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Cognitive, Social and Emotional, 
and Behavioural Learning in Education for 
Sustainable Development and Global 
Citizenship from pre-primary to
Secondary Education

Education vers le développement durable et 
à la citoyenneté mondiale: l’apprentissage 
cognitif, socio-émotionnelle et 
comportemental du pré primaire à 
l’enseignement secondaire

2



Overall study Aim and SCOPE
Étendue et Objectif général de l’étude 

To determine whether, and to what extent, the three learning dimensions
(i.e., cognitive, social and emotional and behavioural) are prioritized in
commitments to ESD and GCED learning in pre-primary, primary, lower
secondary, and upper secondary education in a selection of ten countries
from UNESCO’s five regions of the world:

Nota Bene - Although all UNESCO Regions are represented, the study does not claim to 
provide region-specific patterns in the results, nor does it claim to reflect a comprehensive 
or complete overview of all official policies and commitments to ESD and GCED in a given 
country.

• Kenya, Rwanda

• Lebanon, Morocco 

• Japan, Republic of 

Korea

• Portugal, Sweden

• Costa Rica, Mexico
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The Learning Dimensions 
Les dimensions d'apprentissage
This study is based on UNESCO’s approach to Education for 
Sustainable Development (ESD) and Global Citizenship 
Education (GCED)* which assumes that for effective teaching 
and learning of ESD and GCED, the following three learning 
dimensions need to be included in both the processes and 
outcomes of learning:

• Cognitive 

• Social and emotional

• Behavioural

*UNESCO (2015) Global Citizenship Education: Topics and learning objectives. Paris: UNESCO
UNESCO (2017) Education for Sustainable Development Goals: Learning objectives. Paris: UNESCO
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Education levels and Subjects Reviewed
Niveaux d'éducation et matières examinées

ESD and GCED was examined in official educational policy and 
curriculum documents across four education levels and, within each 
education level, across relevant subjects.

• Grades selected at each education level for the study:
• Pre-primary education: Last year of pre-primary education
• Primary education: Grade 4
• Lower secondary education: Grade 8
• Upper secondary education: Grade 10 or 11

• Subjects selected for the study:
• Sciences – up to 3 subjects
• Social sciences – up to 3 subjects
• Language arts – up to 2 subjects
• Other required subjects specifically related to ESD or GCED – up to 2 

subjects
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Study Methods Highlights
Méthodes de l'étude : Faits saillants

263 documents in 5 categories:

• National laws

• National strategic plans & 
policies in education

• National curriculum 
frameworks 

• National ESD/GCED 
documents 

• Subject-specific curricula at 
different levels (pre-primary, 
primary, lower secondary and 
upper secondary)

GCED/ ESD
Learning
Codes

1. Cultural Diversity and Tolerance

2. Peace and Non-violence

3. Human Rights and Gender Equality

4. Environmental Sustainability

5. Sustainable Consumption and 
Production

6. Human Survival and Well-being

7. Three Pillars Approach to ESD

8. Other GCED & ESD Learning

Learning
Dimension
Codes

1. Cognitive

2. Social and Emotional

3. Behavioural

4. Other
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Examples of Coded documents
Exemples de documents analysés
JAPAN
"When acting, think about the feelings of friends and people immediately around, 
sympathize with others’ feelings, reflect on your actions from the other’s point of view." 

Coded for cognitive (e.g., ‘think about,’ ‘reflect’), social and emotional (e.g., ‘feelings,’ 
‘sympathize’ and ‘respect’) and behavioural (e.g., ‘when acting’).

Source: Japan. Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology. (2018). 
Commentary on the courses of education for Kindergarten. 

KENYA
"4. The provision of basic education shall be guided by the following values and principles...
(k) imparting relevant knowledge, skills, attitudes and values to learners to foster the spirit 
and sense of patriotism, nationhood, unity of purpose, togetherness, and respect."

Coded for cognitive (e.g., ‘knowledge’), behavioural (e.g., ‘skills’) and social and 
emotional (e.g., ‘attitudes’).

Source: Kenya. Basic Education Act 2013.
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Examples of Coded documents
Exemples de documents analysés
MEXICO
"Ensure that all students acquire the theoretical and practical knowledge necessary to 
promote…the appreciation of cultural diversity and the contribution of culture to sustainable 
development." 

Coded for cognitive (e.g., ‘theoretical knowledge’), behavioural (e.g., ‘practical 
knowledge’) and social and emotional (e.g., ‘appreciation of’).

Source: Mexico. Agenda 2030. (2017). Objetivo de Desarrollo Sostenible 4: Educación de Calidad. 

PORTUGAL
"It is also by facing the concrete problems of their community and through the plurality of 
opinions within them that students acquire the notion of responsibility towards the 
environment, the society and the culture in which they belong, gradually understanding their 
role as dynamic agents in the transformation of the reality that surrounds them."

Coded for behavioural (e.g., ‘role as dynamic agents’) and social and emotional (e.g., 
‘acquire the notion of responsibility towards’).

