participation rates as early as 2034, while middle income
countries will be reaching between 60% and 80% participation rates in 2050. On the other hand,
higher education participation rates in lower middle income counties will only reach some 35% by
2050, and less than 15% low income countries.

Despite this remarkable progress in expanding educational opportunity over the past decades,
however, access to high quality education remains incomplete and inequitable. Exclusion from
educational opportunity remains stark. One in four youth in lower income countries is still non-
literate today. Even in middle income and upper income countries, the OECD Programme for
International Student Assessment has shown that sizable shares of the populations of 15-year-olds
in school are unable to understand what they read beyond the most basic levels, in a world in
which demands for civic and economic participation become ever more complex. And yet, even
by conventional definitions, adult literacy rates are less than 75% in lower middle income counttries,
and justover 55% in lower income countries. While gender gaps in adult literacy have also narrowed
since 1990, they remain significant, especially for the poor. In low income countries, more than 2
out of 5 wornen are not literate. One in five children in low income countries and one in ten across
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