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Abstract: The 2021 release of Reimagining Our Futures Together:
A New Social Contract for Education by the United Nations Educa-
tional, Scientific, and Cultural Organization was a reaction to a
number of serious problems discovered in worldwide educational
reforms. It sought to establish a new social compact for education
to fulfill its unmet promise in the face of many educational crises
and to combat future uncertainty. Using the methods of 271 Educa-
tion Group as a case study, this article examines China’s efforts to
transform basic education in response to widespread educational
issues and how they have represented the major principles es-
poused by the UNESCO report. The article elaborates on the cop-
ing strategies of 271 Education Group, such as incorporating eco-
civilization education into basic schooling, constructing life-based
curricula that are built on knowledge commons, introducing peda-
gogy rooted in cooperation and solidarity, and promoting teacher
professional development through collaborative educational re-
search.
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tinue on the current path of unsustainable development or to make a major shift

in order to maintain their existence on the planet. Their shared future will be
determined by their decision. People must consider how to shape the future of mankind
and the planet in a complicated, precarious, and sensitive environment by recasting
knowledge structure, teaching, and learning (Lin et al., 2022). The COVID-19 pandem-
ic has exacerbated global crises, made education more precarious than ever, and in-
creased people’s anxiety about the future (Yue et al., 2022).

Given this context, the report “Reimagining Our Futures Together: A New So-
cial Contract for Education” (hereafter referred to as the Report) was published on No-
vember 10, 2021, by the International Commission on the Futures of Education with
UNESCO. The Report suggests creating a new social contract for education in the ensu-
ing decades that is based on human rights and seeks to rebuild our relationships with
one another, the environment, and technology. It also aims to correct injustices and aid
in the development of peaceful, just, and sustainable futures (UNESCO, 2021).

The Commission asserts that a number of interconnected crises are plaguing
humanity, including unsustainable economic development paradigms, extreme wealth
polarization, frequent violent conflicts between and within countries, rising populism,
democratic backsliding, and gender inequality. Unsustainable economic development
models have exacerbated factors such as climate change, environmental degradation,
resource depletion, biodiversity loss, and a reduction in the amount of land that can
support human habitation (UNESCO, 2021). Digital technology may both unite and
divide people in the age of the internet. They can facilitate the sharing of knowledge
and information, but they also pose a serious threat to knowledge diversity, cultural in-
clusivity, private space, and privacy security. They reshape human production, life, and
education while also eliminating some industries and jobs, leading to increased unem-
ployment. The “digital gap” might make it more challenging for those who are less for-
tunate to acquire excellent education and good jobs.

Approximately 2,500 million children worldwide do not have access to formal
primary education; 1 in 5 young people are NEETSs (not in education, employment, or
training); and 7,000 million people are still illiterate. In the COVID-19 pandemic,
school closures affected 1.6 billion students worldwide; many girls may never again
have the chance to attend school; the percentage of qualified primary school teachers
fell from 85% to 65%; and the lack of funding for education is made worse by the epi-
demic’s negative effects, making it more difficult to achieve the objective of “sustaina-
ble development of education.” The epidemic, according to UNESCO Director General
Azoulay, has demonstrated both our vulnerability and our interdependence. The United
Nations secretary general, Antonio Guterres, emphasized that the right to education as a
fundamental human right has not yet been universalized, that the 2030 sustainable de-
velopment of education goal is in jeopardy, that education is still far from being realized
as a global common good, and that the educational crises are affecting all of us (Zhang
& Bian, 2022).

Commitment is necessary for the realization of the common good, and team-
work is required for the accomplishment of global goals. What ought to serve as the
foundation? The Report makes transformational suggestions for various nations, partic-
ularly for nations and populations that are most seriously threatened by the current crisis.
What direction and action China should follow for basic education is a topic well worth
debating in light of the educational crisis, a planet in danger, and uncertain futures.

