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Indicators are fundamental for measuring 
progress towards Target 4.7. Therefore, their 
development should not be left to statisticians 
but should involve various stakeholders 

and viewpoints. The way indicators are defined 
is fundamental to understand the nature of the 
transformation needed within the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development. They are also crucial for 
improving our performance in implementing the target.

Different contributions are needed to the discus-
sion around indicators for 4.7 to create monitoring 
frameworks that are culturally responsive, scalable 
and adjustable, and that take into account the varying 
and evolving nature of GCED and ESD. Developing these 
types of frameworks presents an opportunity to reframe 
Agenda 2030. However, some critics see that it is antithet-
ical to the critical nature of transformative education to 
impose consensus on it or to look for standardised perfor-
mance indicators for Target 4.7.

Data gaps and a lack of monitoring systems make it 
difficult to define indicators at a global level. The cur-
rent global indicator measures only take into account 
the formal education sector (national policies, curricula, 
teacher education, and student assessment). New global 
indicators should be developed to address the lifelong 
essence of Target 4.7. At the same time, they should be 
framed in a way that data is easy to collect, calculate 
and interpret.

A number of initiatives are currently in place to map 
how well GCED and ESD are mainstreamed in education 
policy and practice in different geographical contexts. 
These studies and surveys provide valuable information 
and should not be one-off initiatives. The voluntary 
country reporting to the UNESCO 1974 Recommenda-
tion should be improved to include responses from 
different stakeholders to a more nuanced set of ques-
tions.

New outcome indicators and monitoring mechanisms, 
with the help of international large-scale assessments 
like PISA and ICCS, are also being developed. Although 
criticised for being Western-oriented and elitist, they can 
provide new insights and highlight the importance of 
GCED and ESD for national policymakers. Their instru-
ments and data analysis should be further developed 
to address the criticism.

The development of the regional and national 
assessment frameworks should be done in a participa-
tory, multi-stakeholder process, taking into account 
different worldviews and contexts of learning (formal, 
non-formal, informal). Different platforms and networks 
for sharing information and good practices are also cru-
cial for improving the implementation of Target 4.7.

Different actors in the Asia-Pacific region have been 
active in developing a culturally sensitive competency 
framework and monitoring mechanisms. The Europe-
an Union should also engage in developing a robust 
monitoring framework for Europe based on already 
existing initiatives and data sources. A holistic Europe-
an framework involving both environmental and social 
indicators would be useful in building a better under-
standing of what Target 4.7 entails and how to improve 
its implementation. It could also build synergies between 
different EU initiatives and contribute to a more holistic 
understanding and measurement of Target 4.7 in the 
European context.

Data on Target 4.7 should be gathered in multiple 
ways through contributions from researchers, prac-
titioners, educators, the private sector, and public 
monitoring mechanisms. Different stakeholders should 
be given opportunities to develop their capacities to 
gather evidence in a meaningful way and should engage 
with monitoring and research on Target 4.7. The possible 
benefit of using digital tools for data collection should be 
investigated.
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Introduction

This paper was commissioned to support advocacy work 
for the inclusion of SDG Target 4.7 in European and global 
policies. It looks at the process of developing indicators 
and monitoring frameworks for Target 4.7. The SDG Target 
4.7 reflects the critical role of education in achieving all 
17 SDGs: 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 culture’s contribution 
to sustainable development.”

A monitoring framework is required to see if we are on 
track to achieve this target. Within the SDG framework, 
indicators and statistical data are used mainly for policy 
and advocacy purposes: to monitor progress, inform 
policy and ensure accountability of stakeholders. A robust 
monitoring framework can also provide valuable in-
sights for practitioners in the field to improve their work. 
Well-defined indicators give a better understanding of the 
concrete goal of our work and what types of evidence are 
required to assess whether we are meeting it. The way 
indicators are defined is fundamental in understanding 
the nature of the transformation needed within the 2030 

Agenda for Sustainable Development. Thus, indicators 
also present an opportunity to reframe the Agenda in a 
new direction.

Through a desk review, this paper investigates the 
existing and proposed indicators and monitoring frame-
works for 4.7. Examining efforts at national, regional, and 
global levels will identify the main challenges in meas-
urement initiatives. The paper will start by looking at the 
context of SDGs and the special character of Target 4.7. 
Thereafter, it will discuss the process and limitations of 
defining the indicators at the global level. It will also re-
view regional developments, tools, and ideas for national 
and local level assessment frameworks in Asia-Pacific 
and Europe. The paper ends with conclusions and policy 
recommendations.
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Context - The Agenda 2030

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) or Agenda 2030, 
adopted in 2015, represent far-reaching, time-bound, 
often quantified objectives for inclusive and sustainable 
social and economic development. It is based on the 
most comprehensive consultative process held so 
far involving all UN members, and the public, private 
and third sectors. Agenda 2030 defines sustainable 
development as a “world in which all nations enjoy 
economic prosperity, achieve social inclusion, and 
ensure environmental sustainability” (UN, 2015).

The 17 goals represent the collectively agreed inten-
tions to achieve such a world. However, there are tensions 
within the SDGs. For example, concerns have been raised 
about their framing and whether they go far enough in 
‘transforming our world’ (Telleria, 2018). SGDs represent 
a shift from free market-based, limitless economic growth 
to a model that emphasises green and inclusive growth. 

However, critics see a need to denounce the growth-
based ideology that is at the root of the many problems 
SGDs are set to solve.

