
This info note explores how applying the the 
Council of Europe’s Reference Framework of 
Competences for Democratic Culture (RFCDC) 
to Education for Sustainable Development 
(ESD) can strengthen both education systems 
and democratic societies. By combining the 
democratic competences defined in the RFCDC 
with ESD principles, learners can be empowered 
to address sustainability challenges, reduce eco-
anxiety, and actively participate in democratic 
life. It is based on a recent guidance document 
on RFCDC and ESD endorsed by the CDEDU at 
the Spring Plenary session 2025, offering practical 
approaches for policymakers and educators —

from curriculum development and innovative 
pedagogy to inclusive assessment and digital 
literacy — while also addressing the preparation 
of young people for green and socially responsible 
careers. Grounded in the Council of Europe’s 
commitment to democracy, human rights, and 
the rule of law, this initiative is part of a broader 
effort to renew the civic mission of education 
across Europe.
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INTRODUCTION



ESD equips learners with the knowledge, skills, and competences 
needed to promote sustainability, human rights, democracy, 
and global citizenship. As highlighted in SDG Target 4.7, ESD 
fosters responsible individual and collective action to address 
environmental and societal challenges. The Council of Europe 
aligns ESD with its mission to uphold democracy, human 
rights, and the rule of law, emphasising the role of education in 
fostering sustainability, equity, and social justice.

Empowering young people to take 
democratic action on environmental 
and sustainability issues is crucial 
for both influencing societal change 
and improving personal well-being. 
Linking ESD with citizenship education, 
particularly through the RFCDC, allows 
young people to engage with human 
rights, democracy, and cultural diversity 
in a meaningful way, offering significant 
benefits for learners’ development and 
commitment to sustainability.
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KEY MESSAGES OF THE GUIDANCE DOCUMENT

The RFCDC can serve as a strong foundation for ESD, aligning 
with other competence frameworks such as UNESCO’s ESD 
framework, the European Commission’s GreenComp, and 
the OECD’s Global Competence framework. By developing 
the 20 competences outlined in the RFCDC, learners can 
gain the skills, values, attitudes, and critical understanding 
needed to address environmental and sustainability 
challenges. The RFCDC’s focus on democratic culture further 
supports the integration of citizenship education into ESD, 
providing a comprehensive approach to fostering global-
mindedness and engagement with sustainability issues.

Guidance document for 
Education for Sustainable 
Development

 RFCD · 2025
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GUIDANCE DOCUMENT FOR EDUCATION 
FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

REFERENCE 
FRAMEWORK 

OF COMPETENCES 
FOR DEMOCRATIC 
CULTURE (RFCDC)



Prioritise RFCDC-ESD 
Recognise sustainability in policies, integrate RFCDC 
into action plans, and collaborate for funding.

Curriculum Policy 
Adapt curricula to include all RFCDC  
competences and integrate ESD across subjects.

Local Context 
Address local sustainability issues  
and promote local learning.

Vulnerable Populations 
Ensure accessibility for disadvantaged groups  
and create crisis-management plans.

Teacher Training 
Include RFCDC-ESD in teacher education  
and support digital citizenship.

FOR EDUCATION POLICYMAKERS

Section 7 of the guidance document offers recommendations for education policymakers, pre-primary 
to secondary school educators, and non-formal educators. It covers curriculum policies, teacher training, 
pedagogical innovation, collaboration, assessment, and localisation. Implementing these elements will 
enhance education, foster civic action, and contribute to sustainability. Policymakers and educators 
should choose the most relevant and feasible recommendations for their contexts.

MAIN RECOMMENDATIONS

Pedagogy 
Use project-based and inquiry-based  
learning for sustainability and civic action.

Curriculum 
Design interdisciplinary projects  
and address controversial topics.

Classroom 
Foster open discussions and use  
technology for civic engagement.

Assessment 
Align assessments with democratic  
values and sustainability.

