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SUMMARY

In a world increasingly divided over political philosophies and priorities, few question the 
importance of a quality education in equipping individuals with the skills they need to prosper in 
the modern world. Societies that deliver quality education to their citizens will be better placed 
to succeed in an ever more competitive global economy. One of the United Nations’ Sustainable 
Development Goals, SDG4, is focused on ensuring inclusive and equitable quality education 
for all. As countries around the world seek to meet the targets, a grass-roots initiative, Canada 
2067, was launched to catalyze the development of a national vision and goals for primary and 
secondary education, with a focus on ensuring youth will be prepared to participate in a complex 
and changing economy. This paper explores the intersection between the initiatives and the 
potential of promoting Canada 2067 as a way to help Canada achieve its commitments to SDG4.

SDG4: AN INTRODUCTION

1.  See the information on the SDGs provided by the UN at https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/development-agenda/

2. http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0024/002456/245656E.pdf

3.  See the resolution adopted by the United Nations General Assembly on 25 September 2015 at http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.
asp?symbol=A/RES/70/1&Lang=E

4. See https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/education/

Broad consensus around the importance of 
education runs deep. On September 25, 2015, the  
193 countries (including Canada) of the United 
Nations General Assembly adopted the 2030 
Development Agenda titled “Transforming our world: 
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development”.  
The 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are a 
“blueprint to achieve a better and more sustainable 
future for all,” addressing “the global challenges we 
face, including those related to poverty, inequality, 
climate, environmental degradation, prosperity, and 
peace and justice.” Each goal includes targets that 
are to be reached by 20301. SDG4, which pertains 
to education, is managed by the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO) through the Education 2030 Framework 
for Action (FFA)2.

The aim of SDG4 is to “ensure inclusive and equitable 
quality education and promote lifelong learning 
opportunities for all.”3 Further, associated with 
the overarching goal are a series of wide-ranging 

targets.4 They include objectives such as: ensuring 
that all children have access to quality education 
at all levels – from early childhood education to 
primary and secondary school to postsecondary 
education and training; providing this education 
equitably to boys and girls, as well as to those from 
disadvantaged backgrounds; improving teacher 
quality; increasing the employability of graduates 
by focusing on the skills required by employers as 
well as entrepreneurial skills; creating safe learning 
environments; and using education as a means 
of promoting responsible citizenship and peaceful 
coexistence among different cultures (Appendix 1).

The 17 different SDGs interconnect. For example, 
goal 5, “achieve gender equality and empower all 
women and girls,” has targets that intersect with the 
equity focus of the education goals (SDG4). Equal 
access for boys and girls, and for men and women, 
to all stages of lifelong learning can be one means 
of achieving the SDG5 target of ending all forms of 
discrimination against all women and girls.
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RELEVANCE OF SDG4 WITHIN CANADA

It is tempting to think that these “development goals” 
have little to do with countries like Canada. At first 
glance, they seem to be intended as guideposts for 
poorer countries, particularly countries in the global 
south, where for many the provision of free universal 
primary and secondary school remains a work in 
progress, as is ensuring that girls have as much 
access to school as boys. 

Canada stands out as a country with very high 
educational attainment and achievement by 
international standards: more than one in two 
Canadians of working age has either a college 
diploma or a university degree – the highest 
proportion of any country in the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). 
Canada has been singled out as one of only a few 
countries that is able to combine excellent student 
performance, a high level of equity in student 
achievement and an efficient model for educational 
spending. And in Canada, girls have much higher 
educational attainment than boys, and tend to 
perform either as well as or better than boys in core 
subjects such as reading and science.

Thinking that ambitious goal-setting in education is 
something that Canada can check off its national  
to-do list, however, would be a mistake, for two  
key reasons.

First, a sober reading of the SDG education goals 
reveals that there is room for improvement. Access 
to primary and secondary education is more or less 
universal in Canada, but few would claim that “all 
girls and boys have access to quality early childhood 
development, care and pre-primary education so that 
they are ready for primary education.”  While we do 
well in terms of gender equity, we continue to fail to 
provide “equal access to all levels of education” for 

Indigenous peoples in Canada. And despite Canada’s 
high level of educational attainment, one in three 
young men and one in four young women are still 
entering an increasingly demanding labour market 
without any postsecondary education or training at all.

