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aUniversity of Jaén, Jaén, Spain; bUniversity of Granada, Granada, Spain

ABSTRACT
Exploring the intersection between art and education, this systematic literature review 
investigates how these disciplines can contribute to the achievement of the Sustainable 
Development Goals (hereafter SDGs) of the UN Agenda 2030, which seek to address the main 
challenges of the planet in its economic, social and environmental dimensions. The 
methodology implemented is based on the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews 
and Meta-Analysis (PRISMA) protocol, focusing the study on Primary and Secondary Education 
levels. The results show ambiguity regarding the content of the SDGs and propose a 
transdisciplinary educational approach that integrates the arts and humanities. In this regard, 
it shows the need for curriculum reform that incorporates artistic and ecological perspectives 
to foster more meaningful and holistic learning that prepares students to act as responsible 
and proactive citizens in a changing world. Furthermore, it insists on the need for teacher 
training in appropriate methodologies for the effective inclusion of sustainability in all areas 
and levels of education. Finally, the need to continue with research work on the subject and 
the development of educational policies that integrate sustainability and art in order to 
respond to the challenges facing the planet is emphasized.

Introduction

Since the UN formulated the 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) and the 169 targets that 
flesh them out, numerous studies have highlighted the 
urgent need for profound transformations capable of 
confronting the unsustainable trajectories that charac-
terize the world we live in Asplund et  al. (2023). This 
need to "take the bold and transformative steps which 
are urgently needed to shift the world onto a sustain-
able and resilient path" (United States, 2015, p. 1) has 
been clearly refleced in the 2030 Agenda in force for 
the period 2016–2030. To this end, and mindful of the 
important role that education can play, the SDGs were 
integrated into United Nations Educational, Scientific, 
and Cultural Organization’s Education for Sustainable 
Development (ESD) Roadmap ((United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, 2020)).

Although the majority of researchers agree on the 
importance of working on the SDGs through educa-
tion, there are also some detractors, such as Kopnina 
(2020). In various studies this researcher shows her 
disbelief in economic development that does not lead 

to inequalities and a loss of biodiversity and natural 
resources. As she points out, sustainability is often 
confused with sustainable development, and the 
numerous texts that have been written on this subject 
do not indicate how to overcome poverty or hunger 
in the world or what is meant by equal or quality 
education. With regard to the latter, some authors 
(Battiste, 1998; Black, 2010; Kopnina, 2020) have 
pointed out the implicit tendency of the education 
system to be more responsive to the needs of the poor; 
they have pointed to the implicit tendency toward 
Eurocentric education, or even cognitive imperialism, 
namely "a form of cognitive manipulation used to 
discredit other knowledge bases and values and seeks 
to validate one source of knowledge and empower it 
through public education" (Battiste, 1998, p. 20). All 
these goals formulated by the UN are vague and 
imprecise for these authors, and they therefore oppose 
their inclusion in the education system as they are 
formulated. The lack of a logical order in the SDGs 
or the way in which the 169 goals are grouped together 
has also been criticized, albeit less strongly (Mika, 2017).
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In the face of these opinions, which question their 
implementation or effectiveness, since the formulation 
of the SDGs, teaching and research on sustainability 
have focused primarily on subjects linked either to 
the natural sciences (Kueffer & Wiedmer, 2022) or to 
STEM disciplines (i.e. Science, Technology, Engineering 
and Mathematics), whether or not in conjunction with 
other subjects (Marcone, 2022). Some authors (Kueffer 
& Wiedmer, 2022) believe that, in addition to the 
need of interdisciplinary collaboration and globaliza-
tion efforts, new educational programmes that embed 
sustainability, particularly in the art, humanities and 
social sciences, must be developed to meet the con-
temporary challenges posed by the implementation of 
the SDGs.

