
[CH] Chapter 12 – Education for Sustainable Development 

 

[F] Professional Links 

This chapter contributes to the following professional links: 

[B] The diploma in teaching mandatory context (ETF, 2023) 

• 1.6 Sustainability in your area. 

• 2.6 Their wider expectations. 

• 2.8 Role and currency of research and evidence. 

• 3.1 The role of a teacher 

• 4.16 Professional responsibilities 

 

[B] Learning skills teacher occupational standards (IFATE, 2023) 

• K4 Methods for creating and adapting inclusive learning resources. 

• K5 Evidence-informed inclusive teaching, learning and assessment strategies. 

• S1 Integrate subject and pedagogic research into teaching activity to enhance 

teaching and support changes of practice. 

• S6 Promote understanding of equality and diversity and sustainable 

development. 

• S9 Engage and inspire learners. 

• S13 Encourage learners to develop: autonomy and resilience, personal and 

interpersonal effectiveness, social awareness and respect for others, 

essential employability skills, a solutions mindset, and the ability to create 

change. 



• S16 Prepare learners for their transition through education, further training, 

and into employment. 

• B5 Act in a manner that is ethical, fair, consistent and impartial, valuing 

equality, diversity and champion British values within Professional boundaries. 

• B6 Model sustainable practice and promote sustainable development 

principles, values and goals in relation to their subject specialism. 

 

[B] Professional Standards (ETF, 2022) 

• 1 Critically reflect on and evaluate your practices, values, and beliefs to 

improve learner outcomes 

• 2 Promote and embed education for sustainable development (ESD) across 

learning and working practices 

• 5 Value and champion diversity, equality of opportunity, inclusion and social 

equity. 

• 8 Develop and update knowledge of your subject specialism, taking account 

of new practices, research and/ or industry requirements. 

• 12 Understand your teaching role and responsibilities and how these are 

influenced by legal, regulatory, institutional and ethical contexts. 

• 13 Promote and support positive learner behaviour, attitudes and wellbeing. 

 

[F] Chapter objectives  

At the end of this chapter, you will be able to: 



• discuss the importance of education for sustainable development with your 

students; 

• apply the core concepts of education for sustainable development in the 

planning and delivery of your session; 

• critically evaluate the impact of education for sustainable development within 

the boundaries of your specific subject specialism; 

• identify and inform the learners of the importance for sustainable practices 

within your subject specialism for the purpose of employability within that field. 

 



[A] Introduction and definitions  

This chapter covers an extremely important and topical theme within education at 

present, that of education for sustainable development.  The chapter aim is to 

provide you with an insight into this field of education from three perspectives, as a 

subject specialist, as a teacher and as a member of an educational organisation.  

The goal is to provide you with sufficient information in order that you can feel 

comfortable with your awareness of this subject, develop your skills and habits to 

allow you to incorporate them into your teaching by modelling best practices and 

following the principles, values and goals of these areas in relation to your individual 

sessions. 

It was reported in 2015 (McDonald, 2015) that all the world’s populations are 

currently using resources which are equivalent to 1.5 Earths as a whole.  We in the 

United Kingdom, as a developed world are also quite poor in this respect, if everyone 

in the world lived in the same manner as UK citizens, we would need 2.4 Earths to 

sustain us.  In addition, these figures do not consider crop sustainability, indeed a 

number of top scientists as quoted in this article state that these figures are a 

massive underrepresentation of the true picture (McDonald, Ibid).  In 2023, the 

statistics portal ‘Statista’ revisited this and increased the UK’s need on resources to 

2.6 Earths, which is obviously unsustainable both as a nation and a planet.  This 

overuse of natural resources worldwide is why this has come to the fore in a number 

of national and international forums in an attempt to address it.  At the front of this 

and intrinsically linked to the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organisation (UNESCO) sustainable development goals is education (UNESCO, 

2017).  The UK is not alone in its current unsustainable approach to natural 



resources and Table 12.1 shows a pictorial representation of the number of Earths 

resources required by country at their current rate of consumption . 

