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therefore need to develop our abilities    >

to envisage a number of different future 
scenarios – not just idle imagination, but 
tied to decisions, choices and planning. 
We must be capable of global thinking:   >  
We need to think beyond our own little 
part of the world and society. Globalisa-
tion must also be a mental process – 
which does not make matters any easier. 
We have to learn how to cope with this 
increased complexity. And we have to 
expand the sociological imagination to 
understand how global events affect 
our lives – and vice versa, i.e. how our 
lifestyles have consequences in other 
parts of the world.
We must be capable of understand-   >

ing and taking into account common 
interests in the broadest sense: Climate 
change and sustainable development 
challenge us both intellectually and 
ethically. We have grown accustomed to 
making decisions on the basis of ‘what is 
best for me, right here, right now?’. Sus-
tainable development is about also being 
able to consider the consequences of 
our actions for someone else, some-
where else, at some point in the future. 
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In this document we – The International Alliance of Leading Education 
Institutes – present the recommendations from education concerning climate 
change and sustainable development. 

The document has been conducted for the International Alliance of Lead-
ing Education Institute by Jeppe Læssøe, Karsten Schnack, Søren Breiting and 
Simon Rolls from Research Programme for Environmental and Health Educa-
tion, The Danish School of Education, Aarhus University.

The recommendations are informed by a cross-national analysis of the initia-
tives that have been taken, and by the problems involved in achieving the goals 
of the United Nations Decade of Education for Sustainable Development 
2005-2014 now that we stand at the midway point. Based on the findings of 
research teams from ten different countries from six continents, the recommen-
dations provide a timely contribution to the ways in which education can help 
us meet the challenges of climate change. 

The cross-national analysis is documented in the report “Climate Change 
and Sustainable Development: The Response from Education.” In August 2009, 
the Alliance partners met at Seoul National University in South Korea and 
discussed the results of the cross-national analysis. Following this summit,the 
report was completed and eight recommendations have been formulated to 
inform and qualify policy initiatives concerning climate change and education. 

These recommendations are presented in this document and will be pub-
lished and presented to the public at a press conference in connection with 
COP15, the Copenhagen Climate Change Summit, December 2009. 

Yours sincerely 

PREFACE

 3

PREFACE

DPU_Recommendations_indhold_J.indd   3 11/30/09   2:43:16 PM



Climate change is the greatest public 
policy issue of our time. If human-
ity is to respond to the challenges, 
education has a key role to play in 
promoting understanding and helping 
individuals, society and governments 
to make informed choices.  This is 
not simply about giving people infor-
mation, but ensuring that education – 
and schools specifically – is mobilized 
to re-orient society towards sustain-
able practices.

Education is not a ‘magic bullet’ in 
approaching climate change and sus-
tainability, but without co-ordinated 
educational interventions, even the 
best thought through technical poli-
cies will fail.

In order to promote such a reori-
entation the International Alliance of 
Leading Education Institutes has agreed 
on the following eight recommenda-
tions, informed by the jointly conduct-
ed research project and targeted the 
world’s political decision makers:

1 //
Climate change makes sustainable 
development an urgent priority.   
Sustainable development is impos-
sible without learning.  We are 
therefore clear that policies which 
promote Education for Sustainable 
Development should play a key 
part in the negotiation of  global 
agreements on climate change 
policy (COP15)

2 //
Societies need to change radically 
consumption, production and behav-
iour patterns to meet the challenges we 
face. The urgency of climate change 
policy and sustainable development 
risks narrowing the role of education 
to communication of expert-defined 
advice to citizens. This will be counter-
productive in the long-term. We 
strongly recommend maintaining and 
implementing the more ambitious aims 
of Education for Sustainable Develop-
ment providing people with the com-
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petences to take part in the shaping of 
sustainable development at all levels.

3 //
ESD will make demands on all of 
society but schools will play a critical 
role, through what they teach and 
how they model sustainable practices.  
Governments need to ensure that 
schools are able to play a leading role 
in Education for Sustainable Devel-
opment through the way education 
systems are managed, schools are 
organized and pupils taught.

4 //
Whole-school approaches are 
promising:  societies need to re-
orient schooling towards a stronger 
emphasis on education for sus-
tainability.  In practical terms, this 
means greater interdisciplinary 
work, participation in authentic 
sustainability challenges and interac-
tion with others outside school. We 
recommend these approaches as a 
way of integrating Education for 
Sustainable Development into cur-
rent educational practices.

5 // 
One of the key obstacles to Education 
for Sustainable Development is teacher 
knowledge and understanding, because 
of the lack of pre- and in-service 
teacher training in Education for 
Sustainable development. We recom-
mend allocating resources to remedy 
this:  universities should offer Education 
for  Sustainable Development courses 
for pre- and in-service teachers and 
governments should implement policies 
which help all teachers to develop their 
capacity to implement Education for 
Sustainable Development. 

6 //
Teacher education in Education for 
Sustainable Development will not 
change school practice unless re-
sources and time for experimentation 
are provided and the sustainability is 
integrated into the curriculum. Thus, 
policy initiatives in teacher education 
should be coordinated with support 
for Education for Sustainable Devel-
opment at school level. 

7 //
Interaction between researchers, 
teachers, NGOs, public officers and 
others in the field of Education for 
Sustainable Development is essential, 
in order to support knowledge shar-
ing, enhance curriculum develop-
ment and promote more valid and 
reliable ways of evaluating ESD. 
We recommend the establishment of 
mediating organizations and groups 
to promote this. Regional Centres of 
Expertise on Education for Sustainable 
Development, which already exist at 
some places, may serve as models for 
this endeavour.

8 // 
Education for Sustainable Devel-
opment research needs to be aug-
mented.  It should be focused on (1) 
documenting the state of practice and 
identifying promising practices, (2) 
exploring educational outcomes and 
their evaluation in respect of Educa-
tion for Sustainable Development, (3) 
identifying and explaining opportuni-
ties and problems of general rel-
evance. As people are influenced by a 
number of different agents and media, 
informal and non-formal education 
is an important field that needs to be 
studied more thoroughly.
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PROMISING PRACTICES

Climate Change Education (CCE) 
and Education for Sustainable De-
velopment (ESD) are new concepts. 
As such, research has not yet been 
completed which is able to docu-
ment the learning outcomes of the 
various initiatives which have so 
far been implemented in the coun-
tries represented here. In the case of 
competence development concerning 
such an open and complex issue as 
sustainable development, policy mak-
ers and researchers continue to discuss 
how efforts can be evaluated in any 
kind of meaningful way. Neverthe-
less, the national reports do contain a 
number of examples of what we will 
term promising practices, i.e. initiatives 
at various levels which prove that, de-
spite numerous barriers, it is possible 
to develop promising forms of ESD. 
In the following, five such promising 
practices are considered.