Despite the different views, the SDGs are the best 
political outcome of our time to combine the fight against 
poverty with social inclusion and environmental sustain-
ability. To reach these goals, large-scale societal trans-
formation is needed, and education is increasingly called 
upon to prepare for this transformation.
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Education for Sustainable  
Development (ESD)

Global Citizenship  
Education (GCED)

The wording of the SDG 4.7 is a result of a long political 
process. Although it does not define the knowledge and 
skills needed to promote sustainable development, it 
lists a number of transformative forms of education that 
contribute to them. However, as mentioned above, there 
are different perceptions of what sustainability means. As 
a result, there is no clear view of the knowledge and skills 
that are needed.

UNESCO is the lead organisation for Target 4.7 and 
has operationalised the target to encompass Education 
for Sustainable Development (ESD) and Global Citizen-
ship Education (GCED), which both have their support-
ers inside UNESCO1. In the context of SDG 4.7, ESD and 

GCED are seen as ‘transformative’ in the sense that they 
empower learners to become agents of change. UNESCO 
has developed learning objectives and guidelines and it 
promotes a complementary approach that includes both 
forms of transformative education in Target 4.7  
(UNESCO 2012, 2015).

Reaching consensus on a definition of these concepts 
is particularly difficult since they have distinct histo-
ries within UNESCO and beyond. Additionally, they are 
considered as umbrella concepts that encompass a broad 
range of knowledge, skills, attitudes, values, identities, 
and behaviours. Nevertheless, the following working defi-
nitions are used for the monitoring framework:

ESD empowers learners to make informed decisions 

and responsible actions for environmental integrity, 

economic viability, and a just society, for present and 

future generations, while respecting cultural diversity. It 

is about lifelong learning and is an integral part of quality 

education.

GCED nurtures respect for all, building a sense of 

belonging to a common humanity and helping learners 

become responsible and active global citizens. GCED 

aims to empower learners to assume active roles to face 

and resolve global challenges and to become proactive 

contributors to a more peaceful, tolerant, inclusive, and 

secure world. 

(Sandoval-Hernández et al., 2019)

3

The special nature of 
SDG Target 4.7
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Within the academic community, there are different 
understandings of GCED, which can be categorised 
as ‘softer’ and more ‘critical’ versions2. Critics argue 
that simplistic ‘softer’ understandings can reinforce 
inequalities and unequal power relations instead of 
challenging them (Andreotti, 2006). Attempts to impose 
a consensus on what GCED is, or to measure it with 
standardised performance indicators, are deemed 
problematic as they can lead to replication of already 
predetermined content and can marginalise the non-
mainstream, critical approaches of GCED (Suša, 2019).

Connolly et al. (2019) have mapped different ap-
proaches to GCED and monitoring in a recent ANGEL 
policy paper. According to their assessment, the more 
critical approaches – for instance, those based on deco-
lonial thinking (critical GCED) – remain largely theoretical 
and do not offer a practical framework for measuring 
GCED. The neoliberal approach to education, for example, 
that frames the OECD and EU approaches, sees education 
as an investment that can be easily measured. Acquiring 
global competence is done first and foremost to enhance 
employability. The global consciousness approach of 
UNESCO institutions, which promotes liberal humanist 
values and sees GCED as morally imperative, can be cate-
gorised as a ‘softer’ version of GCED if it does not increase 
awareness of imbalances of power. In the categorisation 
by Connolly et al. (2019), measurements based on the 
neoliberal approach are considered to lack ethical and 
social dimensions. Measurements based on the global 

consciousness approach may include an understanding 
of human rights and social justice, which are, however, 
difficult to apply across diverse contexts.

I would argue that the different viewpoints and ap-
proaches currently presented by international organisa-
tions are not as distinctive as those suggested by Connolly 
et al. (2019). There is a consensus that all approaches to 
education are needed to reach the SDGs and Target 4.7. 
The approach that education is needed to build collective 
and individual moral and ethical values, and the approach 
of developing competencies, agency, and participation, 
are both necessary (see GEMR, 2016). It is also important 
to include more critical and decolonial views when GCED 
and ESD are mainstreamed in education policies and life-
long education initiatives. Learning from good practices 
from other contexts is a good starting point for improved 
implementation of Target 4.7 but should not limit us from 
developing something different and better in the future.
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The official SDG data plays a critical role in ensuring 
that the countries that have signed onto SDGs are held 
accountable and keep their promises. Therefore a 
credible and well-defined set of indicators is crucial for all 
the SDGs.

Monitoring the progress, or lack of it, towards the 
agreed 17 goals has meant operationalising the 169 
subgoals or targets into measurable indicators3 and 
developing systems of collecting data on them. The 
global indicator framework for SDGs was developed by 
the Inter-Agency and Expert Group on SDG Indicators 
(IAEG-SDGs) and was agreed upon by the United Nations 
Statistical Commission and the UN General assembly in 
2017. It was agreed that the indicator framework would 
be refined annually. A comprehensive review by the 
Statistical Commission took place in March 2020 and is 
planned again in 2025 (UNSD, 2020).

The UNESCO Institute of Statistics (UIS), which is 
responsible for developing the indicators for the SDG 4 
to “ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and 
promote lifelong learning opportunities for all,” has ten 
targets. The indicators were developed initially by the 
Technical Advisory Group on Post-2015 Education Indi-
cators (TAG), which was established and led by UNESCO 
in 2014-2015 and finalised by the Technical Cooperation 
Group on Education 2030-SDG 4 Indicators (TCG), estab-
lished by the UNESCO Institute for Statistics (from 2016 
onwards). It joins 27 UNESCO member states and civil so-
ciety and international organisations (Sandoval-Hernán-

The global monitoring 
framework for the SDGs

dez et al., 2019)4. The work of TAG was supported by the 
Learning Metrics Task Force (LMTF) – a multi-stakeholder 
collaboration, led by the UIS and the Center for Universal 
Education at Brookings. They aimed to find indicators 
that would measure not only access to education but also 
learning, to respond to the criticism that children are in 
school but do not learn. This change poses new challeng-
es for data collection and reporting in all SDG 4 indicators 
(Holland et al., 2020).