 

Table 12.1: Table to show the number of Earths/its resources needed if the 

population lived like the following Countries. 

USA Denmark Germany UK China Brazil Indonesia 

 

5.0 

 

4.3 

 

2.9 

 

2.6 

 

2.3 

 

1.8 

 

1.1 

Adapted from: Statista.com (2023) 

 

[B] What is Education for Sustainable Development? 



Education for sustainable development (ESD) is a crucial aspect of modern 

education, particularly for young people aged over 16 as they prepare to enter the 

modern workforce and their individual futures as a member of their communities and 

beyond. Understanding sustainability and fostering practices that support it are 

essential in today's world and is highly sought after by employers. ESD empowers 

young people to make informed decisions, develop critical thinking skills, and take 

action to protect the environment and promote social equity.  

Firstly, ESD helps young people understand the impact of human activities on the 

environment. The world faces significant environmental challenges, such as climate 

change, deforestation, and pollution (UNESCO, 2017). By learning about these 

issues, young people can understand how their actions, actions of others, contribute 

to these problems and how they can help mitigate them. For instance, understanding 

the importance of reducing waste, conserving energy, and protecting natural habitats 

can lead to more environmentally friendly behaviours. Human-induced climate 

change is causing dangerous and widespread disruption in nature and affecting the 

lives of billions of people around the world, despite efforts to reduce the risks.  

(IPCC, 2022).  As a modern educator in the United Kingdom, it is vital that you have 

a rounded understanding of this facet of education and model best practice for your 

students to firmly understand and embed ESD into live everyday thought process.  

 

[B] Definitions 

What is sustainability?  There are many definitions on the internet but a very level 

and round one is from McGill University who state: 



‘Sustainability means meeting our own needs without compromising the ability 

of future generations to meet their own needs. In addition to natural 

resources, we also need social and economic resources. Sustainability is not 

just environmentalism. Embedded in most definitions of sustainability we also 

find concerns for social equity and economic development’. (McGill, 2022). 

This then in future to leads on to the United Nations Educational, Scientific and 

Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) definition of what is sustainability education or 

education for sustainable development?  This definition states: 

‘Education for sustainable development (ESD) is UNESCO’s education sector 

response to the urgent and dramatic challenges the planet faces. The 

collective activities of human beings have altered the earth’s ecosystems so 

that our very survival seems in danger because of changes more difficult to 

reverse every day. To contain global warming before it reaches catastrophic 

levels means addressing environmental, social and economic issues in a 

holistic way’. (UNESCO, 2022). 

 

[B] Governmental and Ofsted policies 

The UK government has implemented several policies and initiatives to support ESD 

specifically targeting post-16 learners in the FE and skills education sector. These 

efforts aim to equip young people with the necessary skills, knowledge, and attitudes 

to contribute to a sustainable future and to meet the demands of a green economy. 

One of the primary initiatives is the integration of sustainability into vocational 

education and training as a golden thread throughout every programme this is 



reflected by the integration into the newly updated professional standards from the 

Education and Training Foundation for our sector, with a specific new standard, 

number 2, Promote and embed education for sustainable development (ESD) across 

learning and working practices (ETF, 2022).  

The UK government also promotes the development of green skills through 

apprenticeship programs and qualifications in key sectors such as renewable 

energy, sustainable construction, and environmental management. These programs 

are designed to ensure that young people entering the workforce are prepared to 

support the transition to a low carbon/sustainable economy as most of the apprentice 

standards across the various disciplines have a knowledge, skill or behaviour 

intrinsically linked to ESD and sustainability. (HM Government, 2022, IFATE, 2024) 

The Department for Education’s (DfE) Sustainability and Climate Change Strategy, 

launched in April 2022 and updated in December 2023, outlines the government's 

vision for sustainability education up to 2030, with a significant focus on the FE 

sector as shown in the strategy’s vision to be a world-leading education sector in 

sustainability and climate change by 2030.  