1. AuSTRAlIA: ACTION 
PlANS AND INITIATIvES
Australia provides a good example of 
an active and focused national effort to 
promote ESD. Work began on compil-
ing an Australian national ESD strategy 
as early as 1999. Whilst national or 
regional strategies for promoting ESD 
can today be found in most countries, 
in Australia these overall objectives and 
guidelines have now been put into 
practice in action plans containing 
a number of major initiatives which 
have now been implemented.

- - -
“Australia’s overriding policy objective is 
systemic change: ‘That is our core busi-
ness,’ declares Mr. Woods. ‘We want to 
achieve lasting change by integrating ESD 
into mainstream education.’ To this end, 
the policy framework has provided the 
charter to proceed, as well as a recognized 
national structure and agenda. It has also 
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been accompanied by significant funding 
allocations that provide a compelling incen-
tive for collaboration and participation.”1

- - -

Two initiatives in particular are worth 
highlighting:
1 // The Australian Sustainable 
Schools Initiative (AuSSI) is a whole 
school approach2 that is the flag-
ship initiative for ESD in Australian 
schools. More than 2000 schools and 
570,000 students are now participat-
ing in AuSSi. AuSSI is a partnership 
of the Australian Government and the 
States and Territories that “supports 
schools and their communities to 
become sustainable”. With the sup-
port from AuSSI partners, schools are 
offered best practice and quality cur-
riculum support, audit tools to man-
age resources, ideas for on-ground 
projects and ways to involve the local 
community and encourage a shift in 
the broader community towards more 
sustainable practices and processes.

The AuSSI provides networking and 
clustering opportunities for schools and 
supports schools in their growth from 
awareness through to leadership in en-
vironmental education for sustainability 
and sustainable living. It fosters school 
ownership and empowerment and 
focuses on student involvement and 
learning. Other countries have similar 
initiatives, but on a smaller scale.

 

1  SEDA. (2007). Policy, Research and Part-
nerships for ESD in Australia. Sustainability 
and Education Academy, York university. http://
sustainabilityedu.files.wordpress.com/2008/05/
seda-case-studies-international.pdf  
2   The Whole School Approach forms the third 
of the five examples of promising practices 
presented here. A description of what this involves 
can be found below.

2 // The Australian Research Institute 
in Education for Sustainability (AR-
IES) is primarily funded by the Aus-
tralian Government. Its core business 
is to undertake research that informs 
policy and practice in Education for 
Sustainability across a range of sec-
tors including: business and indus-
try, school education, community 
education, and further and higher 
education. ARIES adopts an innova-
tive approach to research with a view 
to translating awareness of sustain-
ability issues into action and change. 
ARIES is concerned with how we 
inform, motivate and manage struc-
tural change towards sustainability.3 
Research also contributes to the de-
velopment of ESD in other countries 
represented here, albeit more sporadi-
cally and on a smaller scale. 

For further information on these 
initiatives, please refer to the Austral-
ian national report available on  
www.edusud.dk.

2. THE NuNAvuT TERRITORY 
IN CANADA: A RADICAl 
ExAMPlE OF ESD – EvEN IF 
THE TERM ITSElF IS NOT uSED
The predominantly Inuit territory of 
Nunavut, Canada offers striking proof 
that it has been possible, at least in 
certain parts of the world, to reorient 
education on the basis of a philosophy 
consistent with ESD. As described in 
the Canadian national report: 

3   Cf. http://www.aries.mq.edu.au/index.htm
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- - -
In Nunavut, the foundations for govern-
ance and education are based on the 
very specific and unique set of relation-
ships by which the Inuit have traditionally 
lived. The fundamental belief is that the 
connectedness which individuals feel 
for each other and to their environment 
ultimately determines personal character 
and value to the community. In Nunavut 
this is the definition of sustainability. In 
other words sustainability is a core value 
of Inuit life, so that rather than having to 
be incorporated or infused into policies 
and programs, concepts of sustainability 
form a natural foundation from which all 
policies and practices are derived. This 
inversion of the usual order seen in most 
other jurisdictions within Canada has 
potentially far reaching implications. It 
provides a concrete example of how ESD 
can steer both education and the further 
development of societies.

Within this framework ‘the igloo’ is 
identified as the metaphor for learning. 
Similar to the building of an igloo, educa-
tion is seen as a spiralling, developmental 
progression aimed at producing resilient, 
lifelong learners. The proposed program 
of studies for Nunavut schools consists of 
four curricular strands embedded within six 
cross curricular competencies, all derived 
from Inuit Qaujimajatuqangit. The four 
strands replace the subjects of the tradi-
tional school curriculum. They are:

Nunavut for Nunavusiutit- an integrated    >

core of history, geography and environ-
mental science
wellness- an integrated core of social,    >

emotional, physical and spiritual health
communication- an integrated core of    >

language and literacy
describing and improving the world- an    >

integrated core of math, science, tech-
nology and critical thinking.

The framing cross-curricular competencies 
for these strands are to:

develop a collaborative relationship and    >

work together for the common good
show environmental stewardship   >

be empowered and build capacity    >

through knowledge and skills acquisition
be resourceful and seek solutions through    >

creativity, adaptability and flexibility
cooperate, develop shared understand-   >

ing to arrive at decisions through 
consensus
contribute to the common good through    >

serving and leadership.
- - -

In this approach, ESD is more than a 
cross-curricular add-on. As a founda-
tional principle, it is built in to every 
aspect of the curriculum – content, 
teaching/ learning strategies and 
evaluation.

3. WHOlE SCHOOl 
APPROACHES 
– A PROMISING MOvEMENT
Such a fundamental reorientation 
of the curriculum as that seen in 
Nunavut would obviously be dif-
ficult in many parts of the world 
where traditional values and ways of 
living have long since been re-
placed by a more modern outlook 
on life. However, in several such 
countries, work is also being done 
to rethink schooling on the basis 
of ESD principles. As is apparent 
from the chapter on barriers, the 
main problem is that ESD in schools 
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typically gets reduced to a handful 
of isolated activities outside of the 
regular, exam-oriented timetable or 
is divided in to smaller topics which 
are to be incorporated within exist-
ing school subjects with an already 
overcrowded syllabus. Seen in this 
light, whole school approaches com-
prise an interesting attempt to tackle 
the problem of how schools can in-
tegrate ESD. At the same time, there 
is not talk of utopian pipe dreams, 
but of a concept which has taken 
root and is currently undergoing 
parallel development in a number 
of countries. As such, various forms 
of green schools, eco-schools, green 
flag schools and other experiments 
with a whole school approach are 
mentioned in the national reports 
from USA, South Korea, Denmark, 
Australia and UK. 