Indicators for SDG Target 4.7 can similarly be divided 
into two categories: those that measure the educational 
inputs, e.g. the policies, training, or materials prepared, 
and those that measure outcomes, e.g. the knowledge 
and skills achieved (i.e. the ‘global competencies’ or ‘sus-
tainability competencies’). No indicators are defined for 
processes (pedagogical approaches), although there are 
views that these are crucial to reach Target 4.7. Academic 
literature on GCED has been suspicious that the concept 
of ‘competencies’ dominantly refers to the neoliberal 
understanding of education as an investment, empha-
sising assessment and accountability (see the policy 
paper on competencies for 4.7). Input indicators are also 
problematic as they tend to be geared towards formal ed-
ucation systems. Developing indicators for informal and 
non-formal education sectors has been more complicated 
(Sandoval-Hernández et al., 2019).

4
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4.1 Requirements  
for global indicators

UIS has set clear requirements for any indicator to be 
included in the list of global SDG indicators. The process 
of defining them is organised into two tiers:

TIER 1: The indicator is conceptually clear, has an 
internationally established methodology, standards are 
available, and data are regularly produced by at least 50% 
of countries and populations in every region where the 
indicator is relevant.

TIER 2: The indicator is conceptually clear, has an 
internationally established methodology and standards 
are available, but data are not regularly produced by 
countries.

The requirement of a global monitoring framework 
with regular data collection puts limitations on defining 
indicators. In addition, the motto of the SDGs is “leave no 
one behind”. This means that the data collected should 
have disaggregation to mainstream gender equality, 

integrate geospatial and statistical information, and 
common standards and tools should be defined to ensure 
that everyone is counted (UNSD, 2020).

To date, UIS has been able to define one Tier 1 Global 
Indicator 4.7.1, which measures the extent to which global 
citizenship education (GCED) and education for sustainable 
development (ESD) are mainstreamed in a) national 
policies, b) curricula, c) teacher education and d) student 
assessment. This indicator measures inputs within the 
formal education sector but falls short of the intent of 
Target 4.7 to ensure that all learners, of different ages, 
acquire knowledge and skills for sustainable development 
(Sandoval-Hernández et al., 2019).

4.2 Data collection  
for the global indicator

Data collection for the global indicator is based on the 
voluntary country reporting on the Recommendation 
concerning Education for International Understanding, 
Co-operation and Peace and Education relating to 
Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms adopted by 
UNESCO in 1974. Every four years, UNESCO invites its 
member states to report on their implementation of 
the recommendation. The latest survey questionnaire 
(the seventh consultation in 2020) sent to national 
governments (typically ministries of education) was 
specifically geared towards collecting information on 
Indicator 4.7.1. It defined the following themes under 
ESD and GCED: cultural diversity and tolerance, gender 
equality education, human rights education, peace and 
non-violence, climate change education, environmental 
sustainability, human survival and well-being, and 
sustainable consumption and production. To date, 75 
countries have submitted their report to UNESCO and, out 
of those, more than 60 countries had at least one of the 
four components (policies, curricula, teacher education, 
and student assessment) available. The responses of 
the member states are published in the Global SDG 
Indicator Database and individual countries can use the 
UNESCO questionnaire as a basis to define their national 
monitoring of Indicator 4.7.1. UNESCO will repeat the 
survey in 2024 as the 1974 Recommendation stipulates 
that surveys are carried out every four years.
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The monitoring process has faced various criticisms. 
First, the response rate was low during the previous 
consultation rounds (13% to 43%). It was developed 
in consultation with the member states with the hope 
that this would improve ownership and, consequently, 
response rates. Second, there are concerns about the 
validity of the responses as they are mainly given by 
ministry officials and can be subjective. Ministries are 
increasingly encouraged to consult with civil society and 
other stakeholders when filling in the questionnaire; as 
the report will be made public, this allows other groups 
to check and correct data if necessary (Benavot, 2018; 
Sandoval-Hernández et al., 2019). Third, though the aim 
should be lifelong learning of the whole population, the 
indicator has narrowed the target to formal education. 
Fourth, definitions used in the 2020 questionnaire for 
GCED and ESD were considered simplistic and not 
representative of the spirit of GCED. The themes that were 
listed under GCED and ESD were narrowly and apolitically 
defined and failed to mention inequalities in political 
structures and power relations. This raises the concern 
that countries are responding to ‘soft’ versions of GCED 
and ESD (Da Silva, 2020).

In addition to collecting data through country reporting, 
UNESCO has been engaged in other studies and mappings 
to collect baseline data for Indicator 4.7.1.

1. The Global Education Monitoring Report (GEMR) 
and the International Bureau of Education (IBE) 
developed a coding scheme (global content 
framework) to evaluate 78 national curricula for 
evidence of GCED and ESD content. This analysis 
was presented in GEMR 2016. The GEMR has also 
launched online tools and databases to support the 
collection and use of data5.

2. NISSEM Global Briefs by the Inter-agency Network for 
Education in Emergencies (INEE) present a collection 
of peer-reviewed essays from over 60 contributors in 
the field of education. The articles analyse ways to 
embed SDG Target 4.7 themes and integrate social 
and emotional learning into policies, programmes, 
curricula, materials, and practice in low- and middle-
income countries, particularly in fragile and post-
conflict settings.

