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The global Happy Schools framework



The foundations of the Happy Schools Initiative: The nexus of happiness and learning

PHILOSOPHICAL FOUNDATIONS

• Across time and location, philosophers identify happiness as a universal human 
aim and a core purpose education, emphasizing relationships, community, 
personal freedom, character and skill development, exploration and learning as 
key sources of a happy life (e.g., Naudé, 2011; Dietz, 2010).

• Education philosophers promote holistic learning as a path to flourishing and 
development of the whole person - academically, socially, emotionally, physically, 
and morally (e.g., Dewey, 1916; Freire, 1968, 2000).

• Accordingly, schools are inherently suitable spaces for cultivating happiness, 
community, and growth. 
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INTERNATIONAL NORMATIVE FOUNDATIONS

• The pursuit of happiness is fundamental to a holistic approach to development, a 
resolution adopted by the UN (2011) General Assembly (A/RES/65/309).

• Happy school environments support countries to uphold the Right to Education, as 
enshrined in the UN (1948) Universal Declaration of Human Rights (A/RES/217(III)A) and 
in the UN (1989) Convention on the Rights of the Child (A/RES/44/259).

• UNESCO 1966 Recommendation concerning the Status of Teachers.

• UNESCO 2023 Recommendation on Education for Peace and Human Rights, International 
Understanding, Cooperation, Fundamental Freedoms, Global Citizenship and Sustainable 
Development.

• SDG 4 on quality education and SDG 3 on well-being.
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SCIENTIFIC FOUNDATIONS – The science of learning

• Happiness and the learning process: Empirical research shows that positive emotions and supportive 
relationships increase motivation, attention and memory, broaden creative thinking, and make active, social 
and iterative pedagogies more effective (Immordino-Yang et al., 2019; UNESCO-MGIEP, 2020; Hirsh-Pasek, 
et al., 2022).

• Happiness and learning outcomes: Meta-analyses and large-scale surveys show a positive correlation 
between student well-being and academic achievement: happier students tend to learn better, and 
academic success tends to reinforce well-being (Kaya & Erdem, 2021; OECD, 2019).

• Happiness and learning equity:  Social-emotional supports, safe relationships and inclusive practices help 
close gaps (e.g., reducing anxiety, increasing underrepresented groups’ confidence in STEM). Supportive 
school climates disproportionately benefit disadvantaged and marginalized learners by building resilience, 
improving engagement and reducing absenteeism and dropout (Ajayi et al., 2022; Hackman et al., 2022; 
UNESCO & IBRO, 2021).



The global Happy Schools framework- Process  



Process: Balanced Curricula  

Curriculum overload is an increasingly common phenomenon across the world.

• Curriculum is about both what and also how students learn and teachers 
teach.

Why it matters? 
• Balanced curriculum, that is manageable in workloads and relevant to 

learners’ different interests and backgrounds is critical in creating a Happy 
School. 

• Learning must be relevant, meaningful and connected to learners’ needs, 
experiences and cultures. 

What needs to change? 
• Shift from content-heavy to balanced curriculum through merging and 

removing overlaps. 
• Balanced curriculum needs to be holistic and treat different subjects on an 

equal basis (e.g. inclusion of subjects like arts, music, and physical 
education considered alongside “traditionally academic” subjects.



Process: Joyful and engaging pedagogies 

What do we know about a joyful classroom that builds both knowledge and well-being?

❖ Engagement + positive emotions (joy, curiosity, enthusiasm) improve learning outcomes.

❖ Students who are engaged are more likely to achieve and feel hopeful about the future.

❖ Playful, active learning approaches (project-based, inquiry-based, flipped classroom, 
gamification) enhance motivation and outcomes

What should be done? 

• Learning should be enjoyable, where experience matters as much as outcomes

• Systemic transformation of pedagogy is needed

• Engagement is socially constructed through classroom interactions and teaching practices

• Effective pedagogies are active, learner-centred, and balanced with direct instruction

• Learners need: 

Voice and agency in learning

Hands-on and minds-on activities

Collaboration and critical thinking

Personalized feedback and support



Process: Holistic and flexible assessments 

•Current assessment culture (competition, high-stakes exams) can undermine well-being and joy of 
learning 
•Assessment is still essential for motivation, accountability, and policy-making 
•Key shift: from narrow, exam-based systems → holistic assessment of learning 
•Holistic assessment includes: 
Cognitive, social and emotional competencies 
Knowledge, skills, attitudes, and real-world application 
• Move beyond one-size-fits-all exams: Oral, digital, project-based and group assessments 
• Strengthen formative and self-assessment alongside summative assessment 

• Emphasize feedback and positive 
reinforcement to build motivation and 
confidence 

• Adopt a balanced approach: Assessment of, 
for, and as learning 

• Build flexible systems with multiple pathways, 
reducing exclusion and failure risks 



How have countries implemented a Happy Schools programme?