I I UMANITY has been presented with a decision about its survival: either to con-

SIEF, Vol.13, No.2, 2022 1901



Hua. (China). Transformation of Basic Education amid Educational Crises.

The 271 Education Group of Shandong, which began as a typical rural middle
school 20 years ago, has grown into a conglomerate with 16 separate schools, approxi-
mately 6,000 teachers, and 90,000 students. It includes teaching management, in-service
teacher training, study trips, and the development and operation of farms for the practi-
cal instruction of students. It also includes educational research and development. It has
gained widespread recognition in the area for providing high-quality education; its
member school, “Changle No.2 Middle School of Shandong,” has set the bar high for
China’s basic education. In the process of education and teaching reform, the Group has
produced numerous effective teaching initiatives and research findings, such as the ho-
listic module learning model, a significant experiment in teaching paradigm innovation
(Zhao, 2022), and home-school partnership courses based on Xingzhi Tao’s life educa-
tion theory (Zhao & Wei, 2021). In light of the escalating educational crises, this essay
focuses on the Group’s investigation of routes to successful reform of basic education.

Eco-Civilization Education Based on Ecological Con-
sciousness

“We must rethink and reimagine curricula to instill a fundamentally new way of looking
at the place of humans as part of the planet,” the Report adds. The urgency of environ-
mental sustainability—Iliving within the limits of the planet without endangering future
generations or the natural ecosystems of which we are all a part—should be stressed to
students in all subject areas (UNESCO, 2021. p.66). This is surely significant and for-
ward-looking thinking about how education will develop in the future from the stand-
point of humanity’s and the Earth’s sustainable development (Yue, 2022).

Education about eco-civilization will always be important to education, both
now and in the future. The majority of Chinese schools only offer ecological education
as a minor module in their basic education curricula right now; it is not as developed
and comprehensive as that in Western nations. Therefore, it is crucial to create new par-
adigms for teaching eco-civilization. The following ideas should be kept in mind when
doing so: (i) to create a deep-ecology-based educational idea to reject human
exceptionalism. (ii) to establish eco-civilization education paradigms by drawing on
outstanding traditional Chinese and Western heritage as well as modern culture. (iii) to
develop subject-integrated, school-based curricula for ecological education that are
“rewilded by developing deep connectivity with the natural world and embracing the
biosphere as an educational space,” are progressive and consider the characteristics of
students at different levels (UNESCO, 2021. p.66).

The 271 Education Group has placed a strong emphasis on eco-civilization ed-
ucation. The Group’s educators hold the views that harmonious coexistence between
humans and nature is necessary for sustainable development and that human survival is
a gift from nature. As a result of the world’s rapid industrialization, the environment has
been severely damaged and human society is currently experiencing serious ecosystem
issues. Environmental protection depends on increasing public ecological consciousness,
which calls for thorough and organized eco-civilization education. According to the
varied stages of students’ thinking abilities, which continue to advance from lower to
higher orders as they mature, 271 Education Group carefully chooses instructional ma-
terials and methodologies for ecological education.

The learners’ thinking is rather simple in the primary level, as they are transi-
tioning from imaginable to abstract thinking. Teachers focus on guiding students to
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“perceive the ecological environment™ at this stage, and a situational learning technique
based on students’ perceptual experience is used. Teachers present the teaching content
using concrete teaching tools and vivid language to help students feel and understand
the surrounding environment, encourage students to tell stories about environments
based on prior experiences, and design various games and activities to inspire students’
reflection on environments based on their perceptual knowledge. Teachers, for example,
can tell kids stories about forest conservation and teach them to sing the children’s song
“Take Care of the Sapling” to help students consider why they should care for young
trees. Students will gain an understanding of the importance of plants and begin to build
an awareness of environmental protection through activities like these.

