
Environment,



�A Nat�onal Rev�ew of Env�ronmental Educat�on and �ts Contr�but�on
to Susta�nab�l�ty �n Austral�a: Frameworks for Susta�nab�l�ty

Th�s report �s Volume 1 �n a five part ser�es that rev�ews Env�ronmental Educat�on and �ts contr�but�on to susta�nab�l�ty 
�n Austral�a. The research wh�ch underp�ns �t was undertaken between October 2004 and January 2005 by the Austral�an 
Research Inst�tute �n Educat�on for Susta�nab�l�ty (ARIES) for the Austral�an Government Department of the Env�ronment 
and Her�tage. The ser�es �s t�tled ‘A National Review of Environmental Education and its Contribution to Sustainability in 
Australia’ and covers the follow�ng areas:

Volume 1: Frameworks for Sustainability
Volume 2: School Education
Volume 3: Community Education
Volume 4: Business and Industry Education
Volume 5: Further and Higher Education

Th�s volume prov�des the conceptual context for understand�ng Env�ronmental Educat�on’s contr�but�on to susta�nab�l�ty. It 
attempts to define the components of learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty and rev�ews �nternat�onal and nat�onal frameworks wh�ch 
support th�s approach to Env�ronmental Educat�on. The document prov�des analys�s as well as recommendat�ons to �mprove 
strateg�c plann�ng and act�ons for susta�nab�l�ty through Env�ronmental Educat�on �n Austral�a.

Disclaimer: The views expressed herein are not necessarily the views of the Australian Government, and the Government does not 
accept responsibility for any information or advice contained herein.

Copyright: © 2005 Austral�an Government Department of the Env�ronment and Her�tage and Austral�an Research 
Inst�tute �n Educat�on for Susta�nab�l�ty.

Citation: T�lbury, D. and Cooke, K. (2005) A National Review of Environmental Education and its Contribution to 
Sustainability in Australia: Frameworks for Sustainability. Canberra: Austral�an Government Department of the Env�ronment 
and Her�tage and Austral�an Research Inst�tute �n Educat�on for Susta�nab�l�ty.

ISBN: 1 74138 078 2

Executive Summary: Ava�lable for download from http://www.ar�es.mq.edu.au
PDF Version: Ava�lable for download from http://www.ar�es.mq.edu.au



�� A Nat�onal Rev�ew of Env�ronmental Educat�on and �ts Contr�but�on 
to Susta�nab�l�ty �n Austral�a: Frameworks for Susta�nab�l�ty

Acknowledgements
Th�s report �s based on research wh�ch was framed and d�rected by Dan�ella T�lbury, Macquar�e Un�vers�ty, Sydney.

Many Env�ronmental Educat�on th�nkers and exper�enced pract�t�oners have contr�buted to th�s research document. We 
are grateful to them for the�r �nput. The pr�nc�pal authors were Dan�ella T�lbury and Kr�st�na Cooke. Amanda Keogh and 
Kr�sten Hebert have also contr�buted to th�s document.

The research was peer rev�ewed to assure val�d�ty of find�ngs. L�nda Corkery (Head of School, Faculty of the Bu�lt 
Env�ronment, Un�vers�ty of New South Wales), Kerry Cox (V�ce Chancellor, Un�vers�ty of Ballarat), Wendy Goldste�n 
(IUCN Comm�ss�on on Educat�on and Commun�cat�on), Gary Hodge (Cha�r of Western Austral�an Counc�l for 
Env�ronmental Educat�on), Stephen Sterl�ng (�nternat�onal leader and wr�ter �n educat�on for susta�nab�l�ty, Un�ted 
K�ngdom) acted as key �nformants for th�s rev�ew. We are also grateful to the Nat�onal Env�ronmental Educat�on Counc�l 
(NEEC) for feedback on �n�t�al drafts.



���A Nat�onal Rev�ew of Env�ronmental Educat�on and �ts Contr�but�on
to Susta�nab�l�ty �n Austral�a: Frameworks for Susta�nab�l�ty

Preface
Thousands of susta�nab�l�ty �n�t�at�ves have emerged across the globe s�nce the m�d-1980s. These have been �n response to 
�nternat�onal calls for �mproved qual�ty of l�fe, ecolog�cal protect�on, soc�al just�ce and econom�c equ�ty. Desp�te th�s �ntense act�v�ty, 
many experts have po�nted out that progress has been modest and there appears to be l�ttle ev�dence of pos�t�ve ach�evement.

No country �s susta�nable or has come close to becom�ng susta�nable and there �s no one s�ze fits all rec�pe for success. G�ven 
th�s real�ty, the �nternat�onal commun�ty has come to recogn�se that sustainability is essentially an on-going learning 
process that act�vely �nvolves stakeholders �n creat�ng the�r v�s�on, act�ng and rev�ew�ng changes. As a result, educat�on �n 
the context of susta�nab�l�ty �s now understood as a change process rather than a message or level wh�ch must be ach�eved. 
Susta�nab�l�ty calls for the use of new learn�ng approaches that help us explore susta�nab�l�ty and bu�ld sk�lls that enable 
change, such as mentor�ng, fac�l�tat�on, part�c�pat�ve �nqu�ry, act�on learn�ng and act�on research.

Another real�sat�on emerg�ng out of the susta�nab�l�ty d�scourse �s that major problems cannot be solved from our current 
way of l�v�ng but w�ll requ�re a shift from traditional ways of thinking and acting upon env�ronmental problems. A 
susta�nab�l�ty approach moves away from ‘doom and gloom’ approaches towards futures or�ented th�nk�ng and act�on. Th�s 
�nvolves quest�on�ng and reflect�ng upon our act�ons and dec�s�ons, so we can re-th�nk and re-des�gn our act�v�t�es. Th�s 
approach �s called learning for sustainability. 

For Austral�a to ach�eve env�ronmental and qual�ty of l�fe outcomes, �t �s cr�t�cal that we:

● �ncorporate learn�ng based approaches to change w�th�n env�ronmental and susta�nab�l�ty �n�t�at�ves; and

● ma�nstream susta�nab�l�ty approaches w�th�n educat�on, tra�n�ng and capac�ty bu�ld�ng.

In order to �nform a strateg�c response to these needs the Austral�an Research Inst�tute �n Educat�on for Susta�nab�l�ty 
(ARIES) undertook research to rev�ew Env�ronmental Educat�on (EE) and �ts contr�but�on to susta�nab�l�ty �n Austral�a.  
The five volumes wh�ch make up th�s ser�es assess current pract�ce and �dent�fy needs across the sectors. It has been wr�tten 
to be relevant to all those �nvolved �n the des�gn and del�very of EE wh�ch �ncludes pol�cy makers, fund�ng bod�es, educators 
and researchers. Each volume h�ghl�ghts opportun�t�es to �mprove pol�cy, pract�ce and research.

The ser�es �s t�tled ‘A National Review of Environmental Education and its Contribution to Sustainability in Australia’ 
and covers the follow�ng areas:

Volume 1: Frameworks for Sustainability
Th�s volume prov�des the conceptual bas�s for understand�ng EE’s contr�but�ons to susta�nab�l�ty. It attempts to define the 
components of learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty approaches as well as the �nfluence they have had on EE as an area of learn�ng. It 
d�fferent�ates between trad�t�onal EE pract�ce and more ‘cr�t�cal’ approaches to learn�ng prompted by the susta�nab�l�ty agenda.

The volume also looks at �nternat�onal and nat�onal strateg�c frameworks wh�ch support EE �n�t�at�ves for susta�nab�l�ty. The 
document prov�des analys�s as well as recommendat�ons to �mprove strateg�c plann�ng and act�ons for susta�nab�l�ty through 
EE. The research undertaken recogn�ses the foundat�on prov�ded by the ‘Environmental Education for a Sustainable Future: 
National Action Plan.’ However, as �nternat�onal exper�ence has shown, ma�nta�n�ng ex�st�ng structures w�ll not be enough to 
address the new approaches to EE prompted by the susta�nab�l�ty agenda. It �s therefore recommended that Austral�a bu�ld 
on current exper�ence to develop a strategic framework in learning for sustainability. Th�s chapter sets the scene for the 
other volumes �n th�s ser�es.
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Volume 2: School Education
Th�s volume documents how learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty approaches st�ll struggle to feature �n ma�nstream school educat�on. 
Whole-school approaches to susta�nab�l�ty are emerg�ng, but are st�ll rare. It �s cr�t�cal to strengthen the presence of EE 
w�th�n school curr�cula and teacher tra�n�ng to ensure that schools and students develop the capac�ty to contr�bute to 
susta�nab�l�ty. We also need to challenge pract�ces �n Early Ch�ldhood Educat�on as well Env�ronmental Educat�on Centres 
to ensure that effect�ve approaches to learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty are developed.

Volume 3: Community Education
In the commun�ty, learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty �s cr�t�cal to ra�s�ng awareness, bu�ld�ng partnersh�ps and enabl�ng people to 
take act�on. It �s needed to enhance soc�al cap�tal, bu�ld commun�ty capac�ty for dec�s�on-mak�ng and bu�ld commun�ty 
leaders. Th�s volume documents valuable programs �n EE emerg�ng across commun�ty groups �n Austral�a wh�ch 
demonstrate the potent�al for change towards susta�nab�l�ty through educat�on.

Volume 4: Business and Industry Education
Industry �s under ever �ncreas�ng pressure to engage w�th and respond to susta�nab�l�ty �ssues. However, many compan�es, 
large and small, are struggl�ng w�th th�s new broader bus�ness agenda. Th�s may be due to a lack of bel�ef �n the bus�ness 
case for susta�nab�l�ty and/or a lack of the knowledge, sk�lls and values requ�red to effect the necessary change. Th�s volume 
documents how EE, and more spec�fically learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty approaches can ass�st �n th�s process.

Volume 5: Further and Higher Education
Susta�nab�l�ty has been �dent�fied as one of the most press�ng challenges fac�ng further and h�gher educat�on. Susta�nab�l�ty 
cons�derat�ons cut across the core funct�ons of educat�on, research and management operat�ons of these organ�sat�ons. 
Volume 5 argues that �t has �mpl�cat�ons for the core of the �nst�tut�onal culture - �nfluenc�ng the dec�s�ons, procedures 
and act�ons of the further and h�gher educat�on sector. It documents how learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty �n�t�at�ves help ach�eve 
organ�sat�onal change w�th�n th�s sector.
 