Second, the technologically-driven transformations 
currently taking hold of our economy and society are 
so rapid and far-reaching that they cast doubt on the 
lasting impact of previous successes in delivering 
education. We are still working with curricula, teaching 
methods and facilities that were designed in the 
previous century. The fact that they propelled Canada 
to the top of the class in education does not guarantee 
that they will keep us there in the coming years. 

In this context, SDG4’s focus on skills is worth 
reflecting on. It calls for not simply a seat in the 
classroom for each and every student, but for an 
education that prepares them for the world in which 
they will live. The goals speak of effective learning 
environments, relevant learning outcomes, the right 
skills for decent employment and entrepreneurship, 
and the knowledge and skills needed to promote 
sustainable development and global citizenship. 
Reflecting on the SDG’s offers the opportunity to 
ask challenging questions about how to ensure our 
education systems will continue to equip our children 
with the skills, resources and experiences that they 
will need to navigate a rapidly changing world.

5.  Statistics Canada, “Education in Canada: Key Results from the 2016 Census,” The Daily (November 29, 2017); https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/
daily-quotidien/171129/dq171129a-eng.htm. 

6.  Jennifer Craw, Statistic of the Month: Education Performance, Equity and Efficiency. Washington, D.C.: National Centre on Education and the 
Economy (January 30, 2015); http://ncee.org/2015/01/statistic-of-the-month-education-performance-equity-and-efficiency/.
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A MEANS OF IMPLEMENTING SDG4

This is where the discussion about the sustainable development goals links up constructively with a 
new and ambitious Canadian initiative called Canada 2067. Canada 2067 was launched to catalyze a 
national discussion about the future of science, technology, engineering and math (STEM) learning, 
focusing on Kindergarten through Grade 12. It offers a vision where “all students develop the full 
range of skills needed to navigate an increasingly complex world and have equal opportunity to 
study and pursue diverse career paths.”7 This intertwined focus on equity and relevant learning 
outcomes is remarkably consistent with that of the SDG education goal and targets. 

But the commonalities between Agenda 2030 and Canada 2067 run deeper. Through a 
combination of international policy research and feedback from thousands of students, 
parents, educators and public stakeholders, Canada 2067 identified six pillars which group 
together areas of consensus about the characteristics of successful, forward-looking 
education systems. The six pillars are: how we teach; how we learn; what we learn; who’s 
involved; where education leads; equity and inclusivity. In turn, within each of these pillars, 
specific visions and goals are identified, such as8: 

•  adapting curricula and community learning 
experiences to include interdisciplinary, 
competency and inquiry-based, and hands-on 
approaches to learning; 

•   taking advantage of new information and 
communications technologies (ICTs) to transform 
teaching and learning into an interactive and 
student-centred experience;

•  ensuring that all students engage in hands-on 
learning opportunities with partners outside the 
school at least once per year;

•  improving student participation in STEM courses  
by gender, culture, socio-economic background  
and region;

•  evolving STEM education to address the specific 
needs of Indigenous students and to incorporate 
other world views.

How we 
teach

Students

Equity and 
inclusivity

How we  
learn

Where 
education 

leads

What we 
learn

Who’s  
Involved

7. For more information about Canada 2067, see https://canada2067.ca/en/key-recommendations-overview-new/.

8.  See the Canada 2067 Learning Roadmap at https://canada2067.ca/app/uploads/2018/09/Canada-2067_KeyRecommendations_2018_PLACEMAT_
EN.pdf for an overview and https://canada2067.ca/app/uploads/2018/09/Canada-2067-Learning-Roadmap-FINAL.pdf for details.
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Despite the focus on STEM learning, the goal of 
Canada 2067 is not to steer more students into 
STEM fields of study and careers. Underpinning 
the commitment to inclusive and engaging STEM 
learning is the conviction that STEM skills are 
becoming increasingly relevant to all workers and 
citizens. Numeracy, scientific literacy and digital 
skills are in demand across all disciplines and 
occupations. In addition, engagement with STEM 
learning can foster cross-cutting skills such as 
communication, problem-solving and creative 
critical thinking that are at a premium in the 21st 
century. Canada 2067 seeks to open up the world of 
STEM learning to better resonate with students of all 
backgrounds and interests, to help position them for 
success in our technologically-intensive societies.