At the junior secondary level, students’ abstract-logic thinking has greatly de-
veloped and plays a crucial role in their thinking processes, although it still relies on
perceptual experiences for the most part. At this stage, teachers concentrate on “arous-
ing students’ care for the ecology” and attempt to heighten their ecological conscious-
ness by analyzing contemporary ecological issues. In order to arouse students’ aware-
ness of the plight of the ecosystem, teachers first introduce scenarios of environmental
devastation by displaying images, texts, and films. Then, problem-based group coopera-
tive learning is implemented to involve students in the discussion of specific ecological
challenges, allowing them to increase their ecological knowledge via discussion, analy-
sis, and reflection. When discussing the freshwater environment, for instance, teachers
pose the topic, “What will happen to people once they consume polluted freshwater
organisms?” and let students to discuss it freely. In terms of the relationships between
humans and animals, students are supposed to debate whether or not snake catching
should be authorized, given that snakes can attack humans and livestock, resulting in
human and economic consequences.

At the senior secondary level, abstract-logic thinking dominates the cognitive
activities of students, and their theoretical abstract-logic thinking ability begins to in-
crease. In addition, as a result of their increased life experiences and scientific
knowledge, high school students are capable of a greater comprehension of the funda-
mental relationships between things. At this stage, students are motivated to “study eco-
logical problems” and their application of ecological knowledge is emphasized. Teach-
ers assist students in establishing a somewhat orderly framework of ecological
knowledge through the use of linkage and mind mapping so that they can acquire an all-
encompassing awareness of the ecosystem and its principles. Students are also encour-
aged to apply their ecological knowledge to the examination of complicated environ-
mental issues in the actual world. For example, the teacher introduces students to envi-
ronmental concerns involving value conflicts, such as “how can a region dependent on
the logging industry shift from ‘logging economy’ to ‘green growth with ecological
safety as the primary priority? What ethical risk does it pose for some nations to dis-
charge sewage into the ocean in order to safeguard the ecosystem of their home country?
Then, students are asked to apply their ecological knowledge to the exploration of reso-
lution strategies and the evaluation of the viability of various solutions in order to de-
velop a critical understanding of environmental issues and sound ecological perspec-
tives and values.

In sum, 271 Education Group considers the cognitive level of students at each
stage in the selection of instruction methods and chooses relevant education content
based on the complexity of knowledge to ensure the successful implementation of eco-
civilization education at the basic education level.
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Life-Based Curricula based on the Knowledge Com-
mons

Where does knowledge come from? What must be taught and acquired? What should be
forgotten? At this crucial point, when the common future must be remade, the Interna-
tional Commission on the Futures of Education replies to these extremely significant
questions. The Report claims that “curricula should approach knowledge as a great hu-
man accompolishment that belongs to everyone” and that “education can enhance peo-
ple’s abilities to build on the knowledge commons, with each generation contributing
their own reinventions of the world” (UNESCO, 2021. p.65). Knowledge is never com-
plete; educators should encourage and facilitate student participation in the co-creation
of knowledge commons. In order to design open and shared curriculum, it is necessary
to renounce the disciplinary and topic borders as permanent or essential constraints and
to incorporate the perspectives of complexity, plurality, and transversality. Only by do-
ing so can we move beyond the old notion of filling the school curriculum with existing
subject knowledge and integrate ecological sustainability, scientific inquiry, infor-
mation technology, human rights protection, gender equality, cultural diversity, and
inclusion and coexistence into the curriculum, which is designed for the future of hu-
manity.

The goal of education is not just to provide students with knowledge, but also
to develop their ability to criticize and apply current knowledge, as well as their poten-
tial to generate new knowledge. According to the Report, school curricula should strive
to increase students’ literacy and promote multilingual opportunities; to develop stu-
dents’ numeracy, which combined with mathematic knowledge should be utilized to
resolving individual, societal, and human challenges; to nurture students’ empathy, mo-
rality, and imagination and foster their capacities to grasp human and non-human expe-
riences and analyze the evidence of historical events; to pique students’ enthusiasm in
scientific inquiry, which is far more important than memorizing scientific symbols,
formulas, and theorems, and to increase their discrimination and ability to undertake
honest and complex inquiries; to improve students’ digital literacy in order to secure
their personal development in a world of rapid scientific and technological advance; to
bolster students’ social and emotional abilities as well as their overall humanity-related
competencies through art education (UNESCO, 2021). Education through such curricu-
lum aims to mobilize individuals’ agency, assisting them in achieving complete growth,
and, most importantly, preparing them to be qualified citizens in morality, democratic
participation, knowledge production, and happy life creation.