3. In 2016, UNESCO MGIEP (Mahatma Gandhi Institute of 
Education for Peace and Sustainable Development), in 
partnership with UNESCO’s Asia and Pacific Regional 
Bureau for Education and field offices, reviewed the 
extent to which concepts and competencies associated 
with SDG 4.7 are mainstreamed in education policies 
and curricula in 22 countries across the Asia-Pacific 
region (see MGIEP, 2017).

4. UNESCO has conducted thematic studies such as 
“The Country Progress on Climate Change Education” 
(UNESCO, 2019a); “Educational content up close: 
Examining the learning dimensions of ESD and GCED” 
(UNESCO, 2019b), and “Learn for our planet - A global 
review of how environmental issues are integrated 
into education” (UNESCO, 2021).

5. A global survey of teachers’ readiness to integrate 
ESD/GCED in their teaching has been conducted and 
results are forthcoming in November 2021.

6. There is also a new consortium formed to monitor 
and evaluate climate change education led by 
the University of Saskatchewan in Canada6. The 
Monitoring and Evaluation of Climate Change 
Education (MECCE) Project can serve as a good 
example of creating partnerships to develop global 
indicators and targets to gain a better understanding 
of effective climate change education globally.

All these different initiatives are brought together at 
UNESCO’s Global Forum on Transformative Education, 
which is held every two years and brings together 
400-500 ESD and GCED practitioners, governments, 
and experts7. In the 2021 forum, the results of both the 
seventh consultation on the implementation of the 1974 
Recommendation and the global survey of teachers will 
be presented – together with work related to monitoring 
4.7 from many other partners (Kennedy, 2021).
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Thematic indicator, Tier 2 Definition Measuring tools/approaches

4.7.2 Percentage of schools that 
provide life skills-based HIV and sex 
education

This indicator tracks the proportion of 
schools that provide life skills-based 
HIV and sex education within the 
formal curriculum or as part of extra-
curricular activities. This indicator 
reflects curriculum delivery in support 
of national HIV prevention programmes.

Based on administrative data from 
schools and other providers of 
education and training.
(UNESCO’s Annual Survey of Formal 
Education)

4.7.3 Extent to which the framework 
on the World Programme on Human 
Rights Education is implemented 
nationally (as per the UNGA 
Resolution 59/113)

There is a multi-stakeholder 
consultation process in framing the 
thematic focus of the World Programme 
on Human Rights Education.

Evaluation of reports submitted 
by countries describing how 
they are implementing the World 
Programme on Human Rights 
Education to the Office of the High 
Commissioner for Human Rights 
(OHCHR).

4.7.4 Percentage of students in 
lower secondary education showing 
an adequate understanding of 
issues relating to global citizenship 
and sustainability

International organisations (UNESCO, 
IEA, OECD) are working to include global 
competencies related to ESD and GCED 
into large-scale assessments of the 
formal sector.

2016 ICCS8 and 2018 OECD 
Programme for International 
Student Assessment (PISA)

4.7.5 Percentage of students 
in lower secondary education 
showing proficiency in knowledge 
of environmental science and 
geoscience

Trends in International 
Mathematics and Science Study 
(TIMMS)9

4.7.6 Extent to which national 
education policies and education 
sector plans recognise a range of 
skills that need to be enhanced in 
national education systems

NOTE: This indicator was not included 
in the September 2020 data release 
because no data was available at the 
UIS.

The Breadth of Learning Opportunities 
(BOLO) initiative provides tools to 
document:

1. whether opportunities are provided 
for learning across a diverse group of 
domains, and

2. how the key dimensions of an 
education system (curriculum, 
assessments, teacher supports, 
monitoring, and school resources) 
align to support the delivery of broad 
learning opportunities

Brookings Institution and 
Education International (EI) 
are working to develop tools to 
measure the breadth of learning 
opportunities to which children 
and youth are exposed in an 
education system.10

The latest list of indicators was adopted in 2020 and 
includes the following indicators:

4.3 Tier 2 indicators for Target 4.7

The process to define new and better indicators for Target 
4.7 is on-going. The list of Tier 2 indicators for Target 4.7 is 
renewed annually.

(Sandoval-Hernández et al., 2019)



14 Indicators for SDG 4.7

Parallel to finding ways to measure Indicator 4.7.1, 
work has been done to develop indicators on learning 
outcomes supported by the Global Alliance for Monitoring 
Learning (GAML) (see indicators 4.7.4 and 4.7.5). The 
discussion on indicators is happening within the 
Technical Cooperation Group (TCG). These two indicators 
are more in line with the general emphasis on educational 
outcomes within the SDGs, as well as the prevailing 
education paradigm of emphasising competencies. 
UNESCO has been working with the International 
Association for the Evaluation of Educational 
Achievements (IEA) to include ways of monitoring Target 
4.7 in the International Civics and Citizenship Study 
(ICCS), which assesses the dispositions or competencies 
of Grade 8 students in civics. According to UNICEF, 
most themes/aspects of GCED and ESD overlap and 
are conceptualised under the umbrella term “civic and 
citizenship education”, as measured by ICCS. According to 
UIS, other International Large-Scale Assessments (ILSAs) 
with the potential to monitor progress on 4.7.4 and 4.7.5 
are the Trends in International Mathematics and Science 
Study (TIMMS), the Teaching and Learning International 
Study (TALIS), and the Programme for International 
Student Assessment (PISA) (Sandoval-Hernández et al., 
2019). There have also been discussions to include global 
competence in future TALIS assessments.

The 2018 PISA included a new Global Competencies 
Framework and Assessment. This assessed the ability of 
15-year-olds to:

• appreciate and examine issues of local, global and 
cultural significance;

• understand and appreciate the perspectives and 
worldviews of others;

• engage in open, appropriate, and effective 
interactions across cultures:

• take action for collective well-being and  
sustainable development.