“The strategy’s vision is for the United Kingdom to be the world-leading 

education sector in sustainability and climate change by 2030. In England, we 

will achieve this through 4 strategic aims: 

1. Excellence in education and skills for a changing world: preparing all 

young people for a world impacted by climate change through 

learning and practical experience. 



2. Net zero: reducing direct and indirect emissions from education and 

care buildings, driving innovation to meet legislative targets and 

providing opportunities for children and young people to engage 

practically in the transition to net zero. 

3. Resilient to climate change: adapting our education and care 

buildings and system to prepare for the effects of climate change. 

4. A better environment for future generations: enhancing biodiversity, 

improving air quality and increasing access to, and connection with, 

nature in and around education and care settings.”  

(Extract of policy paper from Department for Education, 2023). 

 

This strategy includes commitments to improve teaching and learning about climate 

change and sustainability within FE colleges. It also aims to create pathways for 

students to gain practical experience in sustainability through work placements and 

industry partnerships which are an integral part of the new T level provisions with 20 

per cent of the course hours being a compulsory placement (Gov.uk website, 2023). 

In support of this strategy, the DfE has developed resources and guidelines for FE 

institutions to integrate sustainability into their curricula and operations. This includes 

the promotion of environmentally friendly practices within colleges, such as energy 

efficiency measures, waste reduction, and sustainable transport options (Department 

for Education, ibid). By implementing these practices, FE institutions can serve as 

models of sustainability for their students and generations of the future. 



Research and development play a crucial role in advancing ESD in the FE sector. 

The UK government funds research into effective ESD practices and the 

development of educational resources that promote sustainability. This includes 

collaborations with universities, further education colleges, and industry stakeholders 

to ensure that the curriculum and training programs are aligned with the latest 

sustainability standards and industry needs (HEFCE, 2022). 

Teacher training and professional development are also essential components of the 

government's ESD strategy. The DfE provides professional development 

opportunities for FE educators to enhance their understanding of sustainability 

issues and to integrate these topics into their teaching (Department for Education, 

2023). This training helps ensure that educators are well-equipped to inspire and 

engage students in sustainability initiatives. 

Furthermore, the government supports initiatives like the Green Skills Taskforce, 

which works to identify and address skills gaps in the green economy. This taskforce 

aims to ensure that the FE sector can meet the demand for green jobs by developing 

appropriate training programs and qualifications (HM Government, 2022). 

Higher education institutions also play a role in ESD for post-16 learners. 

Universities and colleges are encouraged to integrate sustainability into their 

curricula and research activities. The Higher Education Funding Council for England 

(HEFCE) has supported projects that promote sustainable development within higher 

education institutions, which often collaborate with FE colleges to provide pathways 

for students to advance their sustainability education (HEFCE, 2022). 



In summary, the UK government’s policies and initiatives for ESD in the FE and skills 

education sector focus on integrating sustainability into vocational training, 

enhancing teacher professional development, supporting research and development, 

and promoting sustainable practices within educational institutions. These efforts aim 

to prepare post-16 learners to address environmental challenges and contribute to a 

sustainable economy. 

 

[F] Critical Question: 

• Consider your classroom practice from what you have just read/learnt what 

are you already doing in your subject specialist area to promote and model 

ESD? 

[F] Developmental Question: 

• Research the UNESCO developmental goals (UNESCO, 2022) and consider 

how you would explain ESD to a colleague within your subject specialist area. 

 

[A] ESD as a subject 

From a further education and skills teachers/lecturer’s perspective ESD has a much 

wider impact on a range of skills beyond purely sustainability and resource 

management it encourages critical think skills, promotes social equity, active 

citizenship as it prepares them for future careers. As FE educators, we can integrate 

and model sustainability in education to empower the next generation to make the 



correct choices and create a more sustainable and equitable world.  Education is a 

major step forwards in ensuring a better future for our students and generations to 

come. Next, we look at some examples of how embedding ESD into our practice can 

our learners development. 