One of the cornerstones of a whole 
school approach is an action orienta-
tion of student learning. It is therefore 
conducted in relation to practice 
– both within the school and the sur-
rounding society. The students are not 
provided with readymade solutions 
but instead supported in their consid-
eration of dilemmas and participation 
in decision-making processes regard-
ing both individual and collective 
action. The aim is to bring about a 
development of knowledge and values 
in an interaction between delibera-
tion and practice, and to incorporate 
all relevant facets so it is not only a 
matter of technique, but also of the 
concrete issues’ social, economic, and 
ethical aspects. This offers the oppor-
tunity for integration with the school’s 
other learning objectives.

The most extensive whole school 
initiative described in the national 

reports is the previously mentioned 
Australian Sustainable School Initia-
tive. The following outline of its goals 
and principles is a good illustration of 
the whole school concept: 

- - -
GuidinG principles 
of the Aussi
The Australian Sustainable Schools 
Initiative:

Seeks to develop a school culture com-   >

mitted to the principles of sustainable 
development;
Seeks to go beyond awareness raising    >

to action learning and integration with 
school curricula;
Encourages the involvement of the    >

whole school;
Encourages the involvement of a    >

school’s local community and encour-
ages a shift in the broader community 
towards more sustainable practices and 
processes;
Seeks to develop relationships with    >

other areas that impact on the organisa-
tion and management of a school;
Is founded on a sound basis of theory    >

and practice in schools and school 
systems, quality teaching and learning, 
environmental education for sustain-
ability, and
Encourages schools to achieve measur-   >

able social, environmental, educational 
and financial outcomes.

GoAls
AuSSI seeks to achieve the following 
goals:

learning and teaching for sustainability    >

as an integral component of school 
curricula
Schools actively engaged in a continu-   >

ous cycle of planning, implementing and 
reviewing their approach to sustainability 
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as part of their everyday operations
Schools using natural resources, includ-   >

ing energy, water, waste and biodiversity 
in more sustainable ways
Schools and school authorities reporting    >

on changes towards sustainability
Young people sharing ownership of sus-   >

tainability initiatives and decision making
Schools working towards sustainability in    >

partnership with their local communities
Schools and school authorities imple-   >

menting governance practices that sup-
port effective environmental education 
for sustainability
Individuals supported to make effective    >

sustainability decisions and choices
Schools and communities developing    >

values that support a sustainability ethos.”
- - -

Whole school approaches typically 
originate as bottom-up initiatives, 
and there are therefore variations in 
terms of both terminology and scope. 
In the USA, for example, the ’Green 
School Alliance’ has focused its efforts 
on the problem of climate change. 
In Denmark, ’Green Flag Schools’ 
is part of an international network 
of ‘Eco-schools’ where a green flag 
is awarded to the individual school 
for implementing a more or less 
comprehensive teaching programme 
regarding environmental conditions 
at the school and in the local com-
munity. In South Korea, ’Environ-
mental Conservation Model School 
Initiative’, ’School Forest Project’, and 
’Associated School Project Network’ 
comprise various attempts to develop 
whole school concepts.

Research underlines the potential 
of whole school approaches. In Aus-
tralia, a pilot study of AuSSI in 2003 
found that there were educational, 

environmental, social, and professional 
benefits. A study from the UK has 
also found evidence of good practice 
in whole school approaches to sus-
tainability, although it concludes that 
more could be done to fully integrate 
ESD across the curriculum. 

The UN Decade of Education for 
Sustainable Development seems to 
have drawn political attention to the 
whole school concept, potentially 
improving the possibilities for its de-
velopment. An example is the Danish 
Government’s decision to increase the 
number of green flag schools by 50% 
by 2014 and to work on broaden-
ing the concept from environment 
to sustainable development. In South 
Korea, the Presidential Commission 
on Sustainable Development opened 
the DESD in 2005 by suggesting 
that ’ESD should be approached as a 
re-orientation of the whole education 
process not as an individual curriculum 
or educational content. The whole school 
initiatives should be encouraged to change 
the school ethos’…. ’ESD in school can 
be implemented through the connection 
with curricular activites and extracurricu-
lar activities’. 

Precisely the connection between, 
on the one hand, extracurricular and 
cross-curricular projects of an inter-
disciplinary nature and with a focus 
on practice, and, on the other hand, 
more traditional single-disciplinary 
learning is crucial to the ongoing de-
velopment of ESD. At the same time, 
it also poses a challenge to whole 
school approaches if they are to 
encompass the entire sustainable de-
velopment perspective whilst ensur-
ing that the practical dimension does 
not take on a purely technical form, 
instead forming part a pedagogy 
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which develops student competence 
in terms of interdependency think-
ing and the ability to consider their 
impact on the world they live in. 

4. POSITIvE ExPERIENCES 
WITH INTERDISCIPlINARITY 
AND AuTHENTIC lEARNING 
THROuGH PARTICIPATION IN 
THE lOCAl COMMuNITY
ESD, including teaching related to 
climate change, can benefit from the 
experiences of pedagogical develop-
ment work within environmental 
education. In the following, we will 
highlight two principles – interdis-
ciplinarity and authentic learning 
through participation in local com-
munity projects. Interdisciplinarity 
corresponds to the complex nature of 
the challenges of climate change and 
sustainable development. Authentic 
learning through local community 
participation is a way of bringing 
the abstract and blurred issues closer 
to home and, not least, a way of in-
creasing commitment and a sense of 
shared responsibility among citizens.

In the USA, one finds many years 
of experience working with the 
educational concepts ‘Investigating 
Environmental Education Issues and 
Actions’ (IEEIA) and ‘Environment-
Based Education’ (EBE). IEEIA is a 
skill-development program, designed 
to help learners take an in-depth look 
at environmental issues in their com-
munity, to make data-based decisions 
about those issues and to participate 
in issue resolutions. EBE encourages 

the use of environmental themes to 
enhance instruction within and across 
the traditional academic disciplines. 
The pedagogy of EBE is interdisci-
plinary, collaborative, student-centred, 
hands-on and engaged. Environmental 
topics are used to integrate instruction 
across multiple learning contexts. Teach-
ers from multiple disciplines coordinate 
their planning so that students repeat-
edly address a complex and compelling 
environmental problem using different 
disciplinary tools as they travel from 
class to class. Multiple tests of these 
concepts have been conducted across 
different contexts, and the results have 
been remarkably consistent. They are 
summarised in the US national report: 