Although the wording of the Canada 2067 goals 
and the SDGs are not identical, they both share the 
intention of focusing attention on: the potential of 
quality and inclusive education to transform lives; 
the need to revitalize education to focus on the types 
of skills most needed in an increasingly complex 
world; and the need to galvanize action by identifying 
ambitious targets that societies should strive  
to meet.

This last point bears additional emphasis. One feature 
of the SDGs that stands out is the insistence not 

only on broad goals, but on targets and measurable 
indicators of progress.9 Each country is expected 
to collect and share sex-disaggregated data such 
as the participation rate of youth and adults in 
formal and non-formal education and training, the 
proportion of youth and adults with information and 
communications technology (ICT) skills, and the 
proportion of students achieving at least a fixed level 
of proficiency in literacy and numeracy. Canada will 
report its data through Statistics Canada. According 
to the agency, “Statistics Canada is responsible 
for the collection, collation, analysis, presentation 
and dissemination of data for regular monitoring 
of Canadian progress against the [SDG] global 
indicators,” and has developed an on-line data hub for 
disseminating Canada’s SDG data.10  The process of 
reporting on progress towards the targets by tracking 
key indicators will ensure that Agenda 2030 is more 
than a symbolic exercise. 

The Canada 2067 initiative has also set out to 
establish targets and indicators, in consultation with 
educators and other stakeholders across the country. 
In some cases, this proved relatively straightforward. 
The Canada 2067 Learning Roadmap, for instance, 
set targets such as raising the proportion of science, 
mathematics and computer science teachers who 
have specialized subject-specific pedagogical 
training related to these disciplines. It recommends 

9.  For more details, see UNESCO’s Quick Guide to Education Indicators for SDG 4 at http://uis.unesco.org/sites/default/files/documents/quick-guide-
education-indicators-sdg4-2018-en.pdf. 

10.  The on-line data hub can be accessed at https://www144.statcan.gc.ca/sdg-odd/index-eng.htm.
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ensuring that all educators have access to ongoing 
professional learning and development focused on 
recommendations from the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission to improve their ability to incorporate 
culturally sensitive teachings and techniques into their 
teaching practice. It also asks governments to commit 
at least one percent of STEM research budgets to 
efforts to support the achievement of Canada 2067 
targets. In other cases, however, it proved to be more 
challenging to pinpoint ways to quantify progress. For 
instance, the Canada 2067 Learning Roadmap calls 
for Canada’s provinces and territories to increasingly 
combine subject-specific curricula with competency-
based, interdisciplinary curricula. Progress towards 
this goal can be measured more through continued 
dialogue with educators and education stakeholders 
than by crunching numbers from tests and surveys.

Despite the fact that progress is not always easy 
to capture in figures and charts, both Agenda 2030 
and Canada 2067, share a commitment to staking 
out ambitious goals and engaging everyone with 
an interest in the future success of our education 
systems in an interactive conversation about how 
best to achieve them. Both take as their starting 
point the understanding that approaches that drove 
improvements in the past may no longer be sufficient 
to ensure that our education systems are responsive 
to the needs of the future. And, at the heart of both 
Agenda 2030 and Canada 2067 is a vision of inclusive, 
high quality education that provides students with the 
tools they need to navigate an increasingly complex 

world in which both technical and problem-solving 
skills will be at a premium. 

Partnerships are critical to advance the Sustainable 
Development Goals. Let’s Talk Science and the 
Canadian Commission for UNESCO are working 
together to promote Canada 2067 as a way to help 
Canada achieve its commitments to SDG4. Let’s 
Talk Science is a national, charitable organization 
that helps children and youth fulfill their potential 
and prepare for their future careers and citizenship 
roles in a rapidly changing world by supporting 
their learning and engagement through science, 
technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM). 
Launched in 1993, Let’s Talk Science offers a 
robust suite of programs and resources for 
youth, educators and volunteers. The Canadian 
Commission for UNESCO (CCUNESCO) helps 
Canadians share knowledge locally and globally 
in order to create better societies and build peace 
in the minds of men and women. To do so, the 
Commission facilitates cooperation in the fields 
of education, science, culture, communication and 
information to address some of the most complex 
challenges facing the world today. With its initiatives 
and networks, CCUNESCO supports the United 
Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
and other UNESCO priorities. The Commission 
operates under the authority of the Canada Council 
for the Arts.