These reports are available for download in PDF format from www.aries.mq.edu.au and www.deh.gov.au/education

The research wh�ch underp�ns th�s ser�es was undertaken by ARIES for the Austral�an Government Department of the 
Env�ronment and Her�tage under the d�rect�on of the Nat�onal Env�ronmental Educat�on Counc�l. Wh�lst the volumes do 
look across soc�ety, the research does not attempt to exam�ne all areas �n depth. There �s often a tens�on between breadth and 
depth of coverage �n a ser�es such as th�s one, so judgements were made w�th regards to the select�on of themes featured �n 
the volumes. The volumes are based on stud�es undertaken through a rev�ew of documented programs and l�terature. It d�d 
not �nvolve �nterv�ews or emp�r�cal research, although the find�ngs were val�dated by key �nformants (experts and exper�enced 
pract�t�oners �n the field) who acted as peer rev�ewers.  

The focus of th�s report �s on Austral�a, however, �nd�genous �ssues assoc�ated w�th learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty have not 
been explored and requ�re further research. We cons�der th�s essent�al to bu�ld�ng a better d�alogue and understand�ng of 
susta�nab�l�ty w�th�n the Abor�g�nal context. However, th�s research �s best conducted by �nd�genous educators �n a culturally 
appropr�ate way.
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Our v�s�on �s a world �n wh�ch there are 

opportunities to learn about susta�nable 

development. A world where a sk�lled populat�on 

makes informed decisions �n the�r home, 

commun�ty and work�ng l�ves and �n the�r le�sure 

act�v�t�es. A world where people understand 
and take responsibility for the �mpact 

they have on the qual�ty of l�fe of other 

people, locally and globally.

Sustainable Development Education Panel, UK (1999, p.11)
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Many people �n commun�ty groups, 
local counc�ls, government agenc�es 
and �ndustry as well as �n schools, 
colleges and un�vers�t�es are building 
capacity and us�ng learning based 
strategies to help soc�ety sh�ft towards a 
more susta�nable future (see Box 1.1).

The �nternat�onal l�terature recogn�ses 
that although susta�nab�l�ty �s hard 
to define (see Box 1.2), there �s, �n 
pr�nc�pal, agreement that we must 
str�ve towards an �mproved qual�ty of 
l�fe wh�ch does not place our natural 
env�ronment and ecosystem serv�ces at 
r�sk1. Around the globe governments, 
�ndustry, commun�t�es and c�t�zens 
have rall�ed to make comm�tments 
and support act�ons for susta�nab�l�ty. 
Agreements vary �n scope and scale and 
�nclude the Convention on Biological 
Diversity2; Ramsar Convention 
on Wetlands3; Climate Change 
Convention4; Convention to Combat 
Desertification5; Aarhus Convention on 
information, public participation and 
access to justice6; Agenda 217, the World 
Summit on Sustainable Development 
Implementation Plan8 and the UN 
Millennium Development Goals9. These 
documents comm�t governments to 
take respons�b�l�ty w�th the support 
of other soc�al actors, to a su�te of 
act�ons for change and �mproved 
env�ronmental and susta�nab�l�ty 
outcomes10. They have led to reg�onal 
plans and nat�onal strateg�es wh�ch 
embrace susta�nab�l�ty as a core concept.

Add�t�onal comm�tments have been 
taken up at the commun�ty level w�th 
Local Agenda 21 act�on plans11 and 
V�s�on 20:2012 �n�t�at�ves emerg�ng 
�n var�ous local�t�es across the globe. 
Some corporate organ�sat�ons 
and government agenc�es are also 
recogn�s�ng the�r respons�b�l�t�es �n 
th�s area comm�tt�ng to organ�sat�onal 
change processes (such as 
‘Susta�nab�l�ty Focused Organ�sat�onal 
Learn�ng’13) and report�ng �n�t�at�ves 
(such as Tr�ple Bottom L�ne 
report�ng14). Strateg�c act�ons are  also 
tak�ng place �n a few educat�onal 
�nst�tut�ons wh�ch are comm�tt�ng 
to programs (such as Eco-schools and 
Sustainable Schools Initiative15) and 
agreements (such as the ‘Talloires 
Declaration’16 or the ‘Copernicus 
Charter’17) to address susta�nab�l�ty 
w�th�n the�r core bus�ness.

Underp�nn�ng these �n�t�at�ves are 
d�scuss�ons on what ‘susta�nab�l�ty’, 
‘susta�nable development’ or related 
terms really mean and whether they 
are �ndeed d�fferent. Some people, 
part�cularly from econom�cally 
developed nat�ons, prefer to use 
the term ‘susta�nab�l�ty’ rather than 
‘susta�nable development’, others opt 
for ‘susta�nable futures’ or ‘susta�nable 
l�v�ng’18 (see Box 1.3). Interest�ngly the 
focus of many of these  terms �s ‘qual�ty 
of l�fe’ and the process of ach�ev�ng 
susta�nab�l�ty �s w�dely understood as 
one of defin�ng and seek�ng a better 
qual�ty of l�fe19 (see Box 1.4).

■ Box	1.1
	 Pathways	to	Learning	for	
	 Sustainability

Capacity building cons�sts of part�c�pat�ve 
tra�n�ng wh�ch takes place e�ther through a 
formal course, workshop or �n-s�tu mentor�ng 
support. The focus �s on the development of 
the �nd�v�dual and/or the organ�sat�on.

Learning based strategies cons�st of an 
�nformal but structured process wh�ch uses 
act�on learn�ng, reflect�on and change to 
�mprove the effect�veness of an organ�sat�on, 
program or act�on plan.

■ Box	1.2
	 Defining	Sustainability

‘It �s cur�ous to note that wh�le we have 
d�fficulty env�s�on�ng a susta�nable world, 
we have no d�fficulty deta�l�ng what �s 
unsusta�nable �n our soc�et�es. We can
rap�dly create a laundry l�st of problems 
– �neffic�ent use of energy, lack of water 
conservat�on, pollut�on, abuses of human 
r�ghts, overuse of personal transportat�on, 
consumer�sm, etc. However, we should not 
ch�de ourselves because we do not have a 
clear defin�t�on of susta�nab�l�ty: many truly 
great concepts of the human world such as 
democracy and just�ce are hard to define and 
have mult�ple express�ons �n cultures around 
the world.’

Hopkins and McKeown (2002, p.13)

1.1 Overview: Frameworks for Sustainability
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■ Box	1.3
	 Sustainability	versus	
	 Sustainable	Development

Not only �s there debate about what 
const�tutes sustainable development there �s 
also d�v�s�on over the use of the word �tself. 
Some people, part�cularly those �n developed 
nat�ons object to the term development. To 
them, �t conjures up the v�s�on of unrestra�ned 
development. John Smyth rem�nded us how 
dur�ng �nternat�onal negot�at�ons lead�ng up to 
Agenda 21, the word sustainable development: 

‘provoked object�ons form the pol�cy makers 
�n both �ndustr�al�sed and develop�ng 
countr�es who suspect that �t represents a 
‘green’ attempt to get away w�th development, 
or that �t d�sgu�ses what �s to be susta�ned, 
namely a ‘northern’ affluent l�festyle.’

Smyth (1995, p.11)

It �s for th�s reason that some people prefer to 
use the term sustainability as �t �s more often 
assoc�ated w�th �ssues relat�ng to qual�ty of l�fe 
rather than merely urban development.

■ Box	1.4
	 Quality	of	Life

Qual�ty of l�fe features as an �ntegral part 
of susta�nab�l�ty both �n Austral�a and 
�nternat�onally. In Austral�a ecolog�cally 
susta�nable development has been defined as: 
‘us�ng, conserv�ng and enhanc�ng the 
commun�ty’s resources so that ecolog�cal 
processes, on wh�ch l�fe depends, are 
ma�nta�ned, and the total qual�ty of l�fe, now 
and �n the future, can be �ncreased.’

Commonwealth of Australia (1990, p.6)

Internat�onally, susta�nable development has 
been defined as: ‘�mprov�ng the qual�ty of 
human l�fe wh�le l�v�ng w�th�n the carry�ng 
capac�ty of support�ng eco-systems.’

IUCN/UNEP/WWF (1991, p.6)

‘Susta�nable development, susta�nable 
commun�ty, susta�nable �ndustry, susta�nable 
agr�culture. You may have heard these words 
used �n many d�fferent ways, but what does 
“susta�nab�l�ty” really mean and how can 
you tell �f your commun�ty �s susta�nable? 
Susta�nab�l�ty �s related to the qual�ty of l�fe 
�n a commun�ty - whether the econom�c, 
soc�al and env�ronmental systems that make 
up the commun�ty are prov�d�ng a healthy, 
product�ve, mean�ngful l�fe for all commun�ty 
res�dents, present and future.’

Sustainable Measures (2005, p.1)

Author�tat�ve documents refer to 
�ntergenerat�onal equ�ty, ecolog�cal 
susta�nab�l�ty and fa�r d�str�but�on 
of wealth, commun�ty part�c�pat�on 
and access to resources as key 
susta�nab�l�ty concepts assoc�ated 
w�th qual�ty of l�fe �ssues25 (see 
Box 1.5). Underp�nn�ng them �s a 
strong prem�se that both soc�ety and 
economy are dependent on a healthy 
env�ronment to prov�de ecosystems 
serv�ces (see ‘Focus On: Nat�onal 
V�s�ons for Susta�nab�l�ty’ on page 8).

Desp�te agreement about these 
concepts, the not�on of what a 
susta�nable world looks l�ke rema�ns a 
contested one and the process of how 
to ach�eve susta�nab�l�ty rema�ns to be 
negot�ated (see Box 1.6). Nevertheless, 
the �nternat�onal organ�sat�ons 
�nvolved �n susta�nab�l�ty s�nce �ts 
�ncept�on have cons�stently argued 
that major problems cannot be solved 
from our current ways of l�v�ng but 
w�ll requ�re a sh�ft from trad�t�onal 
ways of th�nk�ng and act�ng upon 
env�ronmental problems26. It �s 
th�s, they bel�eve wh�ch defines 
‘susta�nab�l�ty’. Such changes have 
s�gn�ficant �mpl�cat�ons for how 
soc�ety operates and plans for the 
future.