- - -
The most likely route to empowerment – 
and to a range of other positive outcomes 
including enhanced academic achievement 
and pro-environmental behavior – appears 
to be sustained participation in complex 
environmental projects that cut across 
disciplinary lines. Furthermore, the interven-
tion strategies that have achieved the most 
compelling and well-documented success 
have all focused on local participation. 
- - -

This conclusion is supported by the 
results of a large-scale Scandinavian 
research project, MUVIN. The Danish 
component of this project involved 
100 schools, 300 teachers and 3,000 
students during the period 1991 - 
1995. The focus for the research was 
the action competence approach 
to environmental education and 
the identification of environmental 
problems as issues in the community 
characterised by conflicting interests 
regarding the use of natural resources. 
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Among the project’s conclusions are 
several regarding what students value 
in environmental education, including:

- - -
Working with real problems that engage    >

people outside the school.
Taking part in a learning project that also    >

creates interests among people outside 
the school.
Co-influencing the actual in-class    >

education in terms of target, content, 
organisation and concrete design.
Working on issues that engage them    >

existentially, and which appear to carry 
weight for their future.
Experiencing institutions and milieus    >

outside the school.
Doing cross-disciplinary work that im-   >

plicates methods, approaches, perspec-
tives, general knowledge and ’real-life 
studies’ in a productive manner.
Acquiring new knowledge and insights    >

that strike them as being useful and 
meaningful.

- - -

In Brazil, work is being done based 
on the same ideas. In 2003, the School 
Agenda 21 movement began. The 
scope of this initiative includes propos-
als for activities with the school com-
munity to reveal the local history, map 
out the present situation and, ultimately, 
to devise actions plans for the future.

5. REGIONAl CENTRES 
OF ExPERTISE ON ESD
Regional Centres of Expertise (RCE) 
work to promote the development of 

knowledge and initiatives regarding 
ESD in a particular geographical area. 
They do this by creating networks 
and an organisational platform for 
collaboration between universities, 
schools, NGOs, businesses, public 
authorities etc. In this way, the op-
portunity arises to share experiences 
and establish an ongoing dialogue 
among researchers and practition-
ers which will benefit both groups 
in terms of developing knowledge. 
The RCE concept was created by the 
United Nations University which, so 
far, has acknowledged a total of 62 
Regional Centres of Expertise around 
the world.4

There are RCEs situated within 
several of the project’s countries. 
At one of these centres, situated in 
Tongyong, South Korea, a number 
of university departments have col-
laborated with schools and the local 
community on the development 
of ESD. At first it emerged that a 
group of schoolteachers working to 
integrate ESD within their lessons 
had difficulties in understanding 
the concept of ESD and in finding 
where and how to start the integra-
tion process. A number of work-
shops and forums were therefore 
established in cooperation with the 
Tongyong RCE, as well as consulta-
tive meetings with the College of 
Marine Science of the Gyeongsang 
National University and the Re-
search Institute of East and West 
Studiesat Younsei University. Hereby, 
an objective was developed concern-
ing “Increasing awareness of harmo-
nious lives through the exploration 

4   http://www.ias.unu.edu/sub_page.
aspx?catID=108&ddlID=183 
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of the future of the community”. 
To achieve this objective, the school 
enhanced its ESD curriculum by 
studying regional environmental, 
social, and economic issues in order 
to understand the key concepts and 
values necessary to achieve regional 
sustainability. An Eco-School was 
built in Pyung Elementary School in 
order to transform it into a sustain-
able system featuring tree planting, 
an “Empty Plate” campaign, and a 
“Zero Waste” campaign. To expand 
ESD within and outside of the 
school, the school has training pro-
grams for teachers and parents and 
a research exhibition on the ‘Future 
of Our Town’. For the exhibition, a 
team consisting of students, a teacher, 
and parents researched a subject of 
importance to Tongyong’s sustainable 
development.
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BARRIERS TO OVERCOME 
- WHAT IMPEDES MAINSTREAMING 
OF EDuCATION FOR SuSTAINABlE 
DEvElOPMENT?

Efforts to promote climate change 
education as part of ESD must be 
made on two fronts. Firstly, they must 
learn from and refine the promis-
ing practices which can already be 
found;5 secondly, they must overcome 
the barriers impeding the main-
streaming of ESD6.
Based on the cross-national report, 
the following crucial barriers can be 
identified:

- - -
limited teacher qualifications for    >

esd: Pre- and in-service training of 
teachers is essential to the implementa-
tion of ESD within schools. Meanwhile, 
a lack of sufficient teacher education 
is a recurring theme in the project’s 
countries. As ESD comprises a new, 
open and wide-reaching field, it is not 
immediately obvious for teachers what 

5   Cf. the specific pages on ’Promising practices’
6   These barriers are described in detail in theme 
4 of the cross-national report.

they are supposed to do with it. For this 
reason, extensive and concentrated 
efforts which can offer the necessary 
inspiration and competences are needed 
to kick start ESD in schools.

subject divisions within schools    >

hinder esd: Developing student 
competences to participate in solving 
real-world problems means structur-
ing teaching in ways that allow the use 
of various forms of knowledge and 
facilitate the ability to thinkin terms of 
contexts and interdependencies. The 
currently predominant division of teach-
ing into separate subjects therefore con-
stitutes a significant structural barrier.

narrow focus on vocational qualifi-   >

cations: In an attempt to be competitive 
in a global market, educational policy in 
many countries is focused on controlling 
the effectiveness of education by means 
of tests and performance indicators. This 
reduces willingness among teachers 
and schools to experiment with new 
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approaches to teaching and learning. In 
turn, this has an impact on the spread of 
ESD, with innovativeness, interdiscipli-
narity, and a broad focus on competence 
development regarded as vague and 
idealistic goals which school administra-
tors and teachers find overwhelming and 
in conflict with the more straightforward 
requirements concerning vocational 
qualifications.

esd is generally added to an al-   >

ready overcrowded curriculum and 
is given low priority because it is 
not an examination subject: In some 
countries, attempts have been made to 
integrate ESD within a single discipline 
(science education); while in other coun-
tries, it has been divided into compo-
nents and integrated within the various 
existing school subjects. In both cases, 
ESD becomes an ‘add-on’ to an already 
overcrowded curriculum. As a new area, 
and moreover a highly complex and 
wide-ranging area, ESD struggles to 
compete with the more straightforward 
and clear-cut examination subjects.