It is this group of arts-centred studies, using inter-
disciplinary methodologies, that we will focus on in 
the following pages. That is, research that focuses on 
the capacity of artistic languages and artistic experi-
ences worked on in a cross-disciplinary way to 
develop critical thinking that is linked to the SDGs 
in students. The aim is for students to become inter-
ested in and try to understand the world in which 
we live and, from there, to reflect on the possibility 
of this "sustainable development" (Chapman & 
O’Gorman, 2022).

The benefit of addressing the SDGs in connection 
with the arts has been highlighted in numerous stud-
ies, because the arts provide opportunities to see the 
world in new ways and to imagine different futures 
(Wright, 2012). They are an effective means of invent-
ing and also imagining different ways of approaching 
reality, of understanding and also of representing 
knowledge (Graham, 2021). Used as a pedagogical 
tool, they offer numerous benefits that are useful in 
teaching the SDGs. More specifically, Delacroix (2024) 
refers to the benefits of artistic language in fostering 
empathy with other people’s experiences – – in the 
development of creativity, innovation or a collaborative 
mindset. In addition, it seeks to facilitate more mean-
ingful and dynamic learning (Graham, 2021). It is 
this capacity of the arts that suggests that they can 
play a crucial role in supporting transformative edu-
cation to help meet the challenges of the SDGs.

One possible approach to working on the SDGs in 
education is through the application of STEAM meth-
odology, which brings together the usual characteris-
tics of scientific disciplines –STEM– and the arts, 
namely the development of convergent and divergent 
thinking (Yakman & Lee, 2012). This integration 
between the sciences and the arts will not only help 
to understand the world we live in and its nuances, 
but will also respond to future demands for 

professionals, in a society where not only science 
experts but also people with a broad humanistic back-
ground will be needed (Hartley, 2017). As Bautista 
(2021) points out, the curriculum design following 
the STEAM methodology that is implemented admits 
certain variants: both interdisciplinary models in 
which at least two of the subjects of the acronym are 
integrated, as well as transdisciplinary models in 
which the objective set for students is the resolution 
of a starting problem. In any case, it is necessary to 
rethink education so that it is in line with the social 
challenges we face (Feito, 2020).

But it is not only the importance of the humanities 
and artistic activity in the development of the SDGs 
that has been highlighted, but also the role that music 
can play. Authors such as Emily Akuno  highlight the 
importance of musical practice in this way 
(Vernia-Carrasco, 2021). But for this to happen, music 
must cease to be a product for the masses and instead 
become an integral part of transformative education 
(Guo et  al., 2020). This would require rethinking the 
educational paradigm and embracing music education 
that includes methods and ideas from ecological 
thinking (Guo et  al., 2020) that help to create a com-
munity in which individuals are ecologically respon-
sible. It is in this environment that the modern 
concept of esthetic music education (Guo et  al., 2020) 
has a place, which, away from the esthetic music 
education of Modernity, integrates musical ecology 
and ecological rationality.

Eisner (1995) warned, as Bauman and Mazzeo 
(Bauman, 2013) and many others would later do, that 
a purely scientific-technical education results in an 
incomplete education. And this results in a lack of 
development of critical thinking, a capacity that is 
necessary for living in democracy (Nussbaum, 2010), 
because democracy is based on respect and concern 
for others as well as care and responsibility for the 
environment.

Method

This paper seeks to answer the following research 
question: To what extent does the inclusion of art in 
primary and secondary education contribute to the 
achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals? 
To this end, a systematic review of the literature has 
been carried out, adopting the Preferred Reporting 
Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses 
(PRISMA) protocol framework (Page et  al., 2021) as 
the organizational model to be followed, which 
ensures rigor and transparency in the process 
(Cacciamani et  al., 2023). The essence of this research 
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requires the selection, analysis and synthesis of all 
relevant sources in a specific area and time interval 
to answer a research question. This method is char-
acterized by following a set of strict and previously 
established procedures in order to minimize bias and 
provide more reliable results (Monge & Rodríguez 
Zambrano, 2024). Systematic reviews are imperative 
to consolidate existing knowledge, detect gaps in the 
current literature and set the direction for future 
research in order to derive objective and tangible 
answers through the integration of previous research 
(Grant & Booth, 2009).

