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In the current era of unprecedented societal change and environmental deterioration, the notion 

of transformative education has crept into the policy-making discourse of governments and 

international organizations, and features in the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 

notably Goal # 4.  Conceptually transformative education consists of two prominent strands:  the 

social justice strand which focuses on principles such as human rights, inclusiveness and equity, 

global citizenship, and participatory democracy; and the environmental strand that centres on the 

need for environmental rehabilitation and a sustainable balance between human activity and the 

natural ecology. From a pedagogical standpoint transformative education implies a re-orientation 

from systematic adherence to pre-determined curricula and unquestioned assertions of 

authoritative knowledge, towards more open-ended participatory processes of learner-generated 

inquiry, analysis and dialogue that epitomize communities of learning and the enablement of 

students to realize their potential as co-producers of knowledge. In practice, however, 

transformative education is not without considerable challenges. By frequently questioning 

longstanding educational conventions and power structures, transformative education must often 

contend with tensions between the ethos of learning as a basis for progressive social and 

environmental action on the one side, and the prevalence of entrenched educational policies and 

structures that reinforce many of the values and practices that transformative educational 

initiatives challenge. It likewise requires new modalities of pre-service and in-service teacher 

training, and institutional adjustments related to curriculum, modes of assessment, allocation of 

resources and organizational linkages. In most respects, transformative education is therefore 

very much a learning-by-doing process involving multiple actors in universities and colleges, in 

schools that range from early primary to senior secondary grades, and in community 

organizations of all kinds. In this presentation, we will highlight comparative experiences, 

challenges, and lessons associated with several transformative educational initiatives undertaken 

by schools and community centres in conjunction with the teacher education programs of the 

University of Ottawa (Canada) and the Universities of São Paulo and Brasília (Brazil).  By 

critically examining the promise as well as the limitations of these initiatives, we aim to 

contribute to further understanding of transformative education in theory as well as in practice.