These recommendations from the Report show that the main objective of edu-
cation is to develop all-around people, which call for curriculum that are entwined with
all facets of life and derived from life. The curriculum should include all elements in the
outside world that are important to students’ personal development, including both cog-
nitive and non-cognitive activities, according to the 271 Education Group’s perspective.

According to the Group’s philosophy of life-based curricula, a curriculum that
is generated from life and totally connected to life enables students to develop the skills
necessary to expand life, create life, and ultimately live a happy life. Life supplies every
youngster with crucial learning material. For students, society, the home, and school all
act as classrooms. Life-related disciplinary knowledge makes sense to them and is
therefore easily assimilated and digested.

The following principles guide the Group’s life-based curricula:
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i.  The program is based on real-life experiences. It adds “live teaching resources”
to curricula and adapts them to the needs of the time. Only by integrating the
curriculum into the vibrant life can it fully demonstrate its vitality and value.
Furthermore, life is the most potent motivator for student academic achieve-
ment. Curriculum based on students’ life experiences might better increase stu-
dents’ interest in learning, raise their awareness of accepting knowledge, and
hence produce better results. Additionally, learning in real-life settings necessi-
tates emotional engagement on the part of the learner. As a result, knowledge
gained via life practice is more true and profound.

ii.  Although curricula are derived from life, they are meant to go beyond it. Avoid
teaching just for the sake of teaching. The main objective of life-based educa-
tion is to help students develop the skills they will need to survive in the future
and to grow their capacity to change society. A dynamic process in which the
educated are enduring physical and mental change and growth is the implemen-
tation of life-based curricula. In order to provide students with timely support
and guidance, educators should approach each student with appreciation and
from a developmental perspective, consider their particularities at various stag-
es, pay attention to how each student’s emotion, personality, and values change
over time, and work to identify their implicit, individual qualities.

iii. Life-based curricula should emphasize the subjectivity of student learning.
Modern education needs to introduce the concept of “inter-subjectivity.” The
functioning of students’ initiative in learning is not supported by teacher-
centered instruction; students’ subjectivity should be fully utilized. In the cur-
riculum that is based on real-world experiences, the educators and the educated
are seen as agents of equal importance who interact and support one another
(Hu, 2007). Students are able to study in a democratic, egalitarian, and open
teacher-student relationship when teachers approach them as actors with initia-
tive rather than passive learners who need to be instructed.

Pedagogical Approaches Rooted in Cooperation and
Solidarity

One key objective of education in a fast-changing world is to improve learners’ skills in
collaborating with others in problem-solving and innovation, as well as their potential to
create a better life that is closely connected with rather than isolated from the world.
The Commission believes that “in a new social contract for education, pedagogy should
be rooted in cooperation and solidarity, building students’ and teachers’ capacities to
work together in trust to transform the world,” and that “teachers and students need to
form a community of knowledge-seekers and builders nourished by and contributing to
humanity’s knowledge commons” (UNESCO, 2021. p.50). Such pedagogies recognize
that every individual, including teachers and students, has the right to study and share
information with others. Thus, the goal of education is not to teach students how to
memorize information, but rather to help them develop into actors capable of discover-
ing and creating new knowledge in collaboration with others.