- - -
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Researchers constitute important 
participants in the development 
of CCE and ESD. The study has 
identified a number of different roles 
assumed by researchers and taken 
stock of research’s contributions and 
deficiencies.7 

Researchers as innovators and 
critics: In the report, we designate 
the work undertaken by research-
ers in developing and discussing the 
concept of ESD as their ‘cultural’ 
role. Partly critical, partly innovative, 
research has contributed to discus-
sions on the theoretical foundations 
of ESD, the development of possible 
pedagogical approaches and princi-
ples, and strategies for shaping and 
evaluating ESD practice directly. 
This role is important during the 
early stages of an innovative process, 
especially within a field such as ESD 

7    For further details, see the cross-national 
report, theme 5.

where both education and sustainable 
development can be interpreted in 
disparate ways. Climate change means 
that this role remains crucial. Firstly, 
there is currently a considerable 
demand for climate change educa-
tion (CCE), without any clear idea 
of what it entails. Therefore, there 
is a need for researchers to monitor 
the development of CCE and sup-
ply inspiring and critical contribu-
tions which can qualify the process. 
Secondly, whilst there is much to gain 
by developing CCE within an ESD 
framework, there may be a need for 
researchers to promote the consid-
eration of how, for example, the dis-
tinctly global nature and the extreme 
urgency which characterise efforts 
to combat climate change challenge 
the usual ways of thinking about and 
doing ESD.

Researchers as experts: In a 
number of countries, ESD researchers 
play an important role as partners in 

THE ROLE OF RESEARCH 
AND RESEARCHERS
- THE NEED FOR KNOWlEDGE-
INFORMED INNOvATION
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a dialogue concerning the develop-
ment of political issues to promote 
ESD. This is an important role, not 
least because sustainable development 
is an area handled by politicians and 
public officials who typically have 
a greater knowledge of nature and 
technology than of education, whilst 
education is an area where politicians 
and public officials typically know 
little about sustainable development. 
A body of knowledge regarding 
the linkage between precisely these 
two fields is therefore vital in order 
to qualify ESD policy. One of the 
areas where a dialogue between ESD 
researchers and politicians will be of 
particular importance over the com-
ing years concerns success criteria 
and evaluation methods for ESD. The 
dialogue between the policy level and 
ESD researchers must continue with 
the objective of establishing a greater 
understanding of the particular 
challenges involved in documenting 
students’ learning and utilisation of 
competences in relation to a complex 
issue such as sustainable development.

The documentary role: It is per-
haps predictable that ESD research 
has had an innovative and develop-
mental role in conjunction with the 
introduction of ESD. It comes as 
more of a surprise that research is in a 
weak position when it comes to doc-
umenting practice. Keeping in mind 
UNESCO’s recommendation that re-
search should be used to support the 
development of ESD during the UN 
Decade, one might expect that now, 
at the halfway point, there would be 
an extensive body of research on the 
progress made so far, including both 
reviews of ESD-related initiatives 

and evaluations that could provide 
insight into existing projects and 
support their development. Despite 
the occasional exception, the general 
impression garnered from the national 
reports is that such studies are lacking. 
There is a need to strengthen ESD 
research so as to document the state 
of practice and to explore learning 
outcomes as well as possibilities and 
problems of general relevance. 

Interactive knowledge develop-
ment with other stakeholders: 
Research also has an important role 
to play as a reflective participant in 
knowledge sharing networks along-
side teachers and other ESD practi-
tioners. United Nations University 
has launched the idea of a global 
network of ‘Regional Centres of Ex-
pertise’ to promote ESD. Today there 
exist more than 60 RCE all over the 
world. The development of this type 
of platform for mediating between 
researchers and other stakeholders 
would seem a promising means of 
improving research as well as practice. 
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The International Alliance of Leading 
Education Institutions was founded at 
a meeting in Singapore on 21st August 
2007. Made up of ten leading institu-
tions in the field of teacher education 
and educational research (São Paulo 
joined in 2008 and Cape Town in 
2009), the Alliance acts as a think 
tank which draws together existing 
expertise and research in education 
to generate ideas and identify trends, 
and to serve as a collective voice on 
important educational issues. It aims 
to inform governments, international 
agencies, funding bodies and the 
public at large, to influence policy 
and practice in education and thus 
to enhance the profile and quality of 
education internationally. 

The Alliance comprises representa-
tives from the following member 
institutes:

Graduate School of Education,     >

The university of Melbourne, Australia
Faculty of Education,     >

university of São Paulo, Brazil
Ontario Institute for Studies in Education,    >

university of Toronto, Canada
School of Education,     >

Beijing Normal university, 
People’s Republic of China
Danish School of Education,     >

university of Aarhus, Denmark
National Institute of Education,     >

Nanyang Technological university, 
Singapore
School of Education,     >

university of Cape Town, South Africa 
College of Education,     >

Seoul National university, South Korea
Institute of Education,     >

university of london, united Kingdom
Faculty of Education,     >

university of Wisconsin-Madison, uSA

The core reason for the founding of 
the International Alliance of Lead-
ing Education Institutes was the 
recognition that education needed a 
“voice”, a group that would seek to 
offer well-considered and balanced 

THE WORlD’S FIRST GlOBAl 
THINK-TANK ON EDuCATION
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advice on important educational is-
sues. The group would be mindful of 
the views of academic researchers, of 
what evidence and practice had to say, 
as well as the needs for action on the 
policy front. 

Each year the Alliance partners 
agree on a key educational issue 
which is to be at the centre of a 
joint research project conducted by 
a group comprising researchers from 
each of the member institutes with 
expertise within the chosen field. 
This research project then forms the 
basis for the think tank to formulate 
recommendations which can help 
qualify the efforts of both policymak-
ers and practitioners regarding the 
issue in question.

iAlei  COuNTRIES
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PROjECT DATA
A joint research project comparing na-   >

tional efforts to promote climate change 
education and education for sustainable 
development has been conducted by the 
International Alliance of leading Educa-
tion Institutes.
Research teams from China, uSA, Sin-   >

gapore, South Africa, Denmark, Brazil, 
Canada, united Kingdom, South Korea 
and Australia have participated.
The project has been chaired by the    >

Danish research team from School of 
Education, Aarhus university.
Work on the project began in earnest    >

November 2008. Firstly, common guide-
lines were developed. Secondly, national 
reports analysing policy and research 
were compiled. Thirdly, a cross-national 
analysis, based on the national reports, 
was conducted. 
A focus was needed as the educa-   >

tional field is broad and heterogenous. 
Compulsory schooling was chosen as 

this focus. However, most of the issues 
raised in this study are relevant for other 
areas of education as well.
The research teams and the deans from    >

the ten IAlEI partner faculties met and 
discussed the results of the cross-national 
analysis at a conference at Seoul National 
university, South Korea, 17-19 August. 
Based on the discussions at this confer-   >

ence, eight policy recommendations 
have been formulated.
These recommendations are directly    >

targeted the global Summit on Climate 
Change, Copenhagen, December 2009, 
as well as united Nations’ Decade of 
Education for Sustainable Development 
2005-2014] 