 

[B] Developing critical thinking and problem-solving skills 

ESD develops critical thinking and problem-solving skills. It has long been 

recognised that sustainable development is complex as Sterling (2001) notes it 

requires individuals to think critically about how to balance economic growth, 

environmental protection, and social well-being. By engaging with these topics and 

your subject specialist knowledge, your students learn to analyse problems from 

multiple perspectives and develop creative solutions. This was support by UNESCO 

(2014) who also identified that these skills are not only essential for addressing 

sustainability issues but are also highly valuable in many areas of life and work. 

 

[B] Promoting social equity 

Sustainable development is about more than just the environment; it's also about 

social equity. ESD teaches young people about the interconnectedness of social, 

economic, and environmental issues (United Nations, 2015). They learn about the 

importance of social justice, gender equality, and human rights. This holistic 

understanding encourages them to consider how their actions affect others and to 

strive for a more equitable society. For example, learning about fair trade can lead to 



more ethical consumer choices, and understanding global inequalities can inspire 

actions to support disadvantaged communities (Leicht et al, 2018). 

[B] Encouraging active citizenship 

Education for sustainable development encourages active citizenship. Young people 

learn that they can make a difference and are empowered to take action (Jensen 

and Schnack, 2006). This could be through participating in local environmental 

projects, advocating for policy changes, or simply making more sustainable choices 

in their daily lives. Active citizenship fosters a sense of responsibility and community 

engagement, which are essential for driving collective efforts towards a sustainable 

future (Huckle & Wals, 2015). 

 

[B] Preparing for future careers 

Furthermore, ESD prepares young people for future careers. As sustainability 

becomes increasingly important across all UK employment sectors, there is a 

growing demand for professionals with awareness, knowledge, and skills in this area 

(Hopkins and McKeown, 2005). By incorporating sustainability into further education, 

young people can gain a competitive edge in the job market. They might pursue 

careers in renewable energy, sustainable agriculture, environmental science, or 

corporate social responsibility, among many others. These careers not only offer 

personal fulfilment but also contribute to the broader goal of sustainable 

development (Tilbury, 2011). 

 



[B] Fostering innovation 

Sustainability as we mentioned earlier requires critical thinking skills, however, the 

challenges it presents also require innovative solutions. ESD fosters a mindset of 

innovation by encouraging young people to think creatively about how to solve 

complex problems (Sterling, 2001). They learn about new technologies and practices 

that can help reduce environmental impact and improve quality of life. For example, 

understanding how renewable energy sources like solar and wind power work can 

inspire young people to explore careers in developing these existing technologies 

and creating a mindset to address future technologies.  This is best summed up by 

UNESCO (2017) who stated, ‘Innovation is key to creating a sustainable future, and 

education is the foundation upon which this innovation is built’. 

This is best summed up by UNESCO (2017, p1) who stated, ‘Global issues – such 

as climate change – urgently require a shift in our lifestyles and a transformation of 

the way we think and act.  To achieve this change, we need new skills, values and 

attitudes that lead to more sustainable societies’  

[B] Building resilience 

Finally, education for sustainable development builds resilience. Young people learn 

about the importance of being adaptable and prepared for change. This is 

particularly important as the world faces increasing environmental uncertainties and 

economic challenges (Leicht et al., 2018). By understanding these issues and 

developing the skills to address them, young people can better cope with and 

respond to future challenges. This resilience is crucial for their personal development 

and for the sustainability of their communities and the world (Jensen & Schnack, 



2006).  Resilience and confidence is vital in a modern teenager as they exit the post-

covid pandemic era and embrace modern world.  Resilience gives them the ability to 

manage stress, challenges, trauma or adversity from life and bounce back from it, 

whilst still providing them with the confidence to be curious and adaptable to the 

world around them (Family lives, 2024). 

For a teacher or trainee teacher in the further education and skills sector we need to 

consider four key viewpoints when addressing education for sustainable 

development (ESD) within our subject specialism as detailed in below: 

Table 12.1: Table to show ESD viewpoints and associated examples. 