The phases carried out within this process were 
heuristic and hermeneutic (Pastor, 2020). On the one 
hand, the heuristic phase refers to the carrying out 
of an exploratory search for bibliographic information 
to select relevant previous works on the subject of 
study. On the other hand, the hermeneutic phase 
involves the in-depth analysis of the works selected 
in the previous phase, establishing connections 
between the data extracted to draw conclusions that 
provide answers to the research objectives and ques-
tions (Pastor, 2020). For all these reasons, this review 
focuses on the analysis of the content of the texts in 
order to understand the extent to which art in pri-
mary and secondary education contributes to the 
achievement of the SDGs.

The studies selected for this review meet the fol-
lowing inclusion criteria: (1) they address the influ-
ence of art on the achievement of the Sustainable 
Development Goals within Primary and Secondary 
Education; (2) they were published between January 
2015 (date of formulation of the SDGs) and March 
2024; (3) they are written in English or Spanish; and 
(4) they are scientific articles that have undergone a 
double-blind peer review process. The exclusion cri-
teria applied discard those studies that do not focus 
specifically on the aforementioned elements, as well 
as those articles that are not indexed in the databases 
selected for this research, which are: SCOPUS, 
Education Proquest (Education Database and ERIC) 
and Arts & Humanities Database. In addition, a man-
ual review of references cited in the included studies 
was carried out to identify additional research that 
might meet the eligibility criteria.

As for the search strategy, it was designed to iden-
tify research that converges in the fields of art and 
sustainable development in the context of primary 
and secondary education. A combination of terms and 
descriptors related to "art", "education", "sustainable 
development" and "primary and secondary education" 
were used. Search terms were adapted to each data-
base to take advantage of their specific thesauri and 

optimize the retrieval of relevant articles. An example 
search string used is: (("arts" OR "music") AND ("sus-
tainable development goals" OR "SDGs") AND ("pri-
mary education" OR "secondary education")).

The identified studies were subjected to a two-stage 
selection process. In the first phase, an analysis of 
the titles, abstracts and keywords of the retrieved 
articles was carried out to determine their preliminary 
relevance according to the established criteria. In the 
second phase, the full texts of the shortlisted studies 
were examined in detail to confirm, or not, their 
eligibility. Figure 1 shows the flow chart resulting 
from this selection of studies according to the iden-
tification, screening and inclusion phases delimited 
by the PRISMA protocol. Thus, the initial number of 
documents selected was 448, of which a total of 10 
were included after the screening and selection pro-
cess described above.

The selection of articles began with a clear pro-
tocol to ensure that only relevant and high quality 
studies are included (Booth et  al., 2016). This was 
followed by iterative and reflective reading of the 
texts to facilitate the initial identification of key con-
cepts and emerging patterns that underpin the initial 
categories (Thomas & Harden, 2008). Braun and 
Clarke (2006) propose a thematic analysis approach, 
where these categories are generated from the themes 
identified in the reading phase. This process is flex-
ible and adaptable, allowing for adjustments as new 
articles are added. The coding process was then car-
ried out. Saldana (2015) differentiates two stages in 
this process: the first, known as initial coding, 
involves exploring the texts openly to identify pat-
terns and emerging themes; and the second, known 
as axial coding, in which the relationships between 
the categories identified during the initial coding are 
analyzed. This two-stage methodology provides a 
robust framework for the analysis of qualitative data 
in a variety of research contexts (Saldana, 2015). 
Initial coding allows researchers to dive into the data 
without bias, while axial coding facilitates a deeper 
understanding of the interconnectedness between 
identified categories.