Mental Models
At the Johannesburg Summ�t, 
UNESCO called for new mental 
models as fundamental changes 
are requ�red to the way we v�ew 
and evaluate l�ves27. To ach�eve 
susta�nab�l�ty the mental models 
wh�ch have dr�ven commun�t�es to 
unsusta�nable development need 
to be challenged. Th�s �nvolves 
quest�on�ng and reflect�ng upon 
act�ons and dec�s�ons as well as 
develop�ng a deeper understand�ng 

■ Box	1.5
	 The	Emergence	of	Sustainability	
	 as	a	Concept

Not�ons of susta�nab�l�ty began to 
emerge on the �nternat�onal agenda as 
early as 1972, although �t d�d not ga�n 
an �dent�ty as a concept unt�l the 1980s. 
The ‘World Conservation Strategy’20 and 
the ‘Brundtland Report’21 have been often 
c�ted as the key texts wh�ch �n�t�ated 
th�s process of soc�al change. However, 
�t was the R�o de Jane�ro Summ�t �n 
1992 wh�ch accelerated the process and 
secured the beg�nn�ngs of �nternat�onal 
cooperat�on on th�s area22. ‘Agenda 21’23, 
was among the key documents s�gned 
at R�o wh�ch comm�tted countr�es to 
promot�ng susta�nab�l�ty through a var�ety 
of measures, �nclud�ng educat�on. The 
recent World Summ�t on Susta�nable 
Development (WSSD), held �n 2002, 
h�ghl�ghted how current act�ons are 
lead�ng to env�ronmental degradat�on, 
poor qual�ty of l�fe and assoc�ated 
human suffer�ng. Its ‘Implementation 
Plan’24 re�nforced the �mportance of 
global governance for susta�nab�l�ty 
and comm�tted governments to act�ons 
spann�ng over ten years.

■ Box	1.6
	 Paralysis	by	Analysis

Although an exact defin�t�on of susta�nab�l�ty 
may be contested, there are many who 
argue that act�on towards susta�nab�l�ty 
should not be w�thheld unt�l a consensus 
defin�t�on �s found. It has been argued that 
the preoccupat�on to debate and define the 
term has resulted �n delays �n key changes 
essent�al for a more susta�nable soc�ety. Th�s 
focus on the debate at the expense of action �s 
termed ‘paralys�s by analys�s’ and has been the 
dom�nant trend unt�l recent years28.

It has been suggested that one way to avo�d 
th�s paralys�s �s to engage �n processes of 
negot�at�ng v�s�ons of susta�nab�l�ty wh�ch 
should be the first step. Others c�te d�alogue, 
reflect�on and negot�at�on of appropr�ate 
act�on w�th stakeholders as the start�ng po�nt.
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Environmentalism vs Sustainability
Some countr�es, such as Austral�a, 
New Zealand and the Un�ted States 
have struggled to d�fferent�ate 
between env�ronmental�sm and 
susta�nab�l�ty. Ke�th Wheeler33 
argues that env�ronmental groups 
have spent the last 40 years defin�ng 
themselves aga�nst conservat�ve values 
l�ke cost-benefit account�ng, smaller 
government, fewer regulat�ons, 
and free trade and aga�nst anyth�ng 
that w�ll have a negat�ve �mpact on 
env�ronmental agendas. However, he 
bel�eves that they often fa�l to art�culate 
a coherent moral�ty or alternat�ve 
v�s�on necessary for susta�nab�l�ty to 
be ach�eved. H�s th�nk�ng borrows 
much from a recent publ�cat�on 
‘The Death of Environmentalism’34 
wh�ch has st�rred a debate w�th�n 
the env�ronmental commun�ty (see 
Box 1.7). The authors argue that the 
env�ronmental movement has not 
evolved w�th the t�mes, and cont�nues 
to use the strateg�es of the ‘60s and 
‘70s to fight, and for the most part 
lose, the env�ronmental battles of 
today. Th�s analys�s could be appl�ed to 
the recent events related to logg�ng and 
forest protect�on �n Tasman�a. M�chael 
Shellengburger and Ted Nordhaus go 
on to argue that ‘we w�ll never be able 
to turn th�ngs around as long as we 
understand our fa�lures as essent�ally 
tact�cal, and make proposals that are 
essent�ally techn�cal’35.

Morgan W�ll�ams, the Parl�amentary 
Comm�ss�oner for the Env�ronment 
�n New Zealand36 has recogn�sed th�s 
v�ew and expl�c�tly summar�sed the 
d�fference between env�ronmental�sm 
and susta�nab�l�ty:

‘The last two decades has seen 
a major sh�ft �n th�nk�ng from 

env�ronmental�sm to susta�nable 
development. It has been suggested 
that env�ronmental�sm �s mostly a 
movement aga�nst some th�ngs - for 
example stopp�ng pollut�on and other 
harmful act�v�t�es - wh�le susta�nable 
development takes a more proact�ve 
approach towards pos�t�ve outcomes. 
It �s very forward th�nk�ng. It a�ms 
to do th�ngs d�fferently �n the first 
place, �nstead of just clean�ng up the 
symptoms of underly�ng problems.’

Progress Towards Sustainability
No country �s susta�nable or has come 
close to becom�ng susta�nable. There 
�s no proven rec�pe for success. As 
Prescott Allen rem�nds us ‘mak�ng 
progress towards (susta�nab�l�ty) �s l�ke 
go�ng to a country we have never been 
to before…We do not know what the 
dest�nat�ons w�ll be l�ke, we cannot tell 
how to get there’42 (see Box 1.8).

G�ven th�s context, the �nternat�onal 
commun�ty has come to recogn�se 
that sustainability is essentially 
an ongoing learning process that 
actively involves stakeholders in 
creating their vision, action and 
reviewing changes43. UNESCO 
released a document at the World 
Summ�t for Susta�nable Development 
ent�tled ‘From Rio to Johannesburg: 
Lessons Learnt from a Decade of 
Commitment’44 wh�ch acknowledges 
that ach�ev�ng susta�nab�l�ty �s �ndeed 
a process of learn�ng (see Box 1.9) 
wh�ch helps us grow �n understand�ng 
susta�nab�l�ty, human mot�vat�ons 
and v�s�ons and thus how to progress 
towards susta�nab�l�ty.

Th�s �nterpretat�on of susta�nab�l�ty 
supports the use of learn�ng 
approaches such as mentor�ng, 
fac�l�tat�on, part�c�pat�ve �nqu�ry, 

of our soc�al d�spos�t�ons (see ‘Focus 
on: A Sh�ft �n Th�nk�ng’ on page 5).

In effect, susta�nab�l�ty �nvolves 
more than just understand�ng how 
soc�ety, env�ronment and econom�c 
systems are l�nked, wh�ch �s the 
aspect of susta�nab�l�ty wh�ch �s 
more �mmed�ately assoc�ated w�th 
the concept. Susta�nab�l�ty �s often 
graph�cally represented by three 
overlapp�ng c�rcles each labeled 
‘soc�al’, ‘env�ronmental’ and ‘econom�c 
d�mens�ons’29. Although susta�nab�l�ty 
does promote system�c th�nk�ng30, 
th�s graph�cal representat�on �s a 
s�mpl�ficat�on of what susta�nab�l�ty 
�s really about - wh�ch �s more about 
transform�ng current systems than 
about merely l�nk�ng these d�mens�ons. 
Susta�nab�l�ty �s about challeng�ng 
our mental models, pol�c�es and 
pract�ce not just about accommodat�ng 
d�mens�ons �nto current work or 
find�ng common ground between 
related programs.

Many groups have struggled to see th�s 
d�fference and have s�mply changed 
the label they use to descr�be the�r 
work rather than challenge the�r 
th�nk�ng and pract�ce. More and more 
we are see�ng the word ‘susta�nab�l�ty’ 
be�ng added to the t�tles of programs, 
project, act�v�t�es, departments or 
un�ts, however, few have actually 
been redes�gned. Many of those who 
have struggled to understand th�s 
d�fference often refer to the concept 
of susta�nab�l�ty as ‘vague’ or tend 
to �nterpret the word ‘susta�nab�l�ty’ 
l�terally. They are not fam�l�ar w�th 
the l�terature or th�nk�ng that 
underp�ns th�s concept or recogn�se 
the susta�nab�l�ty movement wh�ch 
represents a part�cular �ntent�on 
- env�s�on�ng and negot�at�ng change 
rather than ‘susta�n�ng’ the status quo.
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‘Putt�ng Canada on a path towards long-term susta�nab�l�ty 
w�ll requ�re a sh�ft �n th�nk�ng and new approaches to mak�ng 
econom�c, soc�al and env�ronmental dec�s�ons. It w�ll requ�re 
mov�ng towards a future shaped by a strong knowledge base 
that puts human and natural cap�tal on an equal foot�ng w�th 
econom�c cap�tal, �nforms publ�c debate and ensures �ntegrated 
dec�s�on-mak�ng.’

Environment Canada (2004, p3)

‘It �s absolutely essent�al to change the way we th�nk. All 
other attempts at change w�ll fa�l �f we do not transform 
our th�nk�ng.’

Milbrath (1996, p.188)

‘Increas�ngly, the parad�gm of progress �s be�ng challenged 
by that of transformation: the conv�ct�on that we are st�ll ‘on 
track’ to a better future by the conv�ct�on that we are now 
stray�ng ever further off �t; the v�ew that econom�c, soc�al and 
env�ronmental problems are ‘gl�tches’ we can �ron out of the 
system by the v�ew that the problems are system�c and requ�re 
whole-system change.’

Eckersley (1998, p.5)

‘Unfortunately, few execut�ves �n other bus�nesses grasp the 
fundamental parad�gm sh�ft that susta�nable development 
requ�res. Bl�nded by long-held mental models, they fa�l to 
fundamentally alter the ways �n wh�ch the�r organ�sat�ons 
produce goods and serv�ces. They bel�eve that susta�nab�l�ty 
s�mply �nvolves better controls, marg�nal �mprovements or the 
‘effic�enc�es’ w�th�n the�r ex�st�ng bus�ness models.’

Doppelt (2003b, p.2)

‘Such new parad�gms �nvolve embrac�ng uncerta�nty �n 
a rap�dly chang�ng world and real�s�ng that unless there 
�s deep change, there may not be any s�gn�ficant future 
to talk about…susta�nable development…prov�des a 
rad�cal challenge, wh�ch an organ�sat�on can grasp �f 
they are w�ll�ng to challenge power and resources to 
develop new structures �n a susta�nable way. At the heart 
of that reconstruct�on �s the need for organ�sat�ons to 
define and develop new systems wh�ch w�ll lead the 
organ�sat�on to develop flex�ble ways of carry�ng out 
strateg�c del�very…there �s a need for change �n the way 
an organ�sat�on does bus�ness.…Essent�ally, th�s means 
chang�ng the parad�gm … �n a way wh�ch �s cons�stent 
w�th susta�nable development and all the var�ous 
elements of that concept.’