The assessment also included a background 
questionnaire for students to report how familiar they are 
with global issues and what opportunities they have at 
school to develop global competence. The background 
questionnaire filled in by principals and teachers aimed 
at obtaining a comparative picture of how education 
systems are integrating global, international, and 
intercultural perspectives throughout the curriculum and 
in classroom activities (OECD, 2018). Sixty-six countries 
answered the background questionnaire, which also 
contributes to measuring Indicator 4.7.1.

There is strong opposition to competitiveness and 
‘neoliberal ideologies’ of assessment and accountabil-
ity behind ILSAs. The OECD PISA Global Competencies 
questionnaire has also been criticised as being neoliberal, 
Western-oriented and elitist and lacking the dimension 
of global social justice (Auld & Morris, 2019; Connolly et 
al., 2019). In the academic literature, there is scepticism 

towards OECD and PISA in particular, as the suc-
cess of this measuring tool has given OECD 

authority and legitimacy to guide global 
educational policy and practice. More and 
more countries are engaging voluntarily 
with PISA, and the results have led to pol-

icy changes. Many see that it has also led 
to the ‘narrowing of the curricula’ to only 
the subjects being tested (Finnemore and 

Sikkink, 1998).
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Assessment 
platform

Research  
questions

Links with  
Target 4.7

Year

IEA - ICCS

Civic and Citizenship 
Education

Determine the antecedents, processes and 
outcomes of student achievement and 
engagement in civic and citizenship education in 
participating member countries

New ICCS 2022 in current development

• Civic Society and Systems; 

• Civic Principles;

• Civic Participation and

• Civic Identities

2016

2022

OECD - PISA

Global Competence

Determine the knowledge, skills, attitudes, 
and dispositions towards global issues among 
15-year-olds in participating countries, as well as 
aspects of the global employability and mobility 
of young people

• Culture and intercultural 
relations

• Socioeconomic development 
and interdependence

• Environmental sustainability

• Global institutions, conflicts 
and human rights

2018

SEAMEO-UNICEF  
SEA-PLM11

Global Citizenship

Determine children’s and teachers’ attitudes, 
values, and engagement in global citizenship-
related topics in six member countries of 
SEAMEO

• Global citizenship systems, 
issues and dynamics

• Global citizenship identities 
and awareness

• Global citizenship engagement

2019

The current Global Indicator 4.7.1 relates to the formal 
education sector. More emphasis on developing indicators 
for informal and non-formal education is needed to 
measure the transformative potential of lifelong learning. 
UNESCO UIL (Institute of Lifelong Learning) is preparing a 
Measurement of Adult Education and Learning that could 
offer a solution to this problem. The GRALE V report, with 
a thematic focus on citizenship education, is expected in 
2022. The International Conference on Adult Education 

(CONFINTEA), due to take place in 2022 in Morocco, will 
also focus on the role of adult education in Agenda 2030 
(see more discussion in the Bridge 47’s  publication 
“Unlocking the transformative potential of education: 
the alliance between Lifelong Learning and SDG Target 
4.7“). However, similar to the criticism of the reporting on 
the UNESCO 1974 Recommendation, there are questions 
about the validity of GRALE reporting.

Table: ILSAs measuring Target 4.7

Modified from APCIEU (2020)

Despite criticism, the data collected by ILSAs can 
prove to be valuable for monitoring the target and for 
strengthening GCED and ESD. Both Indicators 4.7.1 and 
4.7.4 can be useful advocacy tools to influence national 
governments to increase the scope and relevance of GCED 
and ESD at national and regional levels. For example, the 
results of the 2018 PISA Global Competencies Assessment 

show a positive correlation between the number of 
educational activities and the level of competencies 
(PISA, 2020). This provided a strong rationale for including 
more ESD and GCED in the curriculum. A stronger position 
in education policy also provides more room for the 
critical aspects of GCED and ESD.
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Having a Tier 1 Global Indicator for Target 4.7 is a 
prerequisite for getting the target included in the regional, 
national and local monitoring frameworks12. Regional 
organisations and UN member states are given the task 
of including the global SDG indicator in their work at the 
regional and national levels (Benavot, 2019).

The requirement of representative data collection 
makes defining global indicators challenging at the 
global level. However, defining more substantial and 
context-dependent indicators is more feasible at regional 
and national levels, especially in areas where there are 
good existing statistics and methods for data collection. 
In this regard, we will now examine developments in two 
regions: the Asia-Pacific region and Europe.

5.1 Developments in the  
Asia-Pacific region

The Asia-Pacific region has been most active in 
developing a joint monitoring framework for 4.7. As 
mentioned above, work has already been done in the 
Asia-Pacific region to map the baseline for Target 4.7 
through the study conducted by UNESCO MGIEP and 
UNESCO Bangkok. In addition, APCEIU (Asia-Pacific 
Centre of Education for International Understanding) is 
in the process of developing a monitoring framework 
and assessment tools for the region. In 2020-21, the 
centre has been conducting a feasibility study to develop 
a joint competency framework for Global Citizenship 

Indicators at  
a regional level

Competencies for the region, which will be developed in 
Phase II with a set of suggested assessment tools for its 
monitoring (APCEIU, 2020).

In addition, the Association of Southeast Asian Na-
tions (ASEAN) Work Plan on Education 2016-2020 includ-
ed the Southeast Asia Primary Learning Metrics (SEA-PLM) 
– an assessment tool to measure literacy, numeracy, and 
global citizenship in Grade 5 (see table 2). The first main 
SEA-PLM survey took place in 2018 in six countries13. It 
is set to take place every four years thereafter and the 
number of participating countries is expected to increase 
(UNICEF and SEAMEO, 2020).