MOTIvATION 
In December 2002, the United Na-
tions Decade of Education for Sustainable 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE 
RESEARCH PROJECT
- ClIMATE CHANGE AND 
SuSTAINABlE DEvElOPMENT: 
THE RESPONSE FROM EDuCATION
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Development (2005-2014) was adopted 
by the UN General Assembly, and 
UNESCO was nominated to act as 
lead agency for the promotion of the 
Decade. The ambitious goal of the 
Decade is to integrate the princi-
ples, values, and practices of sustain-
able development into all aspects of 
education and learning. A sustainable 
future is defined as a development 
“that meets the needs of the present 
without compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their own 
needs” (World Commission on Envi-
ronment and Development Report, 
1987). Sustainable development is 
viewed as a complex issue, encom-
passing economic, environmental and 
social dimensions. In other words, 
sustainable development is essential to 
satisfy human needs and improve the 
quality of human life.

However, although we are now 
midway through the Decade for ESD, 
the actual role and contribution of 
education has so far mainly been dealt 
with in vague terms.

Since the start of the Decade of 
ESD in 2005, the increasing awareness 
of accelerating climate change and 
the potential threats to human exist-
ence has led to growing concern for 
environmental issues. In December 
this year, the COP15 United Nations 
Climate Change Conference (the 15th 
annual Conference of the Parties) will 
take place in Copenhagen, Denmark. 
Here Ministers, officials, experts 
and NGOs from 189 countries will 
discuss and try to reach an agree-
ment on how to tackle the challenge 
of climate change. The question is 
whether the role of education will be 
included in these negotiations, and, if 
so, which concept of and approach to 

education this will entail? There are 
certainly good reasons for provid-
ing the delegates and the global mass 
media with qualified suggestions of 
the role education might play.

In August 2008, the International 
Alliance of Leading Education In-
stitutes therefore decided to pool its 
resources within the field of Educa-
tion for Sustainable Development in 
a project exploring the response from 
education to the challenges of climate 
change and sustainable development 
from a truly international perspective.

OBjECTIvE AND 
RESEARCH quESTIONS
The aim of the joint research project 
‘Climate Change and Sustainable De-
velopment: the Response from Education’ 
has been to carry out and present a 
cross-national analysis and a set of 
recommendations for future ESD and 
future research in ESD. 

The project has been guided by the 
following four research questions:

How is the concept of ESD, and the role    >

and challenges of education in relation 
to sustainable development, interpreted 
in national strategies for the promotion 
of ESD?
What is the state-of-the-art of empirical    >

and conceptual research on ESD in the 
ten participating countries? 
Is it possible to draw any conclusions on    >

the basis of existing research regarding 
what works (and what doesn’t)?
Does education play a part in the    >

national efforts to cope with mitigation 
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and adaptation to climate change? If so, 
how is it approached and how do these 
efforts influence ESD and vice versa?

STRENGTHS AND lIMITATIONS
The strength of this study lies in its 
scope. With the participation of re-
searchers from ten nations, the report 
provides a broad overview of the 
current situation and developments 
regarding ESD and CCE in coun-
tries of varying size and from every 
continent (except Antarctica!). Such 
a relatively wide-reaching short-term 
project as this cannot fully take into 
account the amount of detail and 
depth the field contains. The edu-
cational field is broad and complex, 
encompassing all types of formal 
education as well as non-formal and 
informal education.8 In this study we 
therefore decided to focus on formal 
education and, more particularly, on 
compulsory schooling.

Despite the breadth of the study, 
attention must be drawn to cer-
tain limitations regarding the global 
perspective. Whilst the ten nations 
may represent the different conti-
nents, they are not among the world’s 
poorest nations. As such, the study 
may not fully reflect the consider-
able differences in the challenges 
of climate change and sustainable 
development faced by countries char-

8   Non-formal education covers educational 
efforts without any kind of exams (e.g. campaigns 
and museums). Informal education refers to 
all types of learning that take place as part of 
activities without any direct educational aim.

acterised by the struggle for poverty 
reduction through development as 
opposed to those with high levels of 
consumption. With the exception of 
South Africa, for instance, the African 
continent is not represented, and a 
number of other areas are notable 
by their absence including Western 
and Southern Asia and Eastern and 
Southern Europe. It is therefore 
important to be aware that there are 
other perspectives on education’s role 
in relation to sustainable develop-
ment and climate change than those 
described in this study, in spite of its 
unusually broad scope.

FuRTHER INFORMATION 
Climate Change and Sustainable    >

Development: The Response from 
Education – A Cross-National Report 
from International Alliance of leading 
Education Institute: 
Http://www.edusud.dk
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IS THERE SuCH A THING AS 
ClIMATE CHANGE EDuCATION?
No, not really – but it is coming. 
Based on the national reports, we can 
say that Climate Change Education is on 
the agenda all over the world – but is still 
in its infancy. There are a lot of calls to 
address climate change in education, 
as well as sporadic initiatives in policy 
and practice, but a clarification of 
what CCE implies and how it should 
be promoted is still lacking. 

This means that CCE is still open 
to negotiation. Different positions 
are at stake: one that regards climate 
change education as the domain of the 
natural sciences (understanding climate 
change scientifically); and another that 
stresses climate change as an integral 
part of the challenge of sustainable 
development, and thus as a matter of 
providing students with the necessary 
competences to participate in debate 
and practice regarding the sustainable 

development of society. If the first ap-
proach gains a footing, it may coun-
teract efforts to promote ESD as part 
of UN Decade of ESD. Meanwhile, if 
CCE is approached as an integral part 
of ESD, the global attention to climate 
change could serve as a vehicle for the 
further promotion of ESD.