SustainUs (2005)

‘Susta�nable development requ�res act�ve and 
knowledgeable c�t�zens, and car�ng and �nformed 
dec�s�on makers capable of mak�ng the r�ght cho�ces 
about the complex and �nterrelated econom�c, soc�al and 
env�ronmental �ssues human soc�ety �s fac�ng. To ach�eve 
th�s requ�res the broader process of soc�al change known 
as soc�al learn�ng, or what the OECD calls ‘enhanc�ng 
soc�etal capac�ty for the env�ronment’. Th�s �nvolves not 
only spec�fic educat�on and tra�n�ng programmes but 
also the use of pol�cy and leg�slat�on as opportun�t�es 
for teach�ng and encourag�ng new forms of personal, 
commun�ty and corporate behav�our. Soc�al learn�ng 
also �nvolves reflect�on… on the appropr�ateness of the 
mental models and assumpt�ons that have trad�t�onally 
gu�ded th�nk�ng and behav�our.’

UNESCO (2002, p. 7)

A Shift in Thinking
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■ Box	1.7
	 The	Death	of	Environmentalism:	
	 A	Response	from	the	
	 Environmental	Movement

Green leaders have countered the arguments 
that env�ronmental�sm �s at death’s door, 
say�ng that the cla�ms are greatly exaggerated. 
However, before the book was released, a 
debate was emerg�ng �n the env�ronmental 
commun�ty about how the env�ronmental 
movement could be more effect�ve. In 
response to the book Carl Pope, execut�ve 
d�rector of the S�erra Club argues that these 
assert�ons have set the env�ronmental debates 
back, not moved �t forward31. Dan Carol, 
bel�eves that the arguments conta�ned �n th�s 
book are merely a provocat�ve dev�ce and 
that essent�ally �t comes down to a d�fference 
�n ph�losophy about how to catalyze change. 
‘Do you catalyze change by creating destruction, 
or by showing the way? Do you want to 
highlight failure or do you want to highlight 
success? ’ In h�s op�n�on you can’t be both a 
provocateur and a movement bu�lder32.

■ Box	1.8
	 Progress	Towards	Sustainability

In an attempt to assess progress towards
susta�nab�l�ty ‘The Wellbeing of Nations’ 
reported that:

‘…at present, no country �s susta�nable or 
even closer…..Nobody knows how to meet 
these new demands. There �s no proven rec�pe 
for success. In fact, no one has a clear sense 
of what success would be. Mak�ng progress 
towards ways of l�v�ng that are des�rable, 
equ�table and susta�nable �s l�ke go�ng to a 
country we have never been to before w�th 
a sense of geography and the pr�nc�ples of 
nav�gat�on but w�thout a map or compass. We 
do not know what the dest�nat�ons w�ll be l�ke, 
we cannot tell how to get there, we are not 
even sure wh�ch d�rect�on to take.’

Prescott-Allen (2001, p.2)

■ Box	1.9
	 A	Process	of	Learning	for	
	 Sustainability

‘S�nce 1992, an �nternat�onal consensus 
has emerged that ach�ev�ng susta�nable 
development �s essent�ally a process of 
learn�ng. At major UN conferences of 
the 1990s, �nclud�ng those on human 
r�ghts �n V�enna (1993), populat�on and 
development �n Ca�ro (1994), small �sland 
develop�ng states �n Barbados (1994), 
soc�al development �n Copenhagen (1995), 
women �n Be�j�ng (1995), food secur�ty 
�n Rome (1996), and human settlements 
�n Istanbul (1996), the cr�t�cal role of 
educat�on was stressed. Just as we learnt to 
l�ve unsusta�nably, we now need to learn our 
way out - to learn how to l�ve susta�nably.’

UNESCO (2002, p.7)

■ Box	1.10
	 Linking	Learning	and	
	 Sustainability

Learn�ng �s v�tal to mot�vate and manage 
mean�ngful change for susta�nab�l�ty and has 
been recogn�sed �n a var�ety of ways:

‘Learn�ng �s a prerequ�s�te �f mank�nd �s to be 
able to meet the challenges fac�ng the world. 
What people learn and how they put �t �nto 
pract�ce �s cruc�al for whether susta�nable 
development can be ach�eved.’

Swedish Committee on Education for Sustainable 
Development (2004, p.1)

‘Th�s century may well be one of relearn�ng 
on a grand scale - relearn�ng how we Homo 
sap�ens can susta�n ourselves on a planet that 
has l�m�ts.’

Parliamentary Commissioner for the 
Environment, NZ (2004, p.4)

An emp�r�cal study has been undertaken �n 
an attempt to construct models of �nst�tut�ons 
for susta�nab�l�ty. Recogn�s�ng the role of 
learn�ng and support�ng adapt�ve management 
approaches to change, th�s research argues that: 

‘…susta�nab�l�ty �s an �deal and not someth�ng 
l�kely to be fully ach�eved any t�me soon. It �s a 
matter for ongo�ng soc�al cons�derat�on at the 
most ser�ous level, and requ�res mechan�sms 
to accumulate exper�ence and knowledge of 
dec�s�on-mak�ng so that learn�ng may proceed 
�nto the far future’

Connor and Dovers (2002, p.10)

act�on learn�ng and act�on research 
(see glossary) as a way of explor�ng 
the susta�nab�l�ty agenda. These 
approaches enable people to reflect 
on the�r exper�ences, learn how to 
make change and move forward. 
These concepts are not new to the 
organ�sat�onal change l�terature 
wh�ch recogn�ses that change wh�ch 
�s collaborat�ve and context spec�fic 
(such as that sought by susta�nab�l�ty), 
must �nvolve learn�ng. Thus �t �s 
not surpr�s�ng to find that learn�ng 
based change has a strong prem�se 
�n the organ�sat�onal change for 
susta�nab�l�ty l�terature or that an 
organ�sat�on that �s al�gned w�th 
susta�nab�l�ty �s often defined as a 
learn�ng organ�sat�on45 (see Box 1.10).

The Role of Education and 
Learning in the Transition to 
Sustainability
S�nce the R�o Summ�t, a number 
of documents have clearly valued 
the role of education and learning �n 
the ach�evement of susta�nab�l�ty. 
However, �nterpretat�ons of 
these terms, by the susta�nab�l�ty 
commun�ty, have evolved over t�me 
(see Box 1.11).

In�t�al �nterpretat�ons focused 
on the educat�on system and 
the �mportance of reor�ent�ng 
teach�ng approaches, curr�cula 
and exam�nat�ons to address 
susta�nab�l�ty. These �nterpretat�ons 
also focused on the �mportance 
of susta�nab�l�ty l�teracy and 
persuad�ng people to embrace 
susta�nab�l�ty.

More recently, educat�on �n the 
context of susta�nab�l�ty �s be�ng 
understood as a process rather than 
a message or level wh�ch must be 
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ach�eved (see box 1.12). It �s seen as a 
process wh�ch mot�vates and engages 
people �n creat�ng susta�nable 
futures. It �s �nterpreted not only as 
a process wh�ch builds competence 
but also as a change strategy wh�ch 
w�ll ass�st people and organ�sat�ons 
to move towards susta�nab�l�ty (see 
Box 1.13). A stronger focus on 
�nformal learn�ng approaches has 
been accompan�ed w�th �ncreas�ng 
use of the term ‘learn�ng’ �n place of 
‘educat�on’ w�th�n the susta�nab�l�ty 
d�scourse. Th�s evolut�on has 
encouraged some env�ronmental 
educators to reth�nk the�r role �n 
ach�ev�ng env�ronmental outcomes. 
They have been challenged to 
cons�der how to adopt the two 
d�ffer�ng aspects of learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty approaches - capac�ty 
bu�ld�ng and learn�ng based change 
(see Box 1.14).

Capacity Building
Capac�ty bu�ld�ng for susta�nab�l�ty 
�s �ncreas�ngly �mportant �n 
bu�ld�ng knowledge and sk�lls for 
susta�nab�l�ty as well as enhanc�ng 
publ�c part�c�pat�on �n resolv�ng 
�ssues. Capac�ty bu�ld�ng cons�sts of 
part�c�pat�ve tra�n�ng wh�ch can take 
place through a course, workshop 
or �n-s�tu mentor�ng support. The 
focus �s on the development of the 
�nd�v�dual and/or the organ�sat�on.

The �nternat�onal l�terature confirms 
that learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty 
programs must be based on a clear 
understand�ng, not only of the 
current status of the env�ronment, 
but also of the soc�al and 
econom�c context w�th�n wh�ch 
our env�ronmental dec�s�ons are 
made48. Often understand�ng th�s 
soc�al context and �ts d�rect and 

■	Box	1.11
	 Education	as	a	Tool	for	Change

‘Educat�on not only �nforms people, �t 
can change them. As a means for personal 
enl�ghtenment and for cultural renewal, 
educat�on �s not only central to susta�nable 
development, �t �s human�ty’s best hope and 
most effect�ve means �n the quest to ach�eve 
susta�nable development.’

UNESCO (2002, p.8)

■	Box	1.12
	 Purposes	of	Education

‘Susta�nable development requ�res act�ve 
and knowledgeable c�t�zens and car�ng 
and �nformed dec�s�on-makers capable of 
mak�ng the r�ght cho�ces about the complex 
and �nterrelated econom�c, soc�al and 
env�ronmental �ssues human soc�ety �s fac�ng. 
To ach�eve th�s requ�res the broader process 
of soc�al change known as social learning, or 
what the OECD calls ‘enhanc�ng soc�etal 
capac�ty for the env�ronment’. Th�s �nvolves 
not only spec�fic educat�on and tra�n�ng 
programmes but also the use of pol�cy and 
leg�slat�on as opportun�t�es for teach�ng 
and encourag�ng new forms of personal, 
commun�ty and corporate behav�our. Soc�al 
learn�ng also �nvolves reflect�on - on the 
appropr�ateness of the mental models and 
assumpt�ons that have trad�t�onally gu�ded 
th�nk�ng and behav�our.’

UNESCO (2002, p.7)

■ Box	1.13
	 Beyond	Messages 

‘We hardly ever come across anybody who 
does not th�nk that susta�nable development 
�n the broadest sense �s a good �dea and 
someth�ng wh�ch everyone should s�gn up 
for. We are not com�ng across res�stance �n 
that sense, so that leads us to bel�eve that 
t�me spent exhort�ng people or persuad�ng 
people �s actually wasted really. What people 
are look�ng for �s a way of find�ng out how �t 
�s that they can actually make a contr�but�on 
themselves. They need to be shown that.’

