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In 2021, UNESCO s International Commission on the Futures of Education 
stressed the need to foster participatory processes in order to reshape the 
educational landscape, highlighting the importance of collaborative gov-
ernance as a prerogative of the new social contract . Indeed, education 
as a common good requires a transformation that goes beyond traditional 
approaches and actively involves all stakeholders. This paper explores 
how the creation and implementation of public-private alliances at local 
level can be an exemplary response to this vision, providing a model that 
promotes sustainable development through community engagement in 
the collaborative governance of the educational and cultural sector. In 
this sense, the Casentino Territorial Educational Pact, signed in May 2024, 
constitutes an innovative experiment that seeks to strengthen the educa-
tional offer of Italy s Inner Areas, focusing on the valorisation of intangible 
cultural heritage as an educational tool and an element of local develop-
ment. Collaboration between the area s municipalities, educational insti-
tutions, third sector organisations and cultural institutions has enabled 
the development of a unique educational ecosystem that responds di-
rectly to the needs of the area and uses local knowledge as a central ele-
ment to promote a territorial system for lifelong and lifewide learning. 
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INTRODUCTION 
As is well known, the report Reimagining Our Futures Together: a new social 
contract for education , produced by the UNESCO International Commission 
on the Futures of Education (2021), advocates the need for a new vision of the 
future that is democratic and local, valuing individual and collective action and 
the wealth of cultural diversity as assets for sustainable, peaceful and inclusive 
development. The challenges of the modern world, in this sense, entail the need 
for a change of direction that identifies inclusiveness and high-quality education 
as driving forces for change. This is not only because developments in the world 
of work due to the speed of digital technology necessitate a reconsideration of 
the skills of individuals with respect to economic and employment needs, but 
also and especially because global and local development entail the 
increasingly democratic and active participation of individuals in their multiple 
roles as administrators, workers, volunteers and ordinary citizens in order to 
plan and manage development interventions that are truly in line with local 
socio-economic needs and requirements. The challenge posed by the UNESCO 
document is how to narrow the gap between the vision presented in the report 
and the current reality, taking into consideration the way in which politics 
shapes education. The key principles of UNESCO s new social contract  (2021) 

 ensuring the right to quality education throughout life and strengthening 
education as a public common good  are translated and pursued through a 
series of interventions that converge in the establishment of local alliances 
capable of involving the various actors of society in the process of defining 
educational policies for lifelong and lifewide learning. In this sense, education 
can no longer be an exclusive area of planning limited to the public sector and 
implemented in schools, but necessarily becomes a collective goal that can 
only be pursued by activating and involving the entire community in governance 
processes, as a form of government that encourages the involvement of all 
social partners in the definition and implementation of synergistic development 
strategies.    

THE FRAMEWORK OF COLLABORATIVE GOVERNANCE  
The term collaborative governance  similar to the definition of governance 
offered by the OECD (2001)  refers to a form of governance based on the 
involvement of economic and civil society structures in the public policy-making 
process (Ansell and Gash 2008; Emerson, Nabatchi and Balogh 2012). Since the 
adoption of the Community Leader Directive (1991), this modality has been the 
main route chosen by European and national structures to ensure the 



 

participation of civil society in the planning of territorial interventions in the 
pursuit of systemic objectives of sustainable development, cohesion and social 
inclusion. The shift from rigid, centralised and hierarchical forms of governance 
to flexible governance processes based on pluralism in decision-making has 
been accompanied by a growing awareness of the role that local communities 
can play in defining and resolving the needs arising from their geographical, 
economic and social contexts (Trigilia 1999, Barca, 2009), thus opening up the 
various stages of local development interventions to the participation of non-
institutional local actors.  
The issue of collaborative governance in education is certainly not new, but has 
been a constant objective in the European public policy-making process. In the 
case of Italy, over the past decade, education has been a priority area for the 
state s executive structures, as evidenced, for example, by the Educational 
Community Pacts introduced by the MIUR (Ministry of Education, University and 
Research) with the 2021 School Plan and numerous examples of collaborative 
municipal agreements implemented at regional and municipal level to achieve 
shared administration of cultural heritage.  
A focus on the educating community  has developed in parallel to and in 
correlation with directives and policies aimed specifically at so-called marginal 
areas, i.e. rural, mountainous and/or inland areas which  due to depopulation 
and socio-economic and geomorphological reasons  risk the impoverishment 
of local resources, with the consequent negative effects. A typical example of 
this correlation is the National Strategy for Inner Areas (SNAI), launched in 2013 
and promoted by the Agency for Territorial Cohesion with ERDF, EAFRD and ESF 
European funds. Within the SNAI planning for 2014-2020 and 2021-2027, the 
strengthening of local educational systems, together with the implementation 
of healthcare and mobility services, is identified as a primary objective, both to 
foster resilience and combat school drop-out, and to mitigate the risk of 
educational poverty, due in part to the limited availability of services for citizens. 
Areas of possible intervention were not so much focused on strengthening 
school personnel and restoring and renewing buildings and their organisation, 
but more on expanding the educational and training offer through the 
valorisation of all formal, non-formal and informal educational pathways, in 
order to create the conditions to increase and enhance the human and social 
capital of communities, with a view to driving local development that is also in 
line with the strategic objectives of international and European guidelines and 
policies. 