Solidarity- and cooperation-based pedagogical approaches emphasize that
teaching should not only emphasize the transmission of single-subject knowledge, but
also the development of interdisciplinary, formative, and meta-cognitive knowledge,
which are essential for comprehending and addressing the complex, multifaceted chal-
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lenges facing humanity. Collaborative problem-based learning is vital for acquiring
such knowledge. In addition, it can motivate students to expand learning venues to na-
ture and communities, beyond the confines of classrooms and schools; to learn to coop-
erate effectively with others; to abandon discrimination and segregation; to embrace
diversity and pluralism; and to gain an understanding of the relationship between scien-
tific knowledge and the real world.

By implementing “collaborative group learning” in classroom instruction,
schools affiliated with 271 Education Group put into practice a pedagogy based on soli-
darity and cooperation. In order to improve student academic quality and train student
cooperative ability and skills, the group defines “collaborative group learning” as an
approach where classroom activities are carried out in groups, interaction between
group members is maximized to promote student learning, and group performance be-
comes the criterion for the evaluation of academic achievement (Zhao, 2022). To be
more precise, it has five key components: (i) The study group is the fundamental build-
ing block of classroom structure. It is characterized by “heterogeneity,” which means
that members of each group are chosen to aid and complement one another based on
their differences in gender, academic standing, and subject of highest achievement,
learning style, and family background. (ii) Interaction between peers and between
teachers and students encourages collaborative learning. The most engagement possible
between group members can enhance students’ abilities and fully showcase each per-
son’s special traits; teachers can improve the quality of their lesson plans and delivery
methods through increased communication with students. (iii) The group learning is
purpose-driven. To avoid pointless extension and to ensure that the lesson plan is car-
ried out, all classroom activities are set up to address specific issues. (iv) Group perfor-
mance, not individual scores, is used to evaluate academic accomplishment. Academic
success of each student is related to the combined achievements of all group members,
including formative and summative assessment scores. With the help of this evaluation
system, study group cohesiveness and cooperation are enhanced, and attention is turned
away from individual student competition and toward intergroup comparisons. (v) Mul-
tidimensional learning objectives for cooperative group learning are established. Teach-
ing activities are designed to foster students’ cooperation skills and help them grow as
individuals, not just to impart knowledge.

Different types of cooperative group learning are now being used. In some way,
271 Education Group emphasizes that this strategy must always include these five com-
ponents:

e Mutual Dependence - The student must recognize that he or she is not only
working for himself or herself, but also for the group as a whole; team
members are bonded by shared interests.

e [Face-to-Face Interaction: to provide students with the opportunity to put
their cooperation into practice and learn from one another.

e Assumption of Responsibility - There must be a clear division of responsi-
bilities among group members, and each student must execute the assigned
assignment in a timely and effective manner.

e Social Skills - The teacher should add social skill training into the curricu-
lum to promote successful student participation.

e Self-evaluation: The study group is expected to check the development of
collective actions and evaluate their results on a regular basis in order to
enhance the efficacy of cooperation.
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Teacher Professional Development via Collaborative
Educational Research

“Teaching is a complex, intricate, and challenging vocation that labors in the tensions
between the public and the personal,” according to the Report. In order to carry out this
difficult work, teachers require collaborative learning communities that are rich in free-
dom and support. Supporting teachers’ autonomy, professional growth, and collabora-
tion is a crucial demonstration of public support for the future of education (UNESCO,
2021, p. 80).

Teachers’ unique skills and talents need to be fostered through cooperation and
assistance. In order to provide students with the connections, environments, and re-
sources they need, modern education requires more intensive collaboration between
teachers as well as between teachers and specialists. Examples of this collaboration in-
clude group educational research, partnerships between teachers and parents to better
understand students and provide them with social and emotional support, and collabora-
tion between teachers and communities.

Teachers are both reflective practitioners and creators of knowledge. There are
never two similar teaching scenarios. Because of this, no machine, no matter how ad-
vanced, can take the place of teachers’ “relational” and “interactive” labor. The scope of
information, particularly the body of educational knowledge, is expanding as a result of
the complex job that teachers are conducting on a daily basis. As a result, teachers
should be given a lot of liberty and assistance in doing joint research and creating new
knowledge.