Dr Andy Johnstone, Head of Education and 
Learning at Forum for the Future cited in 
House of Commons, Environmental Audit 
Committee (2005, p.13)

‘Just throw�ng the term out at people does 
str�ke them dumb �n a lot of ways and 
makes �t really d�fficult, but �f you can g�ve 
them a hook then you can draw them �nto 
a w�der arena and a broader understand�ng 
and that, from our exper�ences �s a much 
better way to get people to understand about 
th�s b�g term…�t �s a way of th�nk�ng…we 
th�nk about �t as be�ng a tool to help �n the 
dec�s�on-mak�ng process.’

Rebecca Dawson cited in House of Commons, 
Environmental Audit Committee (2005, p.16)

■ Box	1.14
	 Challenging	Mental	Models	
	 Through	Education

‘Educat�on for Susta�nab�l�ty �s recogn�zed as 
a key tool �n ach�ev�ng the goals of ecolog�cal 
susta�nable development. It �s v�tal to help 
us not only bu�ld mot�vat�on and capac�ty to 
take act�on but also to challenge the mental 
models wh�ch have dr�ven us to unsusta�nable 
development. In order to challenge the 
mental models wh�ch underp�n our act�ons 
and dec�s�on-mak�ng processes we need to 
be g�ven opportun�t�es to reflect and learn 
from exper�ence and to quest�on our current 
pred�spos�t�ons. Th�s �nvolves more than 
merely develop�ng env�ronmental knowledge 
or l�teracy.’

Cooke and Tilbury (2004, p.4)
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Canada

‘Susta�nable development �s about how to meet the needs of 
Canad�ans today, w�thout comprom�s�ng the ab�l�ty of future 
generat�ons to meet the�r needs. It �s not an end po�nt, but 
an approach to dec�s�on-mak�ng. It recogn�zes that soc�al, 
econom�c, and env�ronmental �ssues are �nterconnected, and 
that dec�s�ons must �ncorporate each of these aspects �f they 
are to be good dec�s�ons �n the longer term. It �s an approach 
that w�ll help Canad�ans ach�eve a healthy env�ronment, a 
prosperous economy, a h�gh standard of l�v�ng, and a v�brant 
and just soc�ety for current and future generat�ons.’

Environment Canada (2004, p.iv) Sustainable Development 
Strategy 2004-2006.

The	Netherlands

‘Soc�al prosper�ty amounts to more than just mater�al 
progress. Str�k�ng a balance between soc�al progress and the 
natural env�ronment �s at least as �mportant. The balance 
between mater�al progress, soc�al �mprovement and the 
qual�ty of the l�v�ng env�ronment prov�des the key to 
susta�nable development. If that balance �s d�sturbed th�s 
w�ll lead �n due course to d�storted growth, both sp�r�tual 
and mater�al. Unbr�dled growth and waste must be avo�ded 
where the ava�lable space and ecolog�cal assets are shared 
by many people �n the Netherlands. That calls for rules 
but, above all, for the encouragement and d�rect�on of 
developments.’

Government of Holland (2002) ‘Working on confidence: a matter 
of engagement’ Strategic agreement for CDA, LPF, VVD coalition 
Cabinet 3 July 2002.

Japan

‘Th�s �s the country where our act�ons for env�ronmental 
�ssues w�ll boost the econom�c growth wh�le the 
resultant econom�c growth w�ll further �mprove the 
env�ronment…members of the soc�ety must make a 
concerted effort to have a des�rable v�s�on for the future, 
develop a feel�ng of mutual trust and cooperate w�th 
each other, share roles, and steadfastly fulfil the�r own 
soc�al respons�b�l�ty as a consumer, educator, bus�ness 
operator, government offic�al, etc….The v�s�on… 
declares 2025, the year when the ch�ldren born �n th�s 
fiscal year w�ll celebrate the com�ng-of-age, as one of the 
goal l�nes of the efforts to make Japan a “healthy, r�ch 
and beaut�ful env�ronmentally-advanced country.’

Ministry of the Environment, Japan (2004, p1) ‘Vision for 
a Virtuous Circle for Environment and Economy in Japan: 
Toward a healthy, rich and beautiful environmentally-
advanced country’

Poland

‘Poland �s becom�ng a country, wh�ch respects the need 
for a rat�onal use of Earth’s resources. Th�s �s be�ng done 
through l�m�t�ng the use of non-renewable resources 
and through abandon�ng tendenc�es and act�ons, wh�ch 
�mpover�sh the world’s natural assets….. We should 
also alter our v�ews on progress and prosper�ty, putt�ng 
more attent�on on people’s sp�r�tual needs. Car�ng for 
the qual�ty of l�fe and our surround�ngs comes w�th the 
obl�gat�on to address numerous problems assoc�ated 
w�th urban and �ndustr�al development, �mmoderate 
use of veh�cles and �nformat�on technology, excess�ve 
explo�tat�on of ecosystems, or the search for new energy 
sources. Another obl�gat�on �s to el�m�nate the causes 
and consequences of fam�ne, �ntolerance, v�olence, 
natural d�sasters, and negat�ve demograph�c processes.’

Ministry of the Environment, Poland (2001, p7) Through 
Education to Sustainable Development: A national 
environmental education strategy,

National Visions for Sustainability
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contr�butes to consumer cho�ce and the health of the whole 
nat�on. A place where we manage the land �n a way that 
recogn�ses �ts many funct�ons…; where we seek to promote 
b�od�vers�ty on land and �n our seas...Through the pract�ce 
of susta�nable development, econom�c, env�ronmental and 
soc�al, we w�ll ach�eve th�s v�s�on.’

Department of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA), UK 
(2004, p.i) Working for the Essentials of Life.

Wh�lst the context of where, and how, these v�s�ons are 
appl�ed vary from one nat�on to the next they all address 
certa�n core concepts such as �ntergenerat�onal equ�ty, 
ecolog�cal susta�nab�l�ty, fa�r d�str�but�on of wealth, 
commun�ty part�c�pat�on and access to resources. All of these 
concepts are un�versally appl�cable �rrespect�ve of geography, 
pol�t�cs or nat�onal wealth and are the backbone of ach�ev�ng 
a better qual�ty of l�fe. Understand�ng the �mportance 
of these concepts �s the first stage, the second, and most 
cr�t�cal act�on �s to use them to create a nat�onal v�s�on of 
susta�nab�l�ty. At the strateg�c level, th�s stage �s cons�dered 
cr�t�cal to the ach�evement of susta�nab�l�ty and �ts worth has 
been recogn�sed and acted upon by these lead�ng nat�ons.

Austral�a does not have a s�mple art�culated v�s�on for 
susta�nab�l�ty; �t does however have many author�tat�ve 
documents as well as offic�al Austral�an and state government 
documents wh�ch offer susta�nab�l�ty frameworks. These 
�nclude: ‘Hope for the Future: The Western Australia 
Sustainability Strategy’37; the ‘Sydney Metropolitan Strategy’ 38; 
and ‘Our Environment, Our Future: Victoria’s Environmental 
Sustainability Framework’’39. The closest Austral�a has come 
to a nat�onal v�s�on for susta�nab�l�ty �s the ‘National Strategy 
for Ecological Sustainable Development’40 developed �n 1992 
and endorsed by the Counc�l of Austral�an Governments. The 
strategy �dent�fies core object�ves and gu�d�ng pr�nc�ples and 
sets out the broad strateg�c framework to gu�de government 
pol�cy and dec�s�on-mak�ng. However, the National Strategy 
has not been as �nfluent�al as ant�c�pated. Cr�t�cs po�nt to how 
�t d�d ‘not tell us what we have to do to ach�eve ecolog�cal 
susta�nab�l�ty’41.

New Zealand

‘There �s a huge opportun�ty for New Zealand, a t�ny 
nat�on of four m�ll�on �nnovat�ve people enjoy�ng 
stunn�ng landscapes and a ben�gn cl�mate, to learn along 
a better pathway. We could, and should, be the first �n 
the world to become a truly env�ronmentally susta�nable 
nat�on. To do th�s, we need learn�ng that �s focused on 
qual�ty of l�fe, and on the opportun�t�es to des�gn and 
craft more susta�nable ways of ach�ev�ng �t. We need to 
learn why �t �s �mportant to l�ve w�th�n nature’s l�m�ts 
and to understand the many factors that contr�bute to 
unsusta�nable pract�ces and l�festyles. Th�s learn�ng needs 
to be deeply embedded �n all our formal and �nformal 
streams of educat�on. In fact, �t needs to be a core part of 
learn�ng across soc�ety, necess�tat�ng a metamorphos�s of 
many of our current educat�on and learn�ng constructs.

The word ‘susta�nab�l�ty’ �s often used �n very d�fferent 
ways to mean vastly d�fferent th�ngs. Susta�nab�l�ty �n 
th�s report �s the goal of susta�nable development - an 
unend�ng quest to �mprove the qual�ty of people’s l�ves 
and surround�ngs and to prosper w�thout destroy�ng the 
l�fe-support�ng systems. L�ke other �mportant concepts 
such as ‘equ�ty’ and ‘just�ce’ susta�nab�l�ty can be 
thought of as both a dest�nat�on and a journey.’

Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment (PCE), 
NZ (2004, p.4) See Change: Learning and education for 
sustainability.

United Kingdom

‘Our v�s�on of the future �s of a world �n wh�ch cl�mate 
change and env�ronmental degradat�on are recogn�sed 
and addressed by all nat�ons and where low carbon 
em�ss�ons and the effic�ent use of env�ronmental 
resources are at the heart of the whole way of l�fe. 
Where here, �n the UK, rural commun�t�es are d�verse, 
econom�cally and env�ronmentally v�able, and soc�ally 
�nclus�ve w�th h�gh qual�ty publ�c serv�ces and real 
opportun�t�es for all. A country where the food, fish�ng 
and farm�ng �ndustr�es are not dependent on output 
related subs�d�es, but work closely together and w�th 
Government to produce safe, nutr�t�ous food wh�ch 
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new approaches and new learn�ng rather 
than focus�ng solely on new knowledge.

Learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty prov�des 
opportun�t�es for people to engage �n 
reflect�on upon preferred futures and 
defin�ng the�r v�s�on for susta�nable 
development. From th�s process of 
env�s�on�ng, �nd�v�duals and groups 
can then determ�ne the�r own relevant 
and real�st�c pathway to susta�nable 
development. Important parts of the 
env�s�on�ng process are shar�ng these 
v�s�ons and pathways, learn�ng of other 
�deas and solut�ons and attempt�ng to 
resolve d�fferences �n expectat�ons.