The next step was to review and refine the cate-
gories through an iterative approach to integrate new 
perspectives and ensure that the categories are repre-
sentative of the data (Miles et  al., 2013). This was 
followed by a repeated pattern analysis that involved 
looking for connections, frequencies and trends within 
the defined categories. Finally, the results are pre-
sented. Transparency in this step is crucial, as Creswell 
(2013) points out, to validate the rigorousness of the 
study and facilitate its replicability.
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Results

In this systematic literature review, several categories 
have been established to reflect the main themes and 
findings in the field of study. The effectiveness of 
using categorisations in systematic reviews is evi-
denced by research such as Page et  al. (2021), who 
emphasize that clear and thematic structuring not 
only improves the interpretation of data, but also 
facilitates comparability and synthesis in systematic 
studies. The specific contributions of each category 
are detailed below, providing a clear and structured 
overview of progress and areas for further research. 
This approach not only optimizes the understanding 

and application of findings, but also sets clear guide-
lines for future research.

Educational curricula and/or syllabus

This section starts with an overview of the different 
needs for the integration of sustainability issues in 
the curricula of both primary and secondary education.

Berríos-Villarroel et  al. (2021) provide a detailed 
analysis of the integration of sustainability into the 
Secondary Education curriculum in Chile, focusing 
on how four specific subjects (Visual Arts, Natural 
Sciences, Technology, History, Geography and Social 

Figure 1. D eclaration flowchart PRISMA.
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Sciences) address issues related to sustainable devel-
opment. The study criticizes that the current imple-
mentation of these subjects is superficial and does 
not promote a deep and critical understanding of the 
real challenges of sustainability, limiting students’ abil-
ity to actively engage and form informed opinions on 
environmental and social issues. Therefore, they 
emphasize a first need to focus on revising the cur-
riculum to incorporate a variety of perspectives and 
foster interdisciplinarity that links subjects such as 
arts, science and technology. They highlight the option 
of enriching the curriculum with new perspectives 
that challenge traditional approaches (Mika, 2017), 
integrating sustainability effectively, promoting inclu-
sive pedagogical approaches and adapting an inter-
disciplinary approach that fosters new perspectives in 
education (Walshe et  al., 2020). Some authors, such 
as Guo et  al. (2020), focus this necessary curriculum 
change on the incorporation of ecological rationality, 
esthetic education and musical ecology to promote 
an innovative educational model that integrates music 
and esthetic education for personal development in 
balance with a sustainable environment. They suggest 
that music education should not only be a utilitarian 
product of the consumer society, but should also play 
an important role in achieving the SDGs by promot-
ing an ecological and esthetic approach that nurtures 
a new generation to live in harmony with nature. To 
achieve this, these authors highlights the need for a 
curricular transformation that integrates sustainability 
effectively, not only in the natural sciences but also 
in the arts and technology, underlining the importance 
of adopting pedagogical methods that encourage 
debate, critique and a holistic understanding of global 
and local challenges (Mika, 2017). It is therefore pro-
posed to adopt an interdisciplinary approach linking 
arts subjects with sustainability, enhancing collabora-
tion and creativity, understood as essential skills in a 
sustainable development context (Guo et  al., 2020).

Jones et  al. (2022) argue that the reform of the 
educational approach must move toward a more holis-
tic and multidisciplinary perspective. By focusing on 
students’ life experiences and connecting them to 
global environmental issues, deeper and more person-
alized collective learning is encouraged. By using the 
arts as a vehicle for exploring and expressing sustain-
ability issues, students become experts on their own 
environment, which is essential for fostering active 
and conscious ecological citizenship. This interdisci-
plinary approach, combining esthetic education with 
ecological rationality, fosters collaboration, creativity 
and critical capacity, key skills in a sustainable devel-
opment context.