Collaborative educational research has been regarded by 271 Education Group
as a vital means of fostering the professional development of teachers. Collaboration is
connected to all facets of social interaction, including approaches, abilities, and tech-
niques. Students can acquire knowledge and finish coursework independently, but
learning through collaboration typically enhances the subject matter and increases the
efficacy of classroom instruction. Similarly, teachers can prepare courses and conduct
scientific research on their own, but teacher collaboration often increases lesson prepa-
ration quality and expands scientific research. Teachers at 271 Education Group benefit
in numerous ways from collaborative educational research, including:

i. Bolstered Verbal Dexterity

Collaboration in research requires a substantial amount of verbal communica-
tion. Effective expressiveness enhances communication with others and prevents mis-
communication. Proper expression, accurate evaluation, and even justifiable refusal on
the part of educators are advantageous to the growth of collaborative educational re-
search.

ii. Improved Communication Skills

In collective educational research, opposing viewpoints may continually
emerge, necessitating a high level of communication skills to keep the activity running
successfully. Patience, tactical expression, and attentive listening to others are required
for effective communication. Teachers in the Group learn to be aggressive while also
becoming more inclusive, compassionate, and flexible as a result of collaborative teach-
ing research.

iii. Improved Reflective Competence

Reflection is the interaction of knowledge and practice as well as the dialogue

between the ideal self and real reality. Teachers’ reflective competence can be increased
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through the following acts of collaborative teaching research: (i) Self-questioning—to
determine whether they comprehend the research material and whether it is applicable
in daily instruction. (ii) Self-diagnosis: to recognize their difficulties in group inquiry
and seek solutions. (iii) Observations and debate: to mutually foster professional devel-
opment by engaging in in-depth discussions and learning from and complementing one
another. (iv) Maintaining reflection diaries: to self-examine their participation in and
contributions to the activity following each session of collaborative research; to recon-
sider the value and flaws of the ongoing research in order to project follow-up remedial
measures.

In addition, schools affiliated with the 271 Education Group engage in “class-
based educational research,” which is conducted by teachers teaching diverse disci-
plines to the same class, in order to supplement multidisciplinary joint research. Pres-
ently, the majority of collective teaching research is conducted by teachers of the same
subject area, but collaborative research by teachers with diverse academic backgrounds
is uncommon. Disciplines, particularly in school instruction, do not exist in complete
isolation from one another but overlap to varied degrees. It is difficult for teachers to
utilize this relationship between disciplinary knowledge if they lack cross-disciplinary
conversation. As a result, it may limit the variety of classroom topics and teachers’ re-
sponses to “unconventional” queries involving several academic disciplines, so hinder-
ing students’ grasp of the connections between knowledge. In contrast, class-based col-
laborative educational research focuses on examining the interconnections between sub-
jects and identifies topics ideal for project-based, interdisciplinary, and cooperative stu-
dent learning. It also plays a significant role in widening the horizons of educators and
increasing their knowledge bases beyond the confines of their specialization.

Conclusion

In light of current global crises and educational challenges, UNESCO’s Reimagining
Our Futures Together: A New Social Contract for Education offers a number of impli-
cations for China’s basic education. In response to these difficulties, 271 Education
Group created its unique educational philosophy and associated instructional techniques.
To create a new social contract for education, all parties and social forces must be in-
volved. Education must address the negative effects of the pandemic on all students as
well as the challenges posed by uncertain futures in the context of global radical change
and the once-in-a-century pandemic. Education must also safeguard individual human
rights and well-being while promoting societal development and preserve civilization
heritage while transforming and innovating. To achieve the aim of sustainable devel-
opment in education and fulfill the pledges for the future, it requires every individual’s
effort and devotion. Although education cannot solve all of humanity’s problems, hu-
man agency and action in education will undoubtedly help create a more peaceful, just,
and sustainable future for all.
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