Th�s learning based strategy approach 
�s used by some educators �n LA21 
processes (see Box 1.15) and other 
plann�ng �n�t�at�ves where part�c�pants 
are seen as learners as well as 
contr�butors. Fac�l�tators prov�de 
�nformal learn�ng opportun�t�es, 
whereby part�c�pants are not only 
brought together to be consulted or 
share op�n�ons they are also encouraged 
to explore, cr�t�cally reflect and 
negot�ate act�on plans for susta�nab�l�ty. 
Learn�ng occurs, though �t may not 
be an expl�c�t purpose, as part�c�pants 
clar�fy the�r own values, �deas and plans 
for act�on dur�ng a well fac�l�tated 
process. Th�s means that not only w�ll 
part�c�pants personally ga�n more from 
the process, but also, the result�ng 
outcome w�ll be a better one - more 
real�st�c and effect�ve.

A learning based strategy approach has 
also proved valuable to organ�sat�ons 
seek�ng to real�gn themselves towards 
susta�nab�l�ty. Some corporate 
organ�sat�ons have moved on from 
a compliance approach (�.e. where 
env�ronmental cons�derat�ons are 
only of concern �f obl�ged by law) 

�nd�rect l�nks w�th env�ronmental 
outcomes �s not an easy task49. Capac�ty 
bu�ld�ng therefore plays an �mportant 
role �n develop�ng people’s ab�l�ty 
to understand susta�nab�l�ty �n an 
�ntegrat�ve way and to develop sk�lls to 
enact change. Inherent �n th�s ab�l�ty 
�s the �nd�v�dual’s values, sk�ll set, 
mot�vat�on and capac�ty to effect�vely 
contr�bute to processes of change.

Th�s type of capac�ty bu�ld�ng goes 
beyond develop�ng env�ronmental 
l�teracy or susta�nab�l�ty awareness. It 
bu�lds competenc�es �n �nd�v�duals, 
groups and organ�sat�ons to recogn�se 
the system�c way �n wh�ch the 
world works and the fundamental 
changes requ�red to the way people 
v�ew and evaluate the�r l�ves50. Th�s 
form of capac�ty bu�ld�ng challenges 
l�near models wh�ch assume that 
�ncreased levels of knowledge or 
pos�t�ve att�tud�nal change leads to 
‘behav�our’ change. People, and �ndeed 
susta�nab�l�ty are complex. Issues are 
�nterwoven and understand�ng the 
soc�al contexts w�th�n wh�ch dec�s�ons 
and act�ons are taken �s v�tal. These 
concepts assoc�ated w�th capac�ty 
bu�ld�ng are explored further �n sect�on 
1.3 of th�s volume.

Learning Based Change for 
Sustainability
Learning based strategies cons�st of an 
�nformal collaborat�ve but structured 
process wh�ch uses act�on learn�ng, 
reflect�on and change to �mprove 
the effect�veness of an organ�sat�on, 
program or act�on plan.

Th�s approach acknowledges that �t �s 
d�fficult to educate for susta�nab�l�ty 
when the conceptual pathway to 
susta�nable development �s not clear. 
The quest for susta�nab�l�ty demands 

■ Box	1.15
	 Learning	based	Change	for	
	 Sustainability	in	LA21

Members of a local commun�ty come 
together to plan for a better qual�ty of l�fe 
w�th�n the�r area. In order to move towards 
a better future, resolve ex�st�ng confl�cts and 
develop real�st�c act�on plans, those �nvolved 
learn, reflect and negot�ate v�s�ons for the�r 
commun�ty. Sk�lled fac�l�tators prov�de 
�nformal structured learn�ng opportun�t�es 
dur�ng meet�ngs and create a culture of 
part�c�pat�on, engagement and ownersh�p 
necessary for �mplement�ng susta�nab�l�ty at 
the local level.

■ Box	1.16
	 Defining	Education	and	Learning

‘Learn�ng �s a process that �nfluences the 
way people th�nk, feel and act, We learn 
through exper�ences throughout our ent�re 
l�ves. Learn�ng happens consc�ously and 
subconsc�ously. We often learn by �nteract�ng 
w�th people and our env�ronment.

Educat�on, of course, �s closely connected 
to learn�ng, The word ‘educat�on’ comes 
from the Lat�n words educare, mean�ng to 
rear or foster and educere mean�ng to draw 
out or develop. Over t�me, �ts mean�ng has 
changed s�gn�ficantly and today �ts usually 
assoc�ated w�th the formal educat�on system. 
But because we learn throughout our l�ves, 
�t’s �mportant to look beyond educat�on �n 
schools…�t �s �mportant to remember that we 
learn not just as �solated �nd�v�duals. Learn�ng 
and educat�on takes place w�th�n a soc�al 
context, and organ�sat�ons are also �nvolved 
�n learn�ng.’

Parliamentary Commissioner for the 
Environment, NZ (2004,p.1)



Focus O
n:

A Nat�onal Rev�ew of Env�ronmental Educat�on and �ts Contr�but�on
to Susta�nab�l�ty �n Austral�a: Frameworks for Susta�nab�l�ty

11

Tracing Education through Key 
International Sustainability Documents

● Chapter 36 of ‘Agenda 21’, the act�on bluepr�nt from 
the Rio Earth Summit �n 1992, advocated the p�votal 
role of educat�on �n the ach�evement of susta�nab�l�ty. 
The frequency of the use of terms ‘educat�on’, ‘publ�c 
awareness’ and ‘tra�n�ng’ w�th�n Agenda 21 pos�t�oned 
educat�on at centre stage �n bu�ld�ng a susta�nable future. 
It was seen as fundamental for ach�ev�ng progress �n the 
other chapters. 

● At the t�me countr�es from both North and South agreed 
that educat�on was cr�t�cal for promot�ng susta�nable 
development and �nterpreted �t as a process for �ncreas�ng 
the awareness and ab�l�ty of the people to address 
env�ronment and development �ssues46.

● By the t�me of Rio plus 5 �n 1997, UNESCO reported 
that educat�on seemed to be ‘the forgotten pr�or�ty of R�o’ 
s�nce there had been l�ttle nat�onal report�ng of act�on 
or global fund�ng. It was at th�s t�me that �nterpretat�ons 
of ‘educat�on’ here began to move beyond awareness 
ra�s�ng towards capac�ty bu�ld�ng. Enter�ng the educat�on 
d�scourse were also �nterpretat�ons of educat�on as a 
cr�t�cal pol�cy �nstrument for change. 

● In 1996, the Commission for Sustainable Development 
(set up by the UN to mon�tor the follow-up dec�s�ons 
taken by the Earth Summ�t) concluded dur�ng �ts 4th 
Sess�on, that ‘�n order to change unsusta�nable product�on 
and consumpt�on patterns and l�festyles, �t (�s) essent�al 
to g�ve great emphas�s to the role of educat�on for 
susta�nable development’47. It re�terated the key role that 
formal educat�on systems must play �n the ach�evement 
of susta�nable development but also stressed the need to 
recogn�se the role of �nformal educat�on �n the commun�ty 
and �n the fam�ly. These statements reflected a broader 
�nterpretat�on of educat�on w�th�n th�s context wh�ch was 
ga�n�ng ground across the globe.

● The momentum st�mulated by the R�o Earth Summ�t 
�n 1992 and ‘Agenda 21’ was rev�tal�sed at the World 
Summit for Sustainable Development wh�ch 
took place �n Johannesburg �n 2002. D�scuss�ons 
at the Summ�t reflected how educat�on �n the 
context of susta�nab�l�ty had evolved from former 
years, where �t was mostly about reor�ent�ng formal 
systems and tra�n�ng, towards capac�ty bu�ld�ng 
and learn�ng based strateg�es for change. It was no 
longer just about becom�ng susta�nab�l�ty l�terate 
or rece�v�ng qual�ficat�ons �n th�s area. It was also 
about understand�ng educat�on as an approach to 
mak�ng change w�th�n our fam�l�es, commun�t�es, 
organ�sat�ons and author�t�es.

● The Johannesburg Summ�t culm�nated �n the UN 
declar�ng the Decade of Education for Sustainable 
Development, wh�ch �s to be celebrated from 
2005-2014. The Draft ‘International Implementation 
Scheme’ for the Decade �nterprets educat�on as a 
strateg�c process wh�ch can challenge unsusta�nab�l�ty 
�n our soc�et�es.
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■ Box	1.17
	 Commitment	to	Education

‘Wh�lst we have reservat�ons about the 
�nappropr�ate use and, �ndeed, overuse of the 
term ‘susta�nab�l�ty’ we have to conclude that 
what holds back the progress of educat�on �n 
env�ronmental matters �s not really a problem 
w�th term�nology, whether �t be Susta�nable 
Development, Educat�on for Susta�nable 
Development, Env�ronmental Educat�on or 
someth�ng else, but rather �ts appl�cat�on, 
and the fundamental lack of comm�tment to 
the bas�c pr�nc�ple on the part of those w�th 
respons�b�l�ty for promot�ng �t and educat�ng 
us about �t.’

House of Commons Environmental Audit 
Committee (2005, para. 23)

Although, the terms ‘educat�on 
for susta�nab�l�ty’ and ‘learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty’ can be used 
�nterchangeably, there are subtle 
d�fferences �n mean�ng (see Box 
1.16). Some educators choose spec�fic 
terms to focus attent�on upon, or 
d�fferent�ate between, d�fferent aspects 
of these processes and thus a var�ety of 
labels are used to descr�be var�at�ons �n 
a process (see ‘Focus On: What �s �n a 
Label?’ on page 15). What matters �s 
not what label �s used, but what �s done 
as part of th�s process and how much 
comm�tment there �s to ded�cat�ng 
t�me and resources to th�s process for 
susta�nab�l�ty (see Box 1.17).

The UN Decade of Education for 
Sustainable Development
Desp�te recogn�t�on of the cr�t�cal 
role that educat�on and learn�ng must 
play �n the ach�evement of susta�nable 
development at the global level, the 
full potent�al of these processes has not 
been real�sed to date. For example, the 
R�o Summ�t called for all countr�es to 
develop and �mplement an educat�on 
for susta�nable development strategy 
by 2002. To date, only a handful 
of nat�ons have drafted strateg�c 
frameworks for advanc�ng th�s process 
at the nat�onal level54.