Next, and focusing on another need in the field of 
teaching methods, there is an urgent need to imple-
ment active and participatory methodologies that lead 
students to reflect on everything related to sustain-
ability (Berríos-Villarroel et  al., 2021). In this context, 
Henze et  al. (2022) study how schools explore strat-
egies to foster the 4Cs (Creativity, Cooperation, 
Communication and Critical Thinking) in students 
through the use of STEAM methodologies and digital 
tools. Thus, they focus their proposal on connecting 
Robotics and Artificial Intelligence (AI) with the 
SDGs by implementing an educational model that 
extends the five phases of the so-called 5E Model 
(Engagement, Exploration, Explanation, Elaboration 
and Evaluation according)  (Henze et  al., 2022)  with 
an additional phase called: Exchange. This new phase 
allows students to reflect on what and how they have 
learned and facilitates the collection of students’ learn-
ing experiences. The findings of Henze et  al. (2022) 
suggest that the introduction of STEAM methodology 
in this 5E model with this additional phase is a solid 
basis for implementing these approaches with the help 
of digital creativity tools because it reinforces the 4Cs 
and prepares students to face challenges, aligning with 
the critical need to transform the school curriculum 
to incorporate sustainability effectively. Furthermore, 
this model is considered inclusive and interdisciplinary 
by connecting various disciplines such as robotics or 
AI with sustainability, seeking to enhance student col-
laboration and creativity (Mika, 2017).

Another proposal focuses on conducting continuous 
evaluation of the curriculum through ongoing empir-
ical research to adapt and improve educational 
approaches to sustainability, ensuring that they remain 
relevant and effective in the face of the changing 
challenges of sustainable development (Mika, 2017). 
In this regard, Walshe et  al. (2020) focus this research 
need to assess how interactions with artists and the 
creative process itself can improve student wellbeing, 
from the perspective of the learners themselves. Thus, 
this research explores how integrating nature-based 
art projects for children can foster children’s wellbeing 
by promoting confidence and creativity. Their findings 
suggest that not only do they benefit the emotional 
wellbeing of learners, but they may also be beneficial 
for those from disadvantaged backgrounds or with 
special educational needs, providing opportunities to 
interact meaningfully with their environment. This is 
based on the premise that outdoor exposure contrib-
utes to the development of emotional wellbeing in 
children, through activities such as imaginative play, 
risk-taking, empowerment and the development of 
empathy (Walshe et  al., 2020). Thus, arts practices in 
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natural settings can have a significant positive impact 
on children’s well-being and contribute to addressing 
illnesses such as depression and anxiety, in line with 
the SDGs (Walshe et  al., 2020). This future research 
is thus crucial as there is little evidence of strategies 
that promote such emotional wellbeing through the 
combination of nature and art (Walshe et  al., 2020).

Teacher training

In the analyzed works, references are made to both 
the professional development of in-service teachers 
and to the initial training of pre-service teachers. This 
training insists on the incorporation of a holistic 
approach to teaching. In this regard, Guo et  al. (2020) 
state that although some subjects offer a holistic view 
of sustainable development, their learning is limited 
by the lack of methodologies that promote problema-
tisation and discussion on sustainable development 
paradigms. Therefore, the importance of training 
teachers in new methodological approaches is stressed, 
as well as the need to continuously evaluate and 
improve pedagogical methods to maintain their rele-
vance and effectiveness (Berríos-Villarroel et  al., 2021; 
Guo et  al., 2020). This limitation suggests that teacher 
education is not fully aligned with the needs of edu-
cation for critical and active sustainability (Guo et  al., 
2020). Therefore, the development of a new educa-
tional paradigm integrating elements such as ecolog-
ical rationality, esthetic education and musical ecology 
is called for to enable students to effectively question 
and discuss sustainability issues (Guo et  al., 2020). In 
this regard, teacher education programmes need to 
be revised to include and emphasize these critical 
competencies, allowing for a more holistic and effec-
tive approach to sustainability (Henze et  al., 2022).