Professional Development 
Engage in ongoing development  
and collaborate with peers.

FOR EDUCATORS (PRE-PRIMARY TO SECONDARY)

Lifelong Learning 
Provide inclusive programmes on  
sustainability and democracy.

Community Engagement 
Support learner-led sustainability projects.

Collaboration 
Work with schools and local  
leaders to enhance ESD.

Advocacy 
Promote ESD in policy and encourage  
youth involvement in decision-making.

FOR NON-FORMAL EDUCATORS



FURTHER READING & RESOURCES

 www.coe.int/education

Guidelines for integration of 
RFCDC in selected subjects of 
national curricula

 COUNCIL OF EUROPE · 2022

Section 6 of the guidance document explores 
the practical application of the RFCDC to ESD, 
focusing on curricular integration, pedagogies, 
and assessment methods. 
The section highlights strategies like embedding ESD in citizenship 
and science education, cooperative and inquiry-based learning, 
outdoor activities, and teaching controversial issues. Assessment 
approaches include dialogue-based and project-based evaluation. 
Emphasising a whole-school approach, teacher training, digital 
literacy, and policy support, it also addresses preparing students 
for sustainability-focused careers. The section illustrates concepts 
with case examples from different initiatives (such as UNESCO 
Associated Schools Network, TINK@School, Messengers of Peace, 
“A Rounder Sense of Purpose” framework), and countries (such as 
Belgium, Cyprus, Finland, Germany, Italy, Malta, Netherlands, North 
Macedonia, Portugal, Slovenia, Spain, Switzerland, UK), showcasing 
practical implementation.

INSPIRING EXAMPLES FROM ACROSS EUROPE

Part of the Council of Europe’s Education Strategy 2024-2030 
(“Learners First”), this initiative supports Pillar 1, “Renewing the 
democratic and civic mission of education”, reinforcing ESD’s role 
in citizenship education. Aligned with the Reykjavík Declaration, 
the guidance document promotes democratic competences—
such as critical thinking and cooperation—to empower 
learners in addressing sustainability challenges while ensuring 
inclusive, quality education. The ESD initiative also contributes 
to the implementation of the Council of Europe Strategy on the 
Environment and accompanying Action Plan.

COUNCIL OF EUROPE EDUCATION STRATEGY 
2024-2030 “LEARNERS FIRST” 

In 2023, the Education Department launched the initiative 
to apply the RFCDC to ESD, aiming to foster a culture of 
democracy for addressing climate change and sustainability. 
A key outcome is the guidance document exploring the 
RFCDC-ESD connection.
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THE PROJECT AND WORKING GROUP 
COUNTRIES COMPOSITION

A Working Group of 20 delegates from member states 
and observer organisations of the CDEDU contributed by 
reviewing policies, sharing best practices, and shaping the 
guidance document. 
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Section 8 of the guidance document provides 
an extensive list of Council of Europe and non-
Council of Europe resources.  Below are a few:

Since the publication of the three volumes of the RFCDC in 
2018, further resources have been produced by the Council of 
Europe to support the implementation of the RFCDC in member 
states. Below is a selection, more can be found in the guidance 
document:

Reference Framework of 
Competences for Democratic 
Culture (RFCDC): Guidance 
Document for Higher Education

 COUNCIL OF EUROPE · 2020 REFERENCE FRAMEWORK 
OF COMPETENCES  

FOR DEMOCRATIC CULTURE
(RFCDC)

Guidance document  
for higher education

The Council of Europe Reference Framework of Competences for 
Democratic Culture (RFCDC) sets out 20 competences our education 
system should develop in students to prepare them for lives as 
active citizens in democratic societies. The competences included are 
organised in four clusters: values, attitudes, skills and knowledge and 
critical understanding.