It was the lobby�ng efforts of many 
�nternat�onal governmental and 
non-governmental organ�sat�ons �n 
the lead up to the World Summ�t 
on Susta�nable Development wh�ch 
ra�sed the profile of educat�on and 
ensured �t featured s�gn�ficantly 
w�th�n the Plan of Implementat�on 
agreed at Johannesburg. Those at the 
World Summ�t not only confirmed 
�ts �mportance but also recommended 
the Un�ted Nat�ons General Assembly 
cons�der adopt�ng a Decade of 
Educat�on for Susta�nable Development.

to one of �mprov�ng env�ronmental 
performance (�.e. greater resource 
effic�ency and reduced costs). Some 
have taken a step further and embraced 
social responsibility (�.e. establ�sh�ng a 
culture that �s comm�tted to meet�ng 
stakeholder’s �nterests and needs - not 
just shareholder’s needs). However, the 
more forward th�nk�ng organ�sat�ons 
recogn�se that to genu�nely embrace 
susta�nab�l�ty requ�res transform�ng 
the governance structures of an 
organ�sat�on and develop�ng a culture 
of a learning organisation51. Learning 
based strategies are used to ach�eve 
th�s goal. In th�s context, �nternal and 
external stakeholders are prov�ded w�th 
learn�ng opportun�t�es to not only 
reflect upon the�r role �n ach�ev�ng 
susta�nab�l�ty w�th�n the organ�sat�on 
and how to �nfluence change, but also 
to help define a v�s�on of susta�nab�l�ty 
for the organ�sat�on.

Underp�nn�ng learn�ng based 
approaches to susta�nab�l�ty �s the 
recogn�t�on that susta�nab�l�ty �s a 
collaborat�ve learn�ng process wh�ch 
encourages explorat�on of new ideas 
and tools as well as critical reflection 
upon experience and assumpt�ons that 
�nfluence change towards susta�nab�l�ty.

Education or Learning for 
Sustainability?
Morgan W�ll�ams, the New Zealand 
Parl�amentary Comm�ss�oner for 
the Env�ronment argued that ‘subtle 
sh�fts �n language often conceal more 
fundamental sh�fts �n mean�ng and 
understand�ng. It �s therefore �mportant 
to cons�der how words are used and 
why’52. Th�s report often uses the term 
‘learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty’ to refer 
to an approach wh�ch �s relevant to a 
var�ety of areas of learn�ng, �nclud�ng 
Env�ronmental Educat�on (EE).
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At �ts 57th Sess�on, 2002, the 
UN General Assembly adopted a 
Resolut�on 57/254 to declare the 
Decade of Educat�on for Susta�nable 
Development (UNDESD) from 
2005 to 2014 (see Box 1.18). The 
bas�c v�s�on of the Decade �s a world 
where everyone has the opportun�ty to 
benefit from educat�on and learn�ng for 
soc�al change. Th�s translates �nto five 
object�ves for the Decade, to:

a) g�ve an enhanced profile to 
educat�on and learn�ng �n change 
towards susta�nable development;

b) fac�l�tate links, networks and 
interaction among stakeholders 
of educat�on on susta�nable 
development �ssues;

c) prov�de a space and opportun�ty 
for refining and promoting 
a vision of change towards 
susta�nable development - through 
learn�ng and educat�on;

d) foster increased quality of teaching 
and learning �n educat�on for 
susta�nable development; and

e) develop strategies at every level to 
strengthen capacity �n educat�on 
for susta�nable development.55

The UN General Assembly Resolut�on 
57/254, des�gnated UNESCO as the 
lead agency to promote the Decade 
and requested that UNESCO:

i) develop a draft Internat�onal
Implementat�on Scheme to clar�fy �t’s 
relat�onsh�p w�th ex�st�ng educat�onal 
processes �nclud�ng ‘Educat�on for All’;

ii) develop the scheme �n 
consultat�on w�th the UN, 
�nternat�onal organ�sat�ons, 
governments, NGOs and other 
stake holders; and

iii) prov�de gu�dance for 
governments to �ncorporate 
concrete measures to promote 
ESD �n nat�onal educat�on plans.

In August 2004, UNESCO 
released �ts ‘Draft International 
Implementation Scheme’56. Th�s 
scheme �dent�fied a number of 
pr�or�ty areas �nclud�ng poverty 
allev�at�on; gender equal�ty; health 
promot�on; the conservat�on and 
protect�on of the natural resource 
base upon wh�ch soc�al econom�c 
development depends; rural 
transformat�on; human r�ghts; 
peace; �nternat�onal understand�ng; 
cultural and l�ngu�st�c d�vers�ty 
and the potent�al of Informat�on 
and Commun�cat�on Technolog�es 
(ICTs). The draft Scheme was 
consol�dated �nto a shorter form 
prov�d�ng more of a strateg�c focus 
on the �mplementat�on of the 
Decade and th�s was approved at the 
UNESCO Execut�ve Board sess�on 
�n September 2005. The As�a-Pac�fic 
reg�on released �ts strategy for 
the Decade �n July 200557 (see 
Box 1.19). Th�s was based on the 
concepts of the draft scheme and 
on the needs and pr�or�t�es of 
stakeholders �n the reg�on.

The UNESCO Draft 
Implementat�on Scheme strongly 
advocates for partnersh�ps �n the 
Decade’s �mplementat�on. It argues 
the need and outl�nes a partnersh�p 
approach to the development of 
act�on plans. It sees partnersh�ps 

■ Box	1.18
	 The	Aims	of	the	Decade
   
‘The outcomes of the Johannesburg Summ�t 
and the establ�shment of a Decade of 
Educat�on for Susta�nable Development affirm 
the need to �ntegrate susta�nable development 
�nto educat�on systems at all levels �n order 
for educat�on to be a key agent for change. 
The Decade a�ms to promote educat�on as 
the bas�s for susta�nable human soc�ety and to 
strengthen �nternat�onal cooperat�on towards 
the development of �nnovat�ve pol�c�es, 
programmes and pract�ces of educat�on for 
susta�nable development (ESD).

Governments have been �nv�ted to cons�der 
the �nclus�on of measures to �mplement 
the Decade of Educat�on for Susta�nable 
Development �n the�r respect�ve educat�onal 
strateg�es and act�on plans by 2005, tak�ng 
�nto account the �nternat�onal �mplementat�on 
scheme to be prepared by UNESCO.’

UNESCO (2003a, p.1)

■ Box	1.19
	 Asia-Pacific	Regional	Strategy

The work�ng paper for the As�a-Pac�fic 
Reg�onal Strategy for Educat�on for Susta�nable 
Development (ESD) serves to gu�de the 
�mplementat�on of ESD throughout the reg�on. 
The Strategy �s an open document des�gned 
to be adaptable for rev�s�on to the chang�ng 
needs of �ts stakeholders. Us�ng collaborat�on 
and network�ng as underly�ng key elements the 
Strategy explores the follow�ng core �ssues of 
ESD wh�ch have been drafted on the bas�s of 
var�ous �n�t�at�ves and events �n the reg�on:

● Informat�on and Awareness
● Knowledge Systems
● Env�ronmental Protect�on and Management
● Peace and Equ�ty
● Local Context
● Transformat�on
● Culture
● Cross Cutt�ng Issues and Themes
● Health
● Env�ronmental Educat�on
● Engagement of Leaders

UNESCO Asia and Pacific Regional Bureau for 
Education (2005, p.4)
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as �mportant not only for enhanc�ng 
part�c�pat�on, ownersh�p and comm�tment 
but also for the successful �mplementat�on 
and max�mum �mpact of act�v�t�es for the 
UNDESD. A key outcome sought by the 
Decade �s the �ntegrat�on of educat�on for 
susta�nable development �nto all development 
plann�ng (see Box 1.20).

■ Box	1.20
	 Challenges	of	the	Decade

UNESCO has �dent�fied s�gn�ficant challenges 
for the Decade:

● Better �ntegrat�on of educat�on for 
susta�nable development �nto relevant 
development pol�c�es and nat�onal act�on 
plans. Th�s �nvolves �mproved coord�nat�on 
among the concerned M�n�str�es.

● Development of gu�del�nes on educat�on 
for susta�nable development.

● Emphas�s�ng educat�on for susta�nable 
development �n nonformal as well as 
formal educat�on.

● Strengthen�ng �nst�tut�onal capac�ty 
bu�ld�ng and profess�onal development 
processes for �mproved plann�ng and 
�mplementat�on of educat�on for 
susta�nable development.

● Increas�ng mon�tor�ng, evaluat�on and 
report�ng of susta�nable development 
educat�on �n�t�at�ves and the�r outcomes 
and �mpacts.

● Increas�ng attent�on to the susta�nab�l�ty 
of �n�t�at�ves so that pol�c�es, programmes 
and act�v�t�es are embedded �n long-
term educat�on plans and financ�al 
arrangements.’

UNESCO (2003, p.6)

The Decade w�ll offer further opportun�t�es 
for env�ronmental educators to reflect on, 
share exper�ences of and learn about the 
�mpl�cat�ons of susta�nable development. By 
the end of the Decade �t w�ll be �mportant 
to assess how far educat�on and learn�ng 
have contr�buted to transform�ng the way 
organ�sat�ons, bus�nesses and personal 
and collect�ve l�ves have sh�fted towards 
susta�nab�l�ty.
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■ Box	1.21
	 Labels

‘Environmental Education for a  
Sustainable Future’
Environment Australia (2000); Woods (2004).

‘Learning for Sustainability’
NSW Government (2002); Government of 
Canada (2002); Parliamentary Commissioner 
for the Environment, NZ (2004).

‘Education for Sustainability’
Huckle and Sterling (1996); UNSW (1999);
Tilbury and Wortman (2004).

‘Education for Sustainable Development’
IUCN (2003); UNESCO (2004); UNECE
(2004); Malone et al (2004); Tilbury (2004).

‘Education for a Sustainable Future’
UNESCO EPD (1997); Fien (2001) 

‘Sustainable Education’
Sterling (2001).

Var�ous names have been used by pol�cy-makers and educators to acknowledge 
the sh�ft towards susta�nab�l�ty �n Env�ronmental Educat�on.

Somet�mes, the terms ‘Env�ronmental Educat�on’ and others l�sted �n Box 1.21 are 
used �nterchangeably to descr�be s�m�lar work. Somet�mes there are d�fferences �n 
the focus and approach of �n�t�at�ves.

Some use the term learning rather than ‘educat�on’ to define the�r work because 
often educat�on �s assoc�ated w�th schools, whereas the broader concept of 
learn�ng refers to �t tak�ng place at all levels and �n all contexts - outs�de schools, 
w�th�n workplaces and �n the commun�ty.