 

 

2. THE TERRITORIAL EDUCATIONAL PACT OF CASENTINO 
This paper aims to examine the Territorial Educational Pact of Casentino, 
implemented by the local Unione dei Comuni del Casentino with scientific 
coordination by the FORLILPSI Department of the University of Florence.  
This formal alliance was the subject of a specific case study in the REACT 
interdepartmental research project Regenerating the cultural landscapes of 
inland areas in a people-centred perspective  (https://www.react-
casentino.unifi.it/), carried out by four departments of the University of Florence 
and focusing on the cultural landscape of the Casentino, with the aim of 
valorising the region s available heritage and human resources, and identifying 
strategies and actions for place-based development.   
The Casentino, a Tuscan valley with a wealth of natural and cultural resources, 
is an emblematic example of the educational challenges facing Italy s Inner 
Areas. Declining birth rates, an ageing population and high teacher turnover are 
leading to undersized schools and a lack of educational opportunities, 
increasing the risk of educational poverty (MIUR, 2015). These factors threaten 
to aggravate depopulation, emigration and economic impoverishment, leading 
to a gradual loss of the area s natural and cultural heritage. In this context, it is 
essential to improve infrastructure and service provision in order to attract 
investment and counteract youth migration. At the same time, facilitating 
tourism opportunities, strengthening public-private partnerships and leveraging 
European and national investment are key steps to revitalising the area, but will 
require an integrated and participatory approach that can: 

 combine improved educational opportunities, the valorisation of local 
heritage and local development needs into shared vision and action that 
can effectively address the critical issues facing the area and promote a 
sustainable future; 

 encourage the active participation of the rich social and economic fabric 
of the valley in processes of public policy formulation and 
implementation, through forms of shared governance that enhance the 
role of the community and its human capital in the co-programming, co-
planning, implementation and monitoring of local development 
initiatives in the fields of culture and education. 

In this sense, the Casentino Educational Territorial Pact  finally signed in May 
2024 by 49 stakeholders (of which 24 are public bodies and 29 are private)  
represents the concretisation of an existing informal alliance started in 2020 
between 7 schools and 19 economic and business partners with the aim of 



 

strengthening local ties and therefore investment in the skills and knowledge of 
the Casentino community, in order to contribute to local development 
processes and action to limit and combat depopulation. The Pact is 
implemented in relation to Action 2 of the Casentino and Valtiberina Mountains 
of the Spirit  area strategy (2014-2020 planning period), which explicitly aims to 

provide support and tools for young people to train and build the body of 
knowledge that is essential for their human and cultural development, and for 
the adult population to update and integrate professional skills to support their 
working life . The contents of the document are the result of a co-design process 
started in 2020 by the CRED office of the Italian Union of Municipalities for the 
implementation of the interventions envisaged in Appendix 2.2 Casentino 
Valtiberina: community in education, intangible heritage, sustainable 
development and training opportunities for young people in the area , whose 
planned interventions were geared to building an Educational Community and 
creating an Atlas of Intangible Heritage, inspired by the UNESCO Convention on 
Intangible Heritage (2003) and the Convention of Faro (2005), through an 
inclusive, participatory process of involving the local population in its various 
forms of organisation. 

2.1. Case study methodology and objectives within the REACT research con-
text 
The Casentino Educational Territorial Pact has been the object of study, as a 
relevant form of social organisation and the expression of social capital, within 
REACT research, specifically in the WP2 project to define a knowledge 
framework for Casentino. In particular, the Pact was the subject of a specific in-
depth study under theme T.2.1 Forms of community organisation  as part of 
thematic area no. 2 Traditions and social practices . The case study was 
carried out between March and July 2024 by the research unit of the FORLILPSI 
department. The research model, inspired by constructivist grounded theory 
(Charmaz, 2006), draws on a qualitative methodology based on triangulation 
(Danzin, 1970) between document analysis1, participant observation and open 
interviews with privileged stakeholders in the Pact in order to ensure the validity 

 



 

 

of the research. Specifically, the aim of the case study was to identify and define: 
 the Pact s innovative features in relation to existing processes at local 

and regional level and to different models of collaborative governance in 
the education sector;    

 the strengths, weaknesses, threats and opportunities that facilitate 
and/or hamper achievement of the Pact s goals and the functioning of 
the structures dedicated to their pursuit;     

 the potential impact of the Pact on the economic, social, environmental, 
institutional and cultural sustainability of the Casentino area. 