About the author
Dr. Andrew Parkin is the Director of the Mowat 
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located at the Munk School of Global Affairs and 
Public Policy at the University of Toronto and 
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Appendix 1:  
Sustainable Development Goal 4 Targets and Indicators

Target Indicator(s)

4.1
By 2030, ensure that all girls and boys complete free, 
equitable and quality primary and secondary education 
leading to relevant and effective learning outcomes

4.1.1
Proportion of children and young people: (a) in grades 
2/3; (b) at the end of primary; and (c) at the end of lower 
secondary achieving at least a minimum proficiency level 
in (i) reading and (ii) mathematics, by sex

4.2
By 2030, ensure that all girls and boys have access 
to quality early childhood development, care and pre-
primary education so that they are ready for primary 
education

4.2.1
Proportion of children under 5 years of age who are 
developmentally on track in health, learning and 
psychosocial well-being, by sex

4.2.2
Participation rate in organized learning (one year before 
the official primary entry age), by sex

4.3
By 2030, ensure equal access for all women and men to 
affordable and quality technical, vocational and tertiary 
education, including university

4.3.1
Participation rate of youth and adults in formal and non-
formal education and training in the previous 12 months, 
by sex

4.4
By 2030, substantially increase the number of youth 
and adults who have relevant skills, including technical 
and vocational skills, for employment, decent jobs and 
entrepreneurship

4.4.1
Proportion of youth and adults with information and 
communications technology (ICT) skills, by type of skill

4.5
By 2030, eliminate gender disparities in education 
and ensure equal access to all levels of education and 
vocational training for the vulnerable, including persons 
with disabilities, indigenous peoples and children in 
vulnerable situations

4.5.1
Parity indices (female/male, rural/urban, bottom/top 
wealth quintile and others such as disability status, 
indigenous peoples and conflict-affected, as data become 
available) for all education indicators on this list that can 
be disaggregated

4.6
By 2030, ensure that all youth and a substantial 
proportion of adults, both men and women, achieve 
literacy and numeracy

4.6.1
Percentage of population in a given age group achieving 
at least a fixed level of proficiency in functional (a) literacy 
and (b) numeracy skills, by sex

4.7
By 2030, ensure that all learners acquire the knowledge 
and skills needed to promote sustainable development, 
including, among others, through education for 
sustainable development and sustainable lifestyles, 
human rights, gender equality, promotion of a culture 
of peace and non-violence, global citizenship and 
appreciation of cultural diversity and of culture’s 
contribution to sustainable development

4.7.1
Extent to which (i) global citizenship education and (ii) 
education for sustainable development, including gender 
equality and human rights, are mainstreamed at all levels 
in: (a) national education policies, (b) curricula, (c) teacher 
education and (d) student assessment
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Target Indicator(s)

4.A
Build and upgrade education facilities that are child, 
disability and gender sensitive and provide safe, non-
violent, inclusive and effective learning environments  
for all

4.A.1
Proportion of schools with access to: (a) electricity; (b) 
the Internet for pedagogical purposes; (c) computers for 
pedagogical purposes; (d) adapted infrastructure and 
materials for students with disabilities; (e) basic drinking 
water; (f) single-sex basic sanitation facilities; and (g) 
basic handwashing facilities (as per the WASH indicator 
definitions)

4.B
By 2020, substantially expand globally the number 
of scholarships available to developing countries, in 
particular least developed countries, small island 
developing States and African countries, for enrolment 
in higher education, including vocational training and 
information and communications technology, technical, 
engineering and scientific programmes, in developed 
countries and other developing countries

4.B.1
Volume of official development assistance flows for 
scholarships by sector and type of study

4.C
By 2030, substantially increase the supply of qualified 
teachers, including through international cooperation for 
teacher training in developing countries, especially least 
developed countries and small island developing States

4.C.1
Proportion of teachers in: (a) pre-primary; (b) primary; 
(c) lower secondary; and (d) upper secondary education 
who have received at least the minimum organized 
teacher training (e.g. pedagogical training) pre-service or 
in-service required for teaching at the relevant level in a 
given country
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