View point Examples 

A focus on subject specifically Reusable nappies (Early Years), Heat 

source pumps (construction), cloud 

servers (ICT), waste reduction 

(Catering), etc. 

Focus on educationally More electronic resources to save on 

hand outs, online learning material and 

submissions, etc. 

Institutionally Campus wide ‘green’ initiatives, 

reducing carbon footprint, updating 

energy conservation methods, Electric 

vehicle chargers, movement controlled 

lighting, internal operations/processes 

and supply chains.  In addition, offering 

green skills and careers. 



Nationally Having an educational policy aligned to 

the UNESCO sustainable development 

goals most of which contain an aspect 

of education/training. 

 

As a teacher or trainee teacher we can address and influence the first three but the 

fourth, National viewpoints, need to be worked towards collectively as a further 

education and skills sector as further education colleges are major socio-economic 

contributors into the local economy (Senior and Barnes, 2023). 

 

[B] How to think ESD as a subject specialist. 

Firstly, consider you own practices and how you work as all the little things add up to 

big changes.  Consider the following about your general practices: 

• working online / collaboratively;  

• reducing photocopy; 

• more electronic resources/e-books; 

• class discussions; 

• smarter practices; 

• hot desking / home working. 

 

Then move on to area of specialism and what can you do at a teacher/lecturer to 

increase awareness of sustainability around your subject?  Reflect on your area of 



subject specialism and consider what you and your colleagues are already doing and 

what can be altered, adapted and improved.  Below is a short, bit not exhaustive list 

that looks at some ideas around the subject of construction to pick one. 

• What eco-friendly materials are there or those emerging technologies that 

reduce the impact on the environment (i.e. lime mortar in training, prefab 

buildings, recycled insulation). 

• Heat source pumps and renewably energies as we move as a nation from 

reliance on fossil fuels, also economically, there are normally grants either, 

locally or nationally, to support this type of venture as we all strive to hit 

emissions targets regionally and nationally. 

• Alternative construction methods, some construction methods are much 

worse for the environment than others. 

• Sustainable sourcing of materials, the ethical stance of companies, wood from 

sustainable forests, etc.  

• Carbon offsetting, if a certain practice is vital can it be off-set to reduce the 

impact? 

• Thinking of own practices and altering them accordingly Green vehicles / 

smaller commutes, hybrid working reduces commuting emissions, 

online/virtual meetings (not only reduces cardon emissions from commuting 

but also can increase productivity by not losing time on the commutes. 

 

[F] Critical Question: 



• Think about your subject and your practice, take a recent session you have 

delivered or one that you are planning and take extra time to consider ESD.  

Consider it from two viewpoints, firstly, what you are already doing.  Then 

secondly, what additionally you could put in from the ideas and inspiration you 

have just read? 

 

[F] Developmental Question: 

• Consider a peer observation of an experienced practitioner, it does not have 

to be the same specialism and watch to see how ESD it embedded within 

their session and then critical review your planning and/or delivery of a recent 

session to identify ideas in the six generic skills listed above in which you 

could have expanded ESD more effectively.  

 

[A] ESD as an institution, leading the way and modelling best practices. 

It is not all about the teaching it is also about setting a positive example, the 

development of sustainable infrastructure in FE colleges can drive community 

engagement and partnerships as well as provide best use of public funds. Colleges 

can collaborate with local governments, businesses, and non-profits to develop and 

implement sustainable projects, fostering a sense of community and shared 

responsibility for sustainable development. These partnerships can provide students 

with practical experience and networking opportunities, enhancing their employability 

and preparing them for careers in the growing green economy (Scott and Gough, 

2003).   



As major employers in our community (Senior and Barnes, 2023) we are all part of a 

wider community and supply chains that feed our everyday operations. Most 

organisations within our sector have some form of green working group or committee 

which you can become involved in to try to effect more change within your own 

organisation so find out about yours and how you get involved.  