2.2. Results 
The Casentino Territorial Educational Pact is an innovative collaborative 
governance tool that seeks to facilitate the sustainable development of a 
mountain region characterised by complex challenges such as depopulation, 
social fragmentation and the need to valorise cultural and natural heritage. The 
Pact s originality lies in its ability to combine educational, cultural and 
economic objectives, adopting a cross-sectoral approach that seeks to bring 
local resources together in an inclusive and sustainable development model. In 
contrast to the school-centred vision that generally characterised Educational 
Pacts promoted by the MIUR 2021 School Plan, this Pact aims to create 
educational opportunities that embrace a lifelong and lifewide approach to 
learning, valuing continuous development and the integration of educational 
experiences in formal, non-formal and informal contexts. In particular, the focus 
on the intangible heritage of Casentino, inspired by the UNESCO Convention on 
Intangible Heritage (2003) and the EU Convention of Faro (2005), is a key 
element to stimulate awareness of identity and a sense of belonging. Cultural 
heritage is identified as an asset for local development, but also as a real 
educational tool, giving the Pact a distinctive originality in comparison with 
other similar experiences at national level. Despite its many strengths, the Pact 
faces significant challenges. The lack of dedicated economic resources and the 
organisational complexity of the multi-level network are major obstacles. 
Moreover, the political and social fragmentation of the area threatens to 
compromise the continuity of the participatory process. Nevertheless, the 
approach adopted is in line with the most advanced European and Italian 
policies, such as Agenda 2030 and the Inner Areas Strategy, which encourage 
inclusive governance models to address the challenges of marginal areas. 
The impact of the Pact has several dimensions. On the economic level, it seeks 



 

to boost the skills of the local workforce, making it more competitive and 
responsive to the needs of the production fabric. The valorisation of the natural 
and cultural heritage as an educational and tourism resource can generate new 
economic opportunities, helping to combat depopulation. From the social 
perspective, the Pact promotes community empowerment and social cohesion 
through participatory practices that strengthen the sense of belonging and 
collaboration. Intergenerational and intercultural inclusion is central to 
fostering a more equitable and inclusive community. On the environmental 
front, the Pact integrates sustainability objectives into the dynamic 
conservation of local ecosystems, stimulating responsible and collaborative 
behaviour among citizens. Finally, from a cultural point of view, the Pact 
encourages the preservation and transmission of local heritage through 
educational projects and joint initiatives, contributing to the consolidation of 
territorial identity and the promotion of intercultural dialogue. 
The Casentino Territorial Education Pact is thus designed as an innovative 
model of integration between education, culture and local development. 
Despite its criticisms, it offers a strategic vision capable of enhancing the area s 
endogenous resources and building a resilient and inclusive community. Its 
implementation requires the ongoing commitment of all parties involved in 
order to overcome the challenges and guarantee a positive and lasting impact 
on the Casentino. 

3. CONCLUSION 
In its own small way, the Casentino Educational Pact constitutes an intervention 
that is perfectly in line with the aspirations of UNESCO s International 
Commission on the Futures of Education, which seeks to promote a new social 
contract  based on the vision of inclusive, participatory and widespread high-
quality education. The characteristics and opportunities offered by the Pact, as 
well as changes in the Italian legal and regulatory circumstances, confirm the 
importance of participatory processes and collaborative governance as 
essential social drivers for moving beyond the existing situation and achieving 
the objectives advocated in the 2021 UNESCO report. In this sense, the 
communities of the Inner Areas often prove capable of promoting innovative 
models of governance and development in order to cope  through the joint 
action of institutions, economic actors and civil society  with the endogenous 
and exogenous exigencies that have long threatened the eco-systemic 
resilience of their local areas, showing a mature awareness of the role of lifelong 



 

 

learning as a key element for the achievement of local and global development 
objectives. At the same time, the precariousness of these areas and their 
importance in the pursuit of cohesion, subsidiarity and sustainability alert 
central and regional governments to their responsibility to adopt ongoing and 
targeted policies aimed at supporting local education systems. 
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pr omoters  and par tners

As the main organizer of the conference, Scuola democratica 
Learning for Democracy is a cultural association and academic 
journal dedicated to enriching the scientific and cultural debate 
on school, university, education, work, and lifelong learning in an 
organic and cross-cutting manner. Scuola democratica is sup-
ported by a scientific network of more than 100 scholars and aims 
to be a meeting ground, nationally and internationally, between 
the various disciplines concerned with issues in education and 
training. 

CIRD (Centro Interuniversitario per la Ricerca Didattica) is the 
main research center in Sardinia on educational processes and 
policies of educational experimentation at school and university 
level, and in a multi- and interdisciplinary perspective. Its main 
objective is to foster school-university collaboration and to sup-
port the integration of the educational system as a whole. 

The Foundation of Sardinia pursues the public interest and so-
cial benefit with special emphasis on the socio-economic devel-
opment of the Region of Sardinia. It operates by allocating grants 

own projects and initiatives, including in collaboration with other 
entities.

Since its outset in the early 1950s in Bologna, the aim of Il Mulino 
publishing company has been to contribute to Italian culture 
through a program of publications that drew significantly from the 
Anglo-Saxon social sciences, and was inspired by an explicitly 
empirical and reformist approach
Established in 2012, the Department of Political and Social Sci-
ences of the University of Cagliari is bearer of a tradition of stud-
ies and research characterized by interdisciplinarity. The Depart-
ment of Political and Social Sciences promotes and coordinates 
research and teaching in social, communicative economic-sta-
tistical, legal, historical-political-international.



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

  