Source: Portugal. Ministério da Educação. (2004). Organização curricular e programas.
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FINDING 1. Focus on 
cognitive increases, 
while focus on social 
and emotional 
decreases throughout 
education levels

RÉSULTAT 1. Importance 
accrue de la dimension 
cognitive au détriment 
de la dimension socio-
émotionnelle

PPE – PRE-PRIMARY EDUCATION

PE – PRIMARY EDUCATION

LSE – LOWER SECONDARY 

EDUCATION

USE – UPPER SECONDARY 

EDUCATION
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FINDING 2. Countries 
vary in emphasis on 
learning dimensions, 
particularly in cognitive 
and social and emotional 
dimensions

RÉSULTAT 2. L’importance 
accordée aux dimensions 
de l’apprentissage par les 
pays varie, en particulier 
les dimensions cognitive, 
socio-émotionnelle

1
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Finding 4. In only 2 countries, Japan and South Korea, were all three learning 
dimensions included at 15% or above in all education levels
RÉSULTAT 4. Seuls le Japon et la Corée du Sud ont intégré les trois dimensions 
d'apprentissage avec un taux de 15% d’inclusion ou plus à tous les niveaux 
d’éducation

Region Country
Pre-

Primary
Primary

Lower 

Seconda

ry

Upper 

Seconda

ry

Africa Kenya

Rwanda

Arab States Lebanon

Morocco

Asia & the Pacific Japan

Republic of 

Korea

Europe & North 

America

Portugal

Sweden

Latin America & 

Caribbean

Costa Rica

Mexico

Note: We set 15% (of coded ESD and GCED content) as the minimal level of inclusion for each learning 
dimension. It refers to the fact that all three learning dimensions at a specific education level had an inclusion 
rate of 15% or more.11



FINDING 5. National education 
laws focus more on social and 
emotional learning dimension 
than other document types 

RÉSULTAT 5. Les lois éducatives 
nationales mettent davantage 
l'accent sur la dimension socio-
émotionnelle de l'apprentissage 
par rapport à d'autres types de 
documents
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Finding 6. Greater focus 
on the cognitive 
dimension in the social 
sciences and natural 
sciences

RÉSULTAT 6. Importance 
accrue de la dimension 
cognitive dans les 
sciences sociales et les 
sciences naturelles

Note: General Curricula refers to general curricular documents at any education 
level, which are not organized by specific subject areas and includes pre-primary 

and primary curricula when not organized by subject. Other Required Curricula 
refers to subjects specifically related to ESD or GCED (e.g., moral education, 

political science).13



Finding 8. Across all countries, there is twice as much focus on 
GCED (64%) as ESD (32%)
Résultat 8. Dans tous les pays, il y a deux fois plus de focus sur 
L’ECM (64%) que sur L’EDD (32%) 

OVERALL

(N=6,317)
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Finding 8. Some countries place relatively greater focus on GCED content (top row); 
others on ESD (bottom row) 
Résultat 8. Certains pays mettent davantage l’accent sur L’ECM (première rangée) et 
d’autres sur L’EDD (seconde rangée) 

REPUBLIC OF 

KOREA

(n=637)

MOROCCO

(n=423)

JAPAN

(n=679)

SWEDEN

(n=433)

PORTUGAL

(n=290)

LEBANON

(n=153)

KENYA

(n=747)

RWANDA

(n=1,047)

COSTA RICA

(n=445)

MEXICO

(n=1,566)
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Finding 10. There is greater focus on the social and emotional 
dimension in GCED and on cognitive dimension in ESD
RÉSULTAT 10. Importance accrue de la dimension socio-émotionnelle 
de L'ECM et de la dimension cognitive de L'EDD
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Conclusions

 Patterns vary

 Importance of holistic learning 

remains

 Focus on subject domains          .

 Whole-school approaches

 Future research for a fuller 

picture of ESD and GCED 

learning
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 Les modèles varient

 L'importance de l'apprentissage 

holistique demeure

 Focus sur des domaines 

thématiques

 Approches holistiques de l'école

 Recherches futures sur un 

panorama plus complet de 

l'apprentissage de l'EDD et de 

l’ECM



Selected FINDINGS FROM the Omani case study 
suggest similar trends
SELECTION DE Résultats A PARTIR de l'étude de cas 
omanaise une tendance similaire est observée
• There is relatively more focus on GCED than ESD learning in Oman 

documents:

- there is twice as much explicit focus on GCED learning as compared to ESD 

learning (59% vs 37% of coded content). 

- show casing a higher than average focus on GCED relative to ESD than 

other countries studied.  

• The focus on learning dimensions varies between ESD and GCED themes, 

following the same trend found in the 10-country study:

- GCED: cognitive (44%), social and emotional (49%) and behavioural (7%) 

- ESD: cognitive (54%), social and emotional (22%) and behavioural (24%) 
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UNESCO Division for Inclusion, Peace and Sustainable

Development

esdgcedforum@unesco.org

Questions concerning the study can 
be addressed to:
Les questions concernant l’étude 
peuvent être adressées à:
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