EDuCATION FOR SuSTAINABlE 
DEvElOPMENT – WHAT 
IS IT All ABOuT?
Like ‘sustainable development’, 
the concept of ESD is not strictly 
defined but open to interpretation. 
Not even UNESCO, responsible for 
the global Decade of ESD, 2005-
2014, has provided a definition. 
They have, however, described the 
intentions of ESD by means of a vi-
sion saying that:

EXPLANATIONS – ClIMATE 
CHANGE EDuCATION (CCE) AND 
EDuCATION FOR SuSTAINABlE 
DEvElOPMENT (ESD) 
– WHAT ARE WE TAlKING ABOuT?
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- - -
unesco
‘Education for sustainable development is 
about learning to:

respect, value and preserve the    >

achievements of the past;
appreciate the wonders and the peoples    >

of the Earth;
live in a world where all people have    >

sufficient food for a healthy and 
productive life;
assess, care for and restore the state of    >

our Planet;
create and enjoy a better, safer, more    >

just world;
be caring citizens who exercise their    >

rights and 
responsibilities locally, nationally and    >

globally.’ 
- - -

In general, the national policy 
documents talk about a general 
reorientation of education to enable 
students to cope with the major 
challenges of the global society. The 
following quote from The Australian 
Government’s National Action Plan for 
Education for Sustainability (2009) lists 
a number of principles that can be 
found in slightly different versions in 
the other national reports as well:

- - -
principles of educAtion 
for sustAinAbility
Education for sustainability is based on 
the following principles:

transformation and change    >

Education for sustainability is not simply 
about providing information but involves 
equipping people with the skills, capac-
ity and motivation to plan and manage 
change towards sustainability within an 
organisation, industry or community.

education for all and     >

lifelong learning 
Education for sustainability is driven 
by a broad understanding of education 
and learning that includes people of 
all ages and backgrounds and at all 
stages of life and takes place within 
all possible learning spaces, formal 
and informal, in schools, workplaces, 
homes and communities.
systems thinking   >  
Education for sustainability aims to 
equip people to understand connec-
tions between environmental, eco-
nomic, social and political systems.
envisioning a better future   >  
Education for sustainability engages 
people in developing a shared vision 
for a sustainable future.
critical thinking and reflection   >  
Education for sustainability values the 
capacity of individuals and groups to 
reflect on personal experiences and 
world views and to challenge accepted 
ways of interpreting and engaging 
with the world.
participation   >  
Education for sustainability recognises 
participation as critical for engaging 
groups and individuals in sustainability.
partnerships for change   >  
Education for sustainability focuses 
on the use of genuine partnerships 
to build networks and relationships, 
and improve communication between 
different sectors of society.’

- - -

Not all countries apply the concept 
of ESD in their national and regional 
documents. However, the concept 
of Education for Sustainable De-
velopment (ESD) serves today as an 
umbrella concept: It is not only the 
subject matter – ESD and CCE – 
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which is of a global nature. Overall, 
there exists a more or less common 
– and thereby global – discourse on 
ESD questions with roughly the same 
positions and discussions. This is evi-
dent from the policy documents and 
the research analysed and is undoubt-
edly linked to UNESCO’s Decade for 
ESD, 2005-2014, and the associated 
international agreements. 

The openness of the concepts 
‘sustainability’ and ‘sustainable devel-
opment’ is unavoid able, and should 
be treated as a virtue rather than a 
burden. Because it is inevitable that 
stakeholders within different po-
litical and philosophical ideologies 
will attempt to shape the meaning 
of SD, pupils must be equipped to 
participate in the ongoing debate on 
alternative futures.

 25
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The decision at the UN Global 
Summit in Johannesburg (2002) to 
designate the period 2005-2014 the 
Decade of Education for Sustainable 
Development aimed at promoting a 
global endeavour to strengthen the 
development of ESD. We are now 
midway through the Decade, so how 
far have we come? 9

Based on the IALEI project’s 
national reports, the current state of 
affairs can be described as follows: 

The Decade of ESD has so far 
been characterised by efforts to get 
to grips with the concept; by isolated, 
pioneering development projects; 
and by incipient political strategies, 
action plans and initiatives. The field 
of ESD has thereby not, generally 
speaking, progressed to the point 

9    uNESCO, which has responsibility for the 
Decade, monitors and assesses progress. Here, 
the focus has been on the development of 
context and structures. For further details, see: 
http://www.esd-world-conference-2009.org/
fileadmin/download/background/DESD_key_fin-
dings_and_way_forward_23March09__4.pdf. 

where it could be considered well-
established and integrated within the 
formal education system. Rather, its 
status remains marginal due to the 
existence of a number of barriers 
that create a gulf between the well-
worded intentions and the actual 
implementation. In other words: We 
are facing a huge gap between the well-
worded and compre hensive intentions and 
actual implementation.

Since its inception in 2005, 
UNESCO’s Decade of ESD has 
drawn attention to the field and also 
put governments under pressure to 
take a responsibility and intensify 
their ESD efforts. During recent 
years, there has likewise been growing 
concern about climate change which 
has resulted in the launch of new 
initiatives within this area. There is 
evidence of this tendency in all the 
countries, but it is also a recurring 
theme that examples of substantial 
policy and research initiatives within 
the field remain few and far between.

STATE-OF-THE-ART 
FOR EDUCATION FOR 
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT
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NATIONAl DIFFERENCES
The countries involved are moving 
at different speeds: Along with the 
broad tendencies, the national reports 
also demonstrate several interesting 
differences. First and foremost are 
differences in how early the vari-
ous countries first began to imple-
ment ESD and, similarly, how much 
progress they have made. Australia 
began their process in 1999, i.e. three 
years before the Decade was adopted 
at the 2002 Johannesburg Summit. 
Since, they have compiled national 
strategies which have resulted in 
action plans and, in turn, led to the 
realisation of a number of significant 
initiatives. In the United Kingdom 
the interest in the area has increased 
gradually from environmental educa-
tion in the 1990s to ESD in this 
decade. The Asian countries repre-
sented here – China, South Korea 
and Singapore – were relatively late 
adopters of ESD; however they seem 
to be progressing at a faster rate than 
several Western nations. Brazil and 
South Africa share a situation where 
initiatives on the governmental level 
have been late and weak while there, 
on the other hand, are good examples 
of NGO-initiatives and – in South 
Africa – a strong research tradition 
in the field. Despite the difference in 
size, USA and Denmark both con-
stitute examples of countries where 
there existed a number of activities 
and policy initiatives within the area 
back in the 1990s, but these were 
later halted by a change in political 
priorities, a tide which is only now 
beginning to change. Canada is a 
country with a proud tradition for 

environmental education and this 
seems to have resulted in a critical re-
ception of the concept of ESD among 
the Canadian research community. 
As a large country divided into self-
governing provinces, Canada is at the 
same time a good example of the con-
siderable variations that can be found 
regarding how ESD is viewed and 
implemented within a single country. 