Portugal: In 2020, the Portuguese Directorate-General for School 

Administration (DGSA), in partnership with Atlântica University 

Institute, initiated the Happy Schools Programme. Through this 

initiative, Portuguese research team developed their own tools 

based on the Happy Schools Framework.

Yemen: In 2022, UNESCO and non-profit Al-Awn Foundation for 

Development initiated the Happy Schools program in Yemen, 

aiming to improve the quality of education and create joyful 

learning environments despite the country's ongoing conflicts 

and natural disasters. 

Viet Nam: Since 2019, the Ministry of Education and Training and 

the Viet Nam Education Union have supported the 

implementation of the ‘Happy School’ model in Viet Nam, based 

on UNESCO’s Happy Schools initiative.
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• The Happy Schools Diagnostic Toolkit operationalizes 

the Happy Schools Framework 

• The Toolkit is a set of self-report questionnaires 

targeting students (aged 10+), teachers, school leaders, 

and parents, which collectively assess a school’s 

alignment with UNESCO’s Global Happy Schools 

Framework. 

• Data-driven insights guide the school community to 

celebrate strengths, identify and reflect on areas 

needing improvement and to co-create a Happy Schools 

Improvement Plan based on school context, capacities, 

and needs.

Happy Schools 
Diagnostic Toolkit 

Teachers

Students

Parents

School leaders



• It does not measure individual happiness or 
prescribe happiness.

• It does not rank, compare or evaluate teachers, 
students or schools.

• It is not a school inspection; findings are not 
shared with inspectors or school authorities.

What the Toolkit does not do
• The Happy Schools Global 

Framework and Diagnostic Toolkit 
are global public goods. 

• They are available at no cost for 
anyone to use. 

• Schools, governments, researchers, 
and other organizations can use 
these materials as is or adapt them 
to their local context. 



Benefits to schools

School-level diagnostic report

A concise school-level 
overview across the 12 
dimensions (anonymized 
and confidential)

Dissemination workshop

Online workshop to present 
results, reflect, identify 
priorities for co-creating a 
Happy Schools Improvement 
Plan

Optional technical support

Technical support for 
implementing a Happy 
Schools approach in 
education policy and teacher 
professional development

The Happy Schools Diagnostic Toolkit supports schools to enhance the conditions that foster learning, 

promote a positive school climate, the well-being of students, teachers, and school staff, and strengthen 

parental and community engagement.



How to engage with the UNESCO Global Happy Schools Initiative

1. Happy Schools Diagnostic Toolkit: Schools and districts are invited to use the Toolkit to self-assess a 
school’s alignment with UNESCO’s Global Happy Schools Framework, with the option to request technical 
support from UNESCO.

2. National education policies and plans: Member States can reach out to UNESCO for support to integrate 
or adapt the Global Happy Schools Framework into the national education system or to develop national 
initiatives following implementation of the Diagnostic Toolkit.

3. Researchers and universities: UNESCO invites collaborations with academic and university partners to 
scale-up use of the Happy Schools Diagnostic Toolkit and to contribute to the growing body of scientific 
literature that explores the links between happiness, well-being and learning.

4. Advocacy and mutual learning opportunities: UNESCO invites Member States, schools, teacher 
associations and civil society organizations to engage in policy dialogues at global, regional and national 
levels for raising awareness and peer learning about the importance of Happy Schools for successful 
learning outcomes.

5. Translations: Member States and interested partners are welcome to translate the global report and 
Toolkit into local languages.



The global Happy Schools report: now available in four languages



Other publications and resources



Thank you!

• Happy Schools Website

• The global report

• Happy Schoos video 

To use the Happy Schools Diagnostic Toolkit 
or for more information, write to 

HappySchools@unesco.org

https://www.unesco.org/en/education-policies/happy-schools
https://www.unesco.org/en/education-policies/happy-schools
https://www.unesco.org/en/education-policies/happy-schools
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000389119
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000389119
https://youtu.be/t96wdjL11Gc
https://youtu.be/t96wdjL11Gc
https://youtu.be/t96wdjL11Gc
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