Many use the term sustainability rather than ‘susta�nable development’. In 
Austral�a, the term ‘susta�nab�l�ty’ has ga�ned greater currency as �t �s seen as 
more relevant to a country wh�ch has already ‘developed’. However, cr�t�cs are 
concerned that the �ssues relat�ng to plann�ng, consumpt�on
and broader qual�ty of l�fe assoc�ated w�th ‘development’ are overlooked �n 
preference for ecolog�cal and resource management �ssues.

Many reta�n the word Environmental Education because they bel�eve that 
‘Educat�on for Susta�nab�l�ty’ �s Env�ronmental Educat�on but w�th a more 
spec�fic focus. They perce�ve �t as a new approach to Env�ronmental Educat�on. 
Others who choose to use the term ‘Educat�on for Susta�nab�l�ty’ bel�eve that �t 
�s �mportant to move away from trad�t�onal Env�ronmental Educat�on pract�ces 
wh�ch have focused on creat�ng pos�t�ve env�ronmental exper�ences w�th nature, 
develop�ng ecolog�cal knowledge and chang�ng values or att�tudes of �nd�v�duals 
to focus more on susta�nable act�ons and l�festyle cho�ces and system�c, rather 
than �nd�v�dual, change needed to move to a susta�nable soc�ety.

The term sustainable education popular�sed by Stephen Sterl�ng53 puts the 
emphas�s on the qual�ty of educat�on and suggests the need for culture change �n 
educat�on based around an ecolog�cal and system�c v�ew. Th�s term has mostly 
been used to refer to formal educat�on. Many use the term sustainable futures 
to emphas�se the �mportance of futures th�nk�ng and look�ng forward through a 
process of educat�on.

In th�s ser�es, the term learning for sustainability �s used and �s understood to 
be an approach to EE. It �s treated synonymously w�th the terms ‘educat�on for 
susta�nab�l�ty’ or ‘educat�on for susta�nable development’. The authors do however, 
d�st�ngu�sh between educat�on (or learn�ng) about susta�nab�l�ty (develop�ng 
understand�ng and awareness ) and educat�on (or learn�ng) for susta�nab�l�ty 
(the process of engag�ng people �n act�ons toward susta�nab�l�ty). Learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty a�ms to go beyond �nd�v�dual ‘behav�our’ change and seeks to engage 
and empower people to �mplement system�c changes.

What is in a Label?
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The language of susta�nab�l�ty crept 
�nto the d�scourses of env�ronmental 
educators as early as the 1980s. Th�s 
can be l�nked to the �nfluence of the 
‘educat�on for susta�nable development’ 
agenda ar�s�ng out of �nternat�onal 
efforts led by UNESCO, IUCN and 
OECD59. However, �t took some 
twenty years before th�s �nfluence was 
seen more w�dely �n EE programs and 
pract�ce60.

In an �n�t�al stage, env�ronmental 
educators’ efforts to address 
susta�nab�l�ty were l�m�ted to 
br�ng�ng soc�o-cultural and econom�c 
d�mens�ons �nto the content of the�r 
work. The�r approach to teach�ng and 
learn�ng about the �ssues had not 
changed s�gn�ficantly and the rhetor�c 
of educat�on ‘for’ the env�ronment, 
wh�ch was ga�n�ng �ncreas�ng support 
w�th�n the EE commun�ty, had not 
been translated �nto pract�ce61. Th�s 
meant that learners were develop�ng 
�ncreas�ng awareness about the 
complex�ty of env�ronmental �ssues and 
l�nks w�th susta�nab�l�ty but they were 
not necessar�ly develop�ng the ‘cr�t�cal’ 
sk�lls to respond to the challenge of 
susta�nab�l�ty (see Box 1.22).

It was not unt�l the early 1990s that 
the �mpl�cat�ons of the ‘for’ approaches 
to EE �n terms of pedagog�cal change 
were understood more w�dely. 
Some began to ask quest�ons as 
to whether these approaches were 
merely broaden�ng the scope of EE or 
quest�on�ng �ts underp�nn�ng parad�gm 
(see F�gure 1.1). Others took �ssue w�th 
the�r �nfluence, �nterpret�ng the word 
‘for’ l�terally and thus labell�ng them as 

■ Box	1.22
	 Traditional	vs	Critical	Approaches	to	EE

Traditional Critical

● Pass�ng on knowledge and ra�s�ng awareness 
of �ssues

● Understand�ng and gett�ng to the root 
of �ssues

● Teach�ng att�tudes and values ● Encourag�ng values clar�ficat�on

● See�ng people as the problem ● See�ng people as agents of change

● S�ngle Act�ons ● Learn�ng for Change

● More focus on �nd�v�dual and personal change ● More focus on structural and 
�nst�tut�onal change

● Integrat�on ● Innovat�on

● Problem-solv�ng ● Creat�ng alternat�ve futures

● Send�ng messages ● Creat�ng opportun�t�es for reflect�on, 
negot�at�on and part�c�pat�on

Adapted from Tilbury (2004c)

Figure 1.1
EE in Transition: Broadening the Scope or a New Paradigm?

Change of 
�nd�v�dual 
behav�our

Ecological Political

Change of 
soc�al-econom�c-
pol�t�cal 
structures and 
l�efstyles

awareness 
knowledge 
understand�ng 
sk�lls

Emotional Ethical

equ�ty, just�ce, 
democracy, 
respect, act�on 
competence.

From old EE To new ESD?

Hesselink et al (2000, p.14)

Diversity
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propaganda or �ndoctr�nat�on rather
than educat�on62 (see Box 1.23). 
Indeed, Bob J�ckl�ng wrote an 
art�cle where he argued he d�d 
not want h�s ch�ldren to be 
educated for susta�nab�l�ty63. In 
th�s art�cle he fuelled fears that 
susta�nab�l�ty would be promoted 
as a dogma rather than a contested 
concept to be explored. Th�s 
lead to a barrage of art�cles from 
establ�shed and �nternat�onally 
reputed env�ronmental educators 
who clar�fied that the focus of the 
‘for’ approaches to EE was on the 
development of cr�t�cal th�nk�ng, 
�ndependent thought as well as 
act�on and part�c�pat�on sk�lls to 
respond to susta�nab�l�ty �ssues. The 
word ‘for’ they argued was not to be 
�nterpreted l�terally. Underp�nn�ng 
these approaches was a need to 
move beyond awareness ra�s�ng 
and development of knowledge 
‘about’ susta�nab�l�ty towards more 
part�c�patory and empower�ng 
approaches64. As the d�scourse 
assoc�ated w�th the ‘for’ approaches 
became �ncreas�ngly present 
w�th�n the �nternat�onal l�terature 
com�ng out of IUCN, OCED and 
UNESCO, acceptance grew w�th�n 
the EE commun�ty65. Educat�on 
and learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty 
s�gnalled a new approach (see Box 
1.24), wh�ch would challenge 
th�nk�ng and pract�ce �n EE and 
wh�ch faced structural barr�ers 
common across sectors and cultures 
(see Box 1.25).

The learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty 
approach exam�nes how people, 
organ�sat�ons and �nst�tut�ons can 
l�ve �n susta�nable ways66. It �s about 
empower�ng people to contr�bute 
to a better future through m�ndset 
changes, cr�t�cal reflect�on and 
bu�ld�ng of new sk�lls. It goes 
beyond awareness ra�s�ng, the 
challeng�ng of values and att�tudes, 

■ Box	1.24
	 Changing	Approaches	to	EE

‘In fact, susta�nable development calls for 
add�t�onal and d�fferent processes than 
those trad�t�onally thought of �n educat�on. 
The quest for susta�nab�l�ty demands new 
approaches to �nvolve people rather than 
convey just a body of knowledge’

Earth Year Report (2002, p.12)

‘…‘l�near’ commun�cat�on and �nformat�on 
campa�gns are least effect�ve…don’t assume 
that �nformat�on leads to awareness or 
awareness to act�on.’

House of Commons, Environmental Audit 
Committee (2005, p.16)

‘Educat�on for Susta�nable Development 
�s an emerg�ng but dynam�c concept that 
encompasses a new v�s�on of educat�on that 
seeks to empower people of all ages to assume 
respons�b�l�ty for creat�ng a susta�nable future.’

UNESCO (2002, p.1)

‘Educat�on for susta�nab�l�ty prov�des a tool 
to ass�st and engage us �n negot�at�ng th�s 
future and dec�d�ng the consequences of 
our dec�s�ons. Th�s means that educat�on �s 
more than the trad�t�onal pract�ce of EE, 
wh�ch focuses on teach�ng and learn�ng 
about, �n and for the env�ronment. 
Instead, educat�on for susta�nab�l�ty seeks a 
transformat�ve role of educat�on, �n wh�ch 
people are engaged �n a new way of see�ng, 
th�nk�ng, learn�ng and work�ng.

People are not only able to explore the 
relat�onsh�p between the�r l�ves, the 
env�ronment, soc�al systems and �nst�tut�ons 
but also to become act�ve part�c�pants and 
dec�s�on-makers �n the change process.’

Tilbury and Wortman (2004, p.6)

■ Box	1.23
	 Education	for	the	Environment

Educat�on for the env�ronment moves beyond 
educat�on in and about the env�ronment 
approaches (see glossary) to focus on 
equ�pp�ng learners w�th the necessary sk�lls to 
be able to take pos�t�ve act�on.

The educat�on for the env�ronment approach 
promotes cr�t�cal reflect�on and has an overt 
agenda of soc�al change. It a�ms to promote 
l�festyle changes that are more compat�ble 
w�th susta�nab�l�ty. It seeks to bu�ld capac�ty 
for act�ve part�c�pat�on �n dec�s�on-mak�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty.

In theory, there �s l�ttle d�fference between 
th�s approach and the learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty approach to EE. Both are 
assoc�ated �n the l�terature w�th ‘cr�t�cal’ 
approaches to EE.

In pract�ce, however, educat�on for the 
env�ronment �s often �nterpreted as the 
�nvolvement of learners �n one-off events or 
�nd�v�dual act�ons (e.g. tree plant�ng, p�ck�ng 
up l�tter). They often do not equ�p learners 
w�th the sk�lls to get to the root cause of 
unsusta�nab�l�ty.
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problem-solv�ng or the development of 
act�on sk�lls usually assoc�ated w�th EE67.

Learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty challenges 
EE �n a number of ways:

a) Getting to the Root of the Issues. 
Trad�t�onally, wh�le c�t�zens have 
been act