Both the SEA-PLM and APCEIU’s draft measurement 
framework recognise that culture plays a role in defining 
global citizenship and competencies related to it. The 
assessment frameworks developed by ASEAN link the 
concept of global citizenship within the ASEAN Charter as 
“moral global citizenship”, and notions of “collectiveness”, 
“relationship”, “social harmony” and “self-cultivation” 
are reflected in the joint assessment framework (UNICEF 
and SEAMEO, 2020; APCEIU, 2021). At the same time, the 
framework places less emphasis on democratic values, 
human rights, and political citizenship. IEA’s ICCS has also 
recognised the need for a contextual, regional framework 
of GCED. In 2009, it implemented a special regional survey 
in five Asian countries14. This study focused on Asian iden-
tity and issues such as students’ perceptions of the role 
of government; status and authority; Asian identity; good 
citizenship; social harmony, and views on the preserva-
tion of traditional cultures (Ainley et al., 2012).

5
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5.2 Developments in Europe

In Europe, the understanding of global citizenship 
has emphasised democracy, human and civil rights, 
and diversity. At the same time, the education 
systems within the European Union (EU) have become 
homogenised, with a competency-based model in which 
neoliberal policies of quality, efficiency, assessment, 
and accountability prevail. The EU, as an economic 
organisation, emphasises skills for employment as the 
objective for education and training. Traditionally, the 
EU’s role in education policy has been limited, but this 
is changing. Policy cooperation, developing a unified 
qualifications framework, and funding instruments 
like the Erasmus+ and DEAR (Development Education 
and Awareness Raising) programmes have played an 
important role in the implementation of ESD and GCED in 
many EU countries.

There are various initiatives, like GENE (Global 
Education Network in Europe), that have already been 
mapping GCED in Europe. Opinion surveys (e.g. Euroba-
rometer) are also organised regularly. Eurydice monitors 
the European education systems within the Erasmus+ 
programme. Thus, various data sources could be used to 
monitor Target 4.7 within Europe. However, the European 
Commission has included neither Target 4.7 in its SDG 
Indicator Set nor the education indicators related to the 
EU Education and Training 2020 Strategic Framework.

The EU should work towards mainstreaming ESD and 
GCED in education and training policies and programmes 
and should develop an overarching assessment strate-
gy to measure progress towards Target 4.7 that would 
support and create linkages between many of the existing 
and planned initiatives:

• The new European Education Area foresees the 
development by 2025 of new EU-level targets and 
indicators for education and provides an opportunity 
to include indicators related to 4.7. These will be 
monitored by the annual Education and Training 
Monitor, using the expertise of the Standing Ground 
on Indicators and Benchmarks (Council Resolution 
2021/C 66/01).

• There is an on-going process to develop a Green 
Competencies Framework (GreenComp)15 linked 
to the Green Deal adopted in 2020. Similarly, 
the European Skills Agenda for Sustainable 

Competitiveness, Social Fairness and Resilience (2020) 
emphasises the importance of upskilling and reskilling 
the competencies of EU citizens to support the ‘green 
transition’. It aims to define new tools and indicators 
to monitor the development of ‘green skills’ linked to 
professions as well as to integrate environmental and 
climate considerations into school, higher education, 
and vocational education and training (EU, 2020b).

• There is also an emphasis on social, civic, and 
intercultural competencies within the EU. Democratic 
values and fundamental rights, social inclusion, non-
discrimination, and active citizenship are promoted. 
These are the key issues of the ‘Declaration on 
promoting citizenship and the common values of 
freedom, tolerance, and non-discrimination through 
education’, also known as the Paris Declaration, 
which the EU ministers of education in response to 
the terrorist attacks in Paris in 2015. This declaration 
also emphasises critical thinking, media literacy, and 
intercultural dialogue (Eurydice, 2016)..

• A recent evaluation of the DEAR programme called for 
an enhanced results framework. This could also assist 
in measuring Target 4.7. Currently, DEAR projects do 
not feed into the EU Results Framework (EU RF), which 
monitors how EU development cooperation efforts 
support the SDGs (DEAR Support TEAM, 2021).

Combining the ideas and information from these different 
areas could contribute to making stronger indicators 
for Target 4.7. In particular, the plan to develop a 
multidisciplinary competency framework for the Green 
Deal is a positive initiative as it will help in assessing the 
knowledge, skills, and attitudes of European citizens 
towards climate change and sustainable development. 
However, how this task is defined suggests16 that it will 
limit itself on ‘green’, i.e. environmental issues without a 
more holistic understanding of sustainability, which also 
includes issues of global justice.

Including indicators for Target 4.7 into the EU’s SDG 
and education indicator sets could be part of a broad-
er, more ambitious vision and strategy recognising the 
importance and contribution of lifelong education to sus-
tainable and peaceful societies. Agreeing on a joint strat-
egy and framework at the EU level would also be a crucial 
step in including the indicators for Target 4.7 in monitor-
ing frameworks of EU member states in the future.
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Most of the SDG’s targets are directly related to 
the responsibilities of local, regional, and national 
governments. Thus, monitoring frameworks at all these 
levels is a priority. State-sanctioned statistical systems 
have a central role in generating, disseminating and 
administering data but they can be supplemented by data 
and analysis from other partners. SDGs share a vision of 
a ‘data revolution where universities, research centres, 
civil society, and the private sector can all contribute 
to the task of collecting and analysing data for the 
monitoring and achievement of the SDGs’. Many people 
talk also about the idea of ‘citizen science’, of encouraging 
all citizens to participate in observing, gathering, 
and processing data, based on a robust scientific 
methodology that ensures the quality of the data 
collected and a fair representation of all stakeholders 
involved (McFeely, 2018).