Jones et  al. (2022) advocate for an integrated and 
contextualized approach to climate change education 
in contemporary teacher training programmes, with 
a particular focus on fragile ecosystems. Their model 
proposes three essential phases in the training of 
pre-service teachers: concept building, experiential 
learning and community development. This approach 
transcends traditional didactic strategies and leverages 
arts-based pedagogy to foster a holistic and multidis-
ciplinary understanding of environmental issues (Jones 
et  al., 2022). Therefore, this paper suggests that 
teacher education should incorporate local knowledge 
and students’ lived experiences as a basis for learning, 
promoting an educational dialogue that not only relies 
on conventional school resources, but also integrates 
the community and the natural environment as key 

elements in teaching. It therefore highlights the 
importance for teacher education programmes to 
expand their support for the development of disci-
plinary knowledge beyond teachers of science subjects, 
integrating pedagogical practices that foster ecological 
citizenship through inclusive and dialogical approaches 
(Jones et  al., 2022). This pedagogical model not only 
seeks to enable trainee teachers to see educational 
activities as processes in which learners are co-creators 
of knowledge, but also highlights the need for a 
hands-on, community-based approach to teaching 
about climate change, which can be vital in fostering 
environmentally aware and active future citizens 
(Jones et  al., 2022).

Discussion

This systematic literature review highlights some prob-
lems arising from the implementation of the SDGs 
in the field of education. These difficulties are in line 
with the technical limitations and criticisms already 
pointed out by the international community and col-
lected by authors such as Gómez Gil (2018). In this 
regard, it should be noted that the countries involved 
in the 2030 Agenda have not received clear and pre-
cise instructions on how to implement it, a fact that 
encourages the emergence of both obstacles to the 
effective implementation of the SDGs and discrepan-
cies between countries when implementing and put-
ting them into practice in all areas (Gómez Gil, 2018), 
including education.

Firstly, these results point to the need to regularly 
review educational curricula in order to integrate sus-
tainability more deeply into them. This requirement 
is paramount at all levels, including higher education 
(Leal et  al., 2023), and arises from the neglect of 
curricula, which limits the quality of teaching (Sayed 
& Moriarty, 2020). This need necessarily implies that: 
(1) students build a clear critical and less trivial view 
of sustainability (Berríos-Villarroel et  al., 2021); (2) 
interdisciplinarity and curricular multidisciplinarity 
are fostered (Berríos-Villarroel et  al., 2021; Jones 
et  al., 2022; Walshe et  al., 2020); (3) traditional 
approaches are challenged by including new active 
methodologies (Berríos-Villarroel et  al., 2021; Henze 
et  al., 2022; Mika, 2017); and (4) educational models 
include music and esthetic education in line with a 
sustainable context in the natural environment closest 
to the students (Guo et  al., 2020; Jones et  al., 2022; 
Walshe et  al., 2020).

Regarding the first item, which refers to a critical 
view of sustainability, Leiva-Brondo et  al. (2021) have 
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noted that students’ approach to this concept is not 
very clear, which makes it difficult for them to under-
stand the SDGs. In this regard, the authors assessed 
the knowledge of the SDGs in Primary School stu-
dents, concluding that their understanding of the 
SDGs is at average levels, which is why they consider 
that literacy in this area still has ample room for 
improvement (Leiva-Brondo et  al., 2021). In relation 
to this, Gómez Gil points out that both the SDGs 
and their accompanying targets have an "extraordi-
narily weak, vague and imprecise vocabulary", some-
times containing very ambiguous terms that hinder 
their understanding (2018, p. 113). At the same time, 
SDGs present idealistic issues, which does not facil-
itate their fulfillment either (Gómez Gil, 2018). 
Indeed, it is acknowledged that the connection of the 
SDGs to education could be much better articulated 
(Unterhalter, 2019) and that the various linkages of 
some goals to others creates ambiguity, which makes 
it difficult to relate them to educational learning out-
comes (Kioupi & Voulvoulis, 2019).

With regard to the imperative need to promote 
interdisciplinarity between the different curricular 
subjects in primary and secondary education, as 
pointed out by Berríos-Villarroel et  al. (2021), Jones 
et  al. (2022) and Walshe et  al. (2020), other authors 
(e.g. Christ & Burritt, 2019) stress that, even in higher 
education it is essential for university academics to 
work together to find holistic solutions to the SDG 
problems. It is only from this perspective of working 
across disciplines that the gap between the purely 
theoretical aspects of sustainable development and its 
practical application can be bridged. Thus, interdis-
ciplinarity and multidisciplinarity are conceived as 
central axes from which to build knowledge on the 
SDGs (de Oliveira & Garcés, 2023).