This publication explores how the RFCDC can be used in higher 
education. As much as any other level of education, higher education 
fosters a culture of democracy through the transversal competences it 
develops in all its students, the way in which institutions are run, how 
the members of the academic community interact, and how higher 
education institutions see themselves and behave as actors in society 
at large. The full implementation of the RFCDC (or “CDC Framework”) 
requires a whole-institution approach that makes the promotion 
and fostering of competences for democratic culture an institutional 
priority for policy as well as practice. This guidance document offers 
suggestions for teaching, learning and institutional policy.
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http://book.coe.int
ISBN 978-92-871-9021-5 (pdf only)
€7.50/US$15

9 789287 190215

The Council of Europe is the continent’s leading 
human rights organisation. It comprises 47 
member states, including all members of 
the European Union. All Council of Europe 
member states have signed up to the European 
Convention on Human Rights, a treaty 
designed to protect human rights, democracy 
and the rule of law. The European Court of 
Human Rights oversees the implementation 
of the Convention in the member states.

Descriptors of Competences for 
Democratic Culture for Young 
Learners

 COUNCIL OF EUROPE · 2021One of the major strengths of the Reference Framework of 
Competences for Democratic Culture (RFCDC) is the fact that, 
for each of the 20 elements of the model of competences that 
represents the core of the RFCDC, a set of validated descriptors of 
competence is provided. The descriptors of competence included 
in the second volume of the RFCDC were validated for learners over 
10 years of age. 

This publication complements the initial content of the Reference 
Framework of Competences for Democratic Culture by proposing a 
set of 166 descriptors validated for younger learners, under 10.

Unlike the initial set of validated descriptors included in the second 
volume of the RFCDC, these descriptors for younger learners are not 
scaled by levels of proficiency but indications are provided about 
the relevance of these descriptors at different age levels, based 
on tests done with the support of over 300 teachers from nine 
European countries.

Teachers and other education practitioners, including teacher 
trainers and curriculum developers, can use this publication for the 
design, implementation and evaluation of effective curricula and 
learning activities for younger learners.  
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DESCRIPTORS OF COMPETENCES 
FOR DEMOCRATIC CULTURE 

FOR YOUNG LEARNERS 

http://book.coe.int
ISBN 978-92-871-9114-4 (PDF only)
€12/US$24

The Council of Europe is the continent’s leading 
human rights organisation. It comprises 47 
member states, including all members of 
the European Union. All Council of Europe 
member states have signed up to the European 
Convention on Human Rights, a treaty 
designed to protect human rights, democracy 
and the rule of law. The European Court of 
Human Rights oversees the implementation 
of the Convention in the member states.

Guidance Document for Vocational 
Education and Training (VET)

 COUNCIL OF EUROPE · 2024

EDUCATION STRATEGY 

Education for  
Today’s and Tomorrow’s 
Democratic Societies

LEARNERS FIRST

COUNCIL OF EUROPE 
2024 ∙ 2030 Council of Europe Education 

Strategy 2024-2030 

 LEARNERS FIRST

Reference Framework of 
Competences for Democratic Culture

 COUNCIL OF EUROPE · 2018

The Council of Europe promotes and protects human rights, democracy 
and the rule of law. These principles have been cornerstones of 
European societies and political systems for decades, yet they need 
to be maintained and fostered, not least in times of economic and 
political crisis.

Most people would agree that democracy means a form of governance 
by or on behalf of the people and that it cannot operate without 
institutions that ensure regular, free and fair elections, majority rule 
and government accountability. However, these institutions cannot 
function unless citizens themselves are active and committed to 
democratic values and attitudes. Education has a central role to play 
here and this Reference Framework supports education systems in 
the teaching, learning and assessment of competences for democratic 
culture and provides a coherent focus to the wide range of approaches 
used.