Sustainable infrastructure in FES sector buildings aligns and models with the 

principles of social equity and inclusivity, core components of sustainable 

development. By creating accessible, inclusive, and environmentally friendly 

campuses, our sector can ensure that all students, regardless of their background, 

have the opportunity to learn in and contribute to a sustainable environment. This 

approach promotes a culture of inclusivity and responsibility, essential for fostering 

positive citizens and sustainable development (Tilbury, 2011).  Some organisations 

have embraced the sustainable philosophy, whilst some are a little slower.   

However, some possible suggestions to identify around your campuses/buildings 

are:   

• electric car charging bays; 

• green days / volunteer days in the local community on green initiatives; 

• cycle to work scheme; 

• declaring a climate emergency; 

• replacing and updating infrastructure to more modern versions, i e triple 

glazing instead of double glazing; 

• recycling centres / renewable energies;  

• online working practices instead of paper; 



• flexible working policies; 

• reuseable cups in catering facilities / water bottle refilling stations instead of 

bottled water. 

 

Again, this list is not exhaustive and as technologies improve and awareness grows 

so will support and opportunities for green initiatives and employability in fact ONS 

data shows green sector grew four times faster than the rest of the UK economy 

between 2020 and 2021, but the UK Government is still behind pledge to deliver two 

million jobs by 2030 in the green sector (Green Intelligence, 2023). 

 

[F] Case Study 

Micha has just delivered a session on textiles to a level 3 design cohort in a further 

education and skills setting.  The session followed the supply chain from the far east 

through to a budget high street retailer.  Micha looks at the production of cotton in 

India, the transportation and manufacturing in Thailand of a cotton T shirt, the 

transport chain from Thailand to the United Kingdom wholesaler, from the wholesaler 

to the high street store despatch and from dispatch to the store and onto the store 

shelf.   

Consider the questions below and consider making a mind map(s) to present 

pictorially. 

1. What natural resources do you think were used at the various stages of the 

production and supply chains? 

2. What could be done to mitigate / reduce the impact of the resources? 



3. Where was carbon dioxide used/produced and what could be done to limit this 

production of carbon dioxide? 

 

[A] Summary 

In this chapter we have looked at what education for sustainable development is, 

how it can improve the ‘soft skills’ of your learners and turn them into better citizens 

with more career and future opportunities, plus how you can support this movement 

but incorporating elements of best practice into your delivery sessions and everyday 

life.   

ESD is contained at a teacher level within your subject and modelling best practice, 

but it goes beyond that and will hopefully become a way of life for future generations 

as we try to reduce the impact of human civilisation on the planet.  This must be a 

positive outcome for everyone on the planet so a vital cause.  This 

reduction/recycling in the use of natural resources and education as to why it is 

important is going to be a long process and require ‘buy-in’ from a global 

perspective, as to put it bluntly, we cannot continue as we have been and most 

developed countries, the United Kingdom included, are some of the worst offenders 

but together we can unite and bring the required change starting through education 

of this generation and future generations. 

 

[F] Check your understanding 

1. What are the six areas of soft skills that can be developed for our students 

if we successfully embed ESD? 



2. What are the four key viewpoints to consider within ESD? 

3. How many planets worth of resources would the world consume if 

everyone lived like residents of the United Kingdom?  

[F] Developmental questions 

1. How can you embed ESD in your subject teaching? 

2. Locate your organisations sustainability plan, what could you do to enhance 

or develop this in your area? 

3. Consider the government manifesto on sustainability in education, what are 

the key elements that you could apply directly to your teaching? 

 

[F] Links to further reading 

One piece of must-read material is the UNESCO sustainable goals website 

www.unesco.org/en/sdgs  

Further reading would be the UK Government’s sustainability strategy from 2023 for 

the national targets to 2030. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/sustainability-and-climate-change-

strategy 

 

  

http://www.unesco.org/en/sdgs
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/sustainability-and-climate-change-strategy
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/sustainability-and-climate-change-strategy
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