In 2018, the SDG-Education Steering Committee 
recommended that governments should establish holistic 
national evaluation and learning assessment systems 
and conduct cross-national assessments in education 
to monitor progress in targets under SGD 4 (McFeely, 
2018; Holland et al., 2020). Similarly, the G20 Policy Brief 
recommends the integration of national ESD and GCED 
assessment frameworks into a collaborative strategy where 
data is drawn from a combination of large-scale assessment 
instruments, case studies, and other research (Holland 
et al., 2020). The MECCE initiative on climate change 
education is a good example of this collaborative approach.

Researchers are increasingly contributing to the 
development of new assessment frameworks that for 
Target 4.7 mainly use the competencies for ESD (see, 
for example, Burford et al., 2016). As mentioned above, 
academics working in the field of GCED are more critical 
of the approach of pre-defined competencies and 
indicators. Raising the global status of ESD and GCED 
would, however, benefit from the contribution from 
multidisciplinary academic research that contributes to 
the quest of finding suitable indicators on which data 
is easy to collect, calculate and interpret. One aspect 
that has not received much attention is the ‘process’ 
of education, particularly teaching methodology - e.g., 
different innovative pedagogies that contribute positively 
to achieving Target 4.7 and measuring their application.

In the formal education sector, schools and teachers can 
take part in monitoring networks and initiatives that do 
not only monitor what the school does but also measure 
changes in the school environment17. For practitioners 
of GCED and ESD, there is also a need to become more 
engaged in monitoring and research, and to reflect on 
the purpose of educational interventions and ways of 
collecting evidence. Effective assessment frameworks 
are not an add-on measurement at the end of a project; 
they help to gain a deeper understanding of the purpose 
and practice of an intervention or activity and need 
to be embedded in the learning cycle of planning, 
implementation, and reflection (Giangrande et al., 2019).

A joint effort in  
gathering relevant data

6
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The need for more data as evidence of learning suggests 
the need for capacity-building at different levels. 
There is a need to support and resource countries 
and actors, especially in the Global South, to develop 
their assessment systems to monitor global indicators. 
Similarly, all actors need to build their capacities to gather 
evidence on learning outcomes. For this, collaboration 
among researchers, academics, policymakers, and 
practitioners should be encouraged to develop more 
strategic and cumulative research data that is useful both 
for monitoring and policymaking on Target 4.7. There 
should also be more research into whether new digital 
tools can prove to be useful for assessment and data 
collection on Target 4.7.

The increased emphasis on digital learning has increased the different and 
innovative ways that data can be collected and monitored. MGIEP has, for 
example, been supporting Digital Technology for Youth-led Monitoring of 
the SDGs. Their app “MEdAL – Monitoring Education and Learning” uses 
a crowd-sourced approach of monitoring issues at a local level, and then 
mapping the insights to compute the quantitative measures of learning, 
responsiveness, and competency of local communities (MGIEP, 2017). There 
is a plethora of similar digital initiatives that can offer solutions to some of 
the challenges in data gaps (see GEFI-YAG, 2017).
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Although the SDGs are not perfect, they form a starting 
point in the journey towards a more sustainable future. 
The challenges posed by the COVID-19 pandemic make 
it all the more important to see that we stay on track to 
achieve global goals. The pandemic can also be a catalyst 
to ‘build back better’.

The different understandings and nature of GCED and 
ESD make Target 4.7 hard to measure. Notwithstanding, 
efficient and accurate systems to assess progress towards 
the SDG commitments are needed to monitor whether we 
are moving in the right direction and for strengthening 
implementation.

Effective indicators must be measurable, relevant, 
reliable, and comprehensible. The development of good 
global indicators for Target 4.7 is limited by the considera-
ble lack of data and mechanisms to collect them regularly. 
Considerable work is being done within UNESCO and 
partnering organisations to address this gap. The Global 
Indicator 4.7.1 about educational inputs in the formal ed-
ucation sector has been established as the main indicator 
for Target 4.7, but there are attempts to complement it 
with other indicators that also cover education outcomes 
as well as informal and non-formal education.

The processes at local, national, and regional levels 
can define better indicators for local realities. Adaptive 

frameworks that support local and contextual learning 
need to be developed. These measuring frameworks 
should reflect the different understandings of both the 
ESD and GCE.

The process of defining indicators for Target 4.7 can 
be a useful process of bringing together different actors 
in the various ‘educations’ within Target 4.7 (ESD, GCED, 
Human Rights Education, Intercultural Education, etc.). 
The complexity and breadth of perspectives seem to call 
for a large variety of measuring frameworks, tools, and 
approaches. These should be prepared in a joint process, 
also considering more critical notions of GCED and ESD.

Conclusions

7
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• Indicators are fundamental for measuring progress 
towards Target 4.7. Their development should 
involve various stakeholders and viewpoints to create 
monitoring frameworks that are culturally responsive, 
scalable, and adjustable, and that consider the varying 
and evolving nature of GCED and ESD.

• New global indicators should be developed to address 
the lifelong perspective of Target 4.7

• The voluntary country reporting to UNESCO should 
be improved to include responses from different 
stakeholders to a more nuanced set of questions. The 
questionnaires should be developed in a way that 
encompasses different views and meanings and the 
reporting should be a joint task. It should be done in 
a participatory way involving different stakeholders 
(the government, private sector, and civil society). 
This would make reporting more participatory and 
trustworthy.

• The large-scale international assessments like the 
PISA Global Competence Assessment should be 
further developed to address the criticism of being 
Western-oriented and elitist and should invite 
more ‘Southern’ scholars or practitioners into the 
conversation and taking into account indigenous 
perspectives.