THE CHAllENGE TODAY: TO 
REPlACE A NARROW AND 
MARGINAl APPROACH TO 
ESD WITH A MuCH MORE 
COMPREHENSIvE AND 
INNOvATIvE APPROACH 
As mentioned previously, ESD is 
open to different interpretations. One 
extremely widespread interpretation 
limits sustainable development to 
environmental efforts and education 
to a question of teaching children 
the correct form of environmentally-
friendly behaviour. A more compre-
hensive, and thereby far more de-
manding, interpretation can, however, 
be identified. In this case, sustainable 
development is about being able 
to develop solutions which take 
the complex relationships between 
environmental, socio-cultural, and 
economic objectives and interests into 
consideration. It is also a matter of 
being capable of considering conse-
quences within a more long-term and 
global perspective than has previously 
been the case. Also here, education in-
volves the promotion of behavioural 
change, but without fixed answers. 
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The central and far greater task facing 
education is to ensure that everybody 
is able to participate actively and 
competently in the development. 10 

In general, the major challenge in 
the ongoing development of ESD 
is to transcend an approach to ESD 
limited to behavioural directives ap-
pended the existing lessons and move 
towards a reorientation of teaching 
with a view to providing students 
with the necessary competences to 
participate in the creation of a sus-
tainable future. 

This competence development 
perspective is typically incorpo-
rated in the national and regional 
strategies for ESD: the sore point 
is transforming the good inten-
tions into practice. This is due in 
part to the broad strategies often 
being interpreted within a narrow 
ESD perspective; in part to existing 
disciplinary boundaries, curricular 
requirements, teaching forms and 
teacher competences which often 
form barriers to the implementation 
of a competence-oriented approach 
to ESD. 11

10    The box ’Principles of Education for Su-
stainability’ illustrates the competences required. 
The chapter ’Why climate change challenges the 
way we think about education’ can furthermore 
give an impression of the huge demands for 
competence development caused by climate 
change. Finally, theme 1 in the cross-national 
report provides a closer examination of the various 
different perspectives on ESD.
11    For further details, see the chapter on 
barriers.
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Our world is changing rapidly – eco-
nomically, ecologically, technologi-
cally, culturally, in terms of popula-
tion, international relations, social 
structures etc. These changes result in 
increased tension between develop-
ment and sustainability. During recent 
years, the focus on this tension has 
been accentuated by the accelerating 
climate change. The number of warn-
ings from scientists has increased and 
a mood of urgency marks the present 
situation. Should the educational 
system just neglect this and continue 
as usual – or how should it respond to 
these challenges?

In the following, it is argued that 
the educational sector should play a 
vital role in tackling the challenges 
of climate change and sustainable 
development, and that, as a result, a 
number of fundamental ideas regard-
ing the essence and purpose of educa-
tion must be reconsidered. 

ClIMATE CHANGE AND 
SuSTAINABlE DEvElOPMENT 
AS AN EDuCATIONAl ISSuE
Education for Sustainable Develop-
ment is about more than climate 
change education, but today, the 
changing climate provides an impor-
tant field for ESD. Generally speak-
ing, climate change is not chiefly a 
scientific issue anymore. We are able 
to describe climate change scien-
tifically. What we don’t know are its 
consequences or implications. We are 
facing a series of risks and have to act 
although our knowledge is uncertain. 
This means that the issues are now 
about being able to assess a number 
of interdependent aspects and decide 
upon a suitable course of action. What 
would be enough – and what would 
not be enough? Should we do it in 
this way or that way? To qualify these 
kinds of considerations and decisions 
is fundamentally an educational issue. 

RE-THINKING EDUCATION
– WHY ClIMATE CHANGE AND 
SuSTAINABlE DEvElOPMENT 
CHAllENGE THE WAY WE 
uNDERSTAND AND PRACTICE 
EDuCATION
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Of course education should provide 
people with scientific facts, but the 
major challenge is to facilitate their 
value reflections and decision mak-
ing competences - in their everyday 
lives and as participants in a societal 
learning process regarding sustainable 
development. When we are talking 
about Education for Sustainable De-
velopment in this sense, it is not only a 
task for educational institutions. They 
are important, but can achieve little 
alone. Governments, companies, mass 
media, NGOs, civil society and private 
households all have a role to play.  

THE NEW CHAllENGE FOR 
EDuCATION: TO PROMOTE 
lEARNING WITHOuT 
RIGHT ANSWERS
Our educational institutions were 
established and structured on the 
basis of a strong belief in objective 
knowledge and right answers to every 
question. The task of education was to 
provide students with the truth and 
correct techniques. This role is still 
valid – factual knowledge and efficient 
techniques are crucial prerequisites for 
rational action. However, sustainable 
development has no right answers:

At the core, one finds a fundamental    >

dilemma: To ‘sustain’ versus to ‘develop’. 
Dilemmas have no right answers. How-
ever, they can be managed in different 
situations on a more or less qualified 
basis.
Sustainable development means decid-   >

ing how to deal with a series of risks. Yet 
such risks always contain a degree of 

uncertainty and are more a matter of be-
ing able to assess the interplay between 
a number of aspects and of ethical 
considerations of what is good and bad 
than of uncovering the truth.
There exists a widespread consensus    >

regarding the importance of sustainable 
development, but not regarding what it 
entails in the form of concrete actions. 
How much should be done to gain a 
sustainable development? There is no 
right answer. We must act on a qualified 
basis and learn form our experiences. 
Sustainable development is impossible 
without learning. The educational sector 
has a vital role as the facilitator of this 
learning at every level – from the single 
individual to the society as a whole.
Sustainable development is not, nor can    >

it ever be, a clearly defined objective. It is 
possible to envisage countless sustain-
able developments, so the question is: 
what kind of sustainable development 
do we want? In considering this ques-
tion, education can qualify our abilities 
to imagine various future scenarios, to 
assess technologies, and to consider the 
ethical and political aspects – but it can-
not and should not try to provide us with 
the right answers.

THE NEW AND ExTENDED 
SCOPE OF EDuCATION
Climate change and the vision of a 
sustainable development have given 
education a new, expanded horizon: 

We must be capable of forward think-   >

ing: Sustainable development requires 
planning, not as usual just 10-20 years 
ahead, but several generations. We
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therefore need to develop our abilities    >

to envisage a number of different future 
scenarios – not just idle imagination, but 
tied to decisions, choices and planning. 
We must be capable of global thinking:   >  
We need to think beyond our own little 
part of the world and society. Globalisa-
tion must also be a mental process – 
which does not make matters any easier. 
We have to learn how to cope with this 
increased complexity. And we have to 
expand the sociological imagination to 
understand how global events affect 
our lives – and vice versa, i.e. how our 
lifestyles have consequences in other 
parts of the world.
We must be capable of understand-   >

ing and taking into account common 
interests in the broadest sense: Climate 
change and sustainable development 
challenge us both intellectually and 
ethically. We have grown accustomed to 
making decisions on the basis of ‘what is 
best for me, right here, right now?’. Sus-
tainable development is about also being 
able to consider the consequences of 
our actions for someone else, some-
where else, at some point in the future. 
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