This third volume offers guidance on how the model of competences 
and the corresponding descriptors, contained in volumes one and two 
respectively, may be used in six education contexts. The three volumes 
together therefore offer educators a reference and a toolbox for 
designing, implementing and evaluating educational interventions, 
in formal and non-formal settings.
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Volume 3 of a three volume set
Not to be sold separately

The Council of Europe is the continent’s leading 
human rights organisation. It comprises 47 member 
states, 28 of which are members of the European 
Union. All Council of Europe member states have 
signed up to the European Convention on Human 
Rights, a treaty designed to protect human rights, 
democracy and the rule of law. The European Court 
of Human Rights oversees the implementation 
of the Convention in the member states.

www.coe.int

REFERENCE FRAMEWORK 
OF COMPETENCES 

FOR DEMOCRATIC CULTURE

Volume 3 Guidance for implementation 

The Council of Europe promotes and protects human rights, democracy 
and the rule of law. These principles have been cornerstones of 
European societies and political systems for decades, yet they need 
to be maintained and fostered, not least in times of economic and 
political crisis.

Most people would agree that democracy means a form of governance 
by or on behalf of the people and that it cannot operate without 
institutions that ensure regular, free and fair elections, majority rule 
and government accountability. However, these institutions cannot 
function unless citizens themselves are active and committed to 
democratic values and attitudes. Education has a central role to play 
here and this Reference Framework supports education systems in 
the teaching, learning and assessment of competences for democratic 
culture and provides a coherent focus to the wide range of approaches 
used.

This first volume contains the model of competences for democratic 
culture that was unanimously approved by European ministers of 
education at their standing conference in Brussels in April 2016. It 
also gives an account of the background to the Framework, offers 
some important guidance concerning its use, introduces the role of 
the descriptors that are contained in volume two, and concludes with 
a glossary of key terms. Further guidance on implementation of the 
Reference Framework is offered in volume three.
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Volume 1 of a three volume set
Not to be sold separately
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The Council of Europe is the continent’s leading 
human rights organisation. It comprises 47 member 
states, 28 of which are members of the European 
Union. All Council of Europe member states have 
signed up to the European Convention on Human 
Rights, a treaty designed to protect human rights, 
democracy and the rule of law. The European Court 
of Human Rights oversees the implementation 
of the Convention in the member states.

www.coe.int

REFERENCE FRAMEWORK 
OF COMPETENCES 

FOR DEMOCRATIC CULTURE

Volume 1 Context, concepts and model

The Council of Europe promotes and protects human rights, democracy 
and the rule of law. These principles have been cornerstones of 
European societies and political systems for decades, yet they need 
to be maintained and fostered, not least in times of economic and 
political crisis.

Most people would agree that democracy means a form of governance 
by or on behalf of the people and that it cannot operate without 
institutions that ensure regular, free and fair elections, majority 
rule and government accountability. However, these institutions 
cannot function unless citizens themselves are active and committed 
to democratic values and attitudes. Education has a central role 
to play here and this Reference Framework supports education 
systems in the teaching, learning and assessment of competences for 
democratic culture and provides a coherent focus to the wide range 
of approaches used.

This second volume contains descriptors of the competences 
for democratic culture that are introduced in volume one. These 
descriptors are intended to help educators identify learning outcomes, 
achieved proficiency after a period of learning, and areas for further 
development. Further guidance on implementation of the Reference 
Framework is offered in volume three.
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Volume 2 of a three volume set
Not to be sold separately
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The Council of Europe is the continent’s leading 
human rights organisation. It comprises 47 member 
states, 28 of which are members of the European 
Union. All Council of Europe member states have 
signed up to the European Convention on Human 
Rights, a treaty designed to protect human rights, 
democracy and the rule of law. The European Court 
of Human Rights oversees the implementation 
of the Convention in the member states.

www.coe.int

Volume 2 Descriptors of competences
for democratic culture

REFERENCE FRAMEWORK 
OF COMPETENCES 

FOR DEMOCRATIC CULTURE

 VOL. 1  VOL. 2  VOL. 3

https://www.linkedin.com/showcase/education-and-higher-education-at-the-council-of-europe/
http://www.coe.int/education