• The development of the regional and national 
assessment frameworks should be done in a 
participatory, multi-stakeholder process, taking into 
account different worldviews and contexts of learning 
(formal, non-formal, informal).

• The European Union has various activities that could 
be linked to developing more relevant Target 4.7 
indicators but currently, they operate in separate 
bureaucratic silos. A joint monitoring framework 
for 4.7 that could include a more holistic notion of 
sustainability and global citizenship and link all 
aspects of lifelong learning is needed. The EU should 
play a major role in developing an assessment 
framework for Target 4.7, with indicators that 
help in gathering information from the existing EU 
initiatives linked to GCED and ESD. The EU-level 
framework should feed into similar processes in the 
member states. There should also be processes and 
mechanisms in place for sharing good practices and 
learning from each other. Adequate, long-term funding 
for ESD, GCED, and monitoring activities should 
also be part of the next EU Multiannual Financial 
Framework (2021-2027).

• Data on Target 4.7 should be gathered in multiple ways 
through contributions from researchers, practitioners, 
the private sector, and public monitoring mechanisms.

This desk research suggests the following 
policy recommendations:
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1 Japan has been the main supporter of ESD, which has been discussed 
within UNESCO since 1992. It led the UN Decade for ESD from 2005 
to 2014, as well as its follow-up, the Global Action Programme (GAP), 
from 2015 to 2019. From 2020, there is a new agenda: #ESD for 2030. 
The UN Secretary-General, Mr Ban Ki-moon, was again a strong 
supporter of GCED and included fostering global citizenship, one of 
its three overarching priorities for education, in the Global Education 
First Initiative launched in 2012. Since then, Korea has been a strong 
supporter of GCED activities within UNESCO (Tibbitts, 2015).

2 Soft GCED is defined as promoting universally agreed values and ideas 
of the ‘good’ and ‘right’ way of living from a humanitarian perspective, 
with the aim of empowering people to ‘act’. Critical GCED is based 
on the ideas of inequality and injustice, with the aim of empowering 
people to think critically about the legacies of their cultures and to 
imagine different futures (Andreotti, 2006).

3  The current number of unique global indicators is 231 and data on 
most of them can be found on the UN statistics webpage: https://
unstats.un.org/sdgs/indicators/database/

  4 The TCG adopted the thematic indicator framework for the ten 
education targets in October 2016. It currently has 43 indicators, 
including six indicators for Target 4.7. Twelve of these are ‘global 
indicators’, i.e. included in the overall SDG database.

 5 These include: the Worldwide Inequality Database on Education 
(WIDE); the online publishing and data-visualisation tool, Scoping 
Progress in Education (SCOPE); and the online platform, Profiles 
Enhancing Education Reviews (PEER) to describe countries’ laws and 
policies on inclusion and education (GEMR webpage).

6 Established in 2020, MECCE unites over 80 leading scholars and 
agencies in a research-based partnership, which has a $2.5 million 
partnership grant funded by the Social Sciences and Humanities 
Research Council in Canada and over $2 million in partner 
contributions. MECCE aims to generate a new understanding of quality 
climate change education, training, and public awareness based on 
synthesised literature and case studies (some 100 case studies are 
planned); develop monitoring indicators and robust data collection 
processes, and increase the quantity and quality of effective climate 
change education policy and practice (https://sepn.ca/mecce/).

  7 The next Global Forum will take place virtually from 29 November to 1 
December 2021 and will be hosted by the Republic of Korea. The theme 
for the 2021 forum is measuring progress towards SDG Target 4.7

8 14 EU Member States and nine other countries participated in 2016 
ICCS.

9 In the last TIMMS, there were 11 EU Member States and 31 other 
countries participating.

 10 Tools developed by the National Foundation for Educational Research 
were piloted in Bhutan, Costa Rica, and The Gambia in September 
2020. Aspects of the ‘breath of learning’ refer to teaching and learning, 
assessment and accountability, and an enabling environment 
(Anderson et al., 2018).

 11 The Southeast Asia Primary Learning Metrics (SEA-PLM) is a regional 
programme to assess learning outcomes of Grade 5 students.

12 A quick look at some of the national SDG monitoring frameworks suggests 
that, so far, only a few countries have included indicator 4.7.1 into their 
national list of SDG indicators and report on it in their Voluntary National 
Reviews (VNR). Based on the data, more than 60 countries collected data 
for the UNESCO 1974 Recommendation in 2020, if it is feasible to include it. 
Moreover, developing new, improved indicators at the national level would 
be a beneficial effort to improve monitoring of Target 4.7.

13 The six countries that participated in 2018 and 2019 SEA-PLM were 
Cambodia, Lao People’s Democratic Republic, Malaysia, Myanmar, 
Philippines and Viet Nam.

14 The five countries that participated in the study were Chinese Taipei, Hong 
Kong SAR, Indonesia, the Republic of Korea, and Thailand.

15 The Green Deal states that a competence framework is needed to help 
develop and assess knowledge, skills and attitudes on climate change and 
sustainable development. The EU has previously developed three European 
common reference frameworks: the Digital Competence Framework 
for Citizens (DigComp); the Entrepreneurship Competence Framework 
(EntreComp); and the Personal, Social, and Learning to Learn competence 
Framework (LifeComp) (Bianchi, 2020).

16 See, for example, the call for proposals: Building a low-carbon, climate 
resilient future: Research and innovation in support of the European Green 
Deal (H2020-LC-GD-2020)

17 There are good examples of this in environmental education, e.g. the Baltic 
Sea Network and Globe - schools that monitor environmental changes 
based on scientific indicators and monitoring instruments. A challenge 
could be to define something similar for social and global issues.

https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/indicators/database/
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/indicators/database/
https://sepn.ca/mecce/
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