Regarding the third and fourth elements of the 
outcomes, which refer to active methodologies and 
educational models that are aligned with the imme-
diate context, it seems obvious that transformative 
pedagogies are needed and that only these have the 
capacity to promote sustainable development in 
schools (Taimur, 2020). Thus, for effective implemen-
tation of the SDGs, it is essential to equip teachers 
with pedagogical and methodological approaches that 
include active learning approaches in the real and 
near world (Taimur, 2020).

Our findings also point to the need for more 
teacher training in new approaches to achieving holis-
tic pupil development (Berríos-Villarroel et  al., 2021; 
Guo et  al., 2020; Henze et  al., 2022). In fact, several 
authors allude to the importance of teacher training 
in primary education in order to correctly implement 

the SDGs (Robles-Moral, 2021). Thus, teaching edu-
cation becomes central to achieve the SDGs (Nnokam 
& Sule, 2017), an approach which is paramount in 
all countries. For example, Nakidien et  al. (2021) 
highlight how the achievement of SDG 4–inclusive 
and equitable quality education and lifelong learning 
will remain elusive in Africa at both primary and 
secondary school levels because teachers need addi-
tional training. In this sense, one of the criticisms 
that the SDGs have received is linked to their ethno-
centric vision, which aims to "place many advances 
"under the leadership of developed countries", as if 
they were a model for poor countries to follow and 
imitate" (Gómez Gil, 2018, p. 114).

Finally, it is imperative to continue research related 
to the SDGs and their integration at all levels of edu-
cation. Despite being a topic of growing interest, as 
evidenced by a 74% annual increase in the volume 
of publications and a remarkable 171% increase in 
the total number of citations between 2016 and 2022 
(Raman et  al., 2024), the implementation of the SDGs 
is still incipient in the arts. As proof of this, it has 
only been possible to integrate 10 articles in this sys-
tematic review. Therefore, the importance of this line 
of research to identify and address the gaps that still 
affect the implementation of the SDGs in the educa-
tional context remains.

Conclusions

The systematic review reported in this paper has pro-
vided insights into how the arts can promote the 
achievement of the SDGs. Our findings underline the 
critical need to review and transform education cur-
ricula, at all stages, to effectively incorporate sustain-
ability, ensuring a more holistic approach.

Evidence suggests that art plays a significant role 
in the development of critical and creative skills, facil-
itating students’ deeper and more empathetic under-
standing of the world. The adoption of pedagogical 
methods involving esthetic music education, and the 
incorporation of ecological rationality, could be key to 
an education that not only informs, but also transforms.

The importance of interdisciplinary and transdis-
ciplinary approaches, such as STEAM methodology, 
which link arts education with sustainability, enhanc-
ing collaboration and innovation, has also been high-
lighted. This integration is proposed as a necessary 
response to current demands for well-trained teachers, 
not only in science but also in humanistic compe-
tences, to face global challenges.

However, a notable disparity is identified in the 
effectiveness with which these approaches are being 
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implemented in different educational contexts, reflect-
ing a variability in the understanding and implemen-
tation of the SDGs. Continued investment in research 
and teacher training is therefore recommended to 
ensure that teachers are able to deliver these new 
curricula and methodologies.

Finally, this study supports the view that an edu-
cation that properly integrates the elements of sus-
tainability and art not only enriches learning but also 
prepares students to participate as active and respon-
sible citizens in an ever-changing world. Education 
policy makers and curriculum designers are asked to 
consider these findings in order to foster education 
that responds effectively and ethically to the global 
imperatives of sustainable development. Our continued 
existence on this planet is only possible if each person 
regards all other human beings as having equal rights 
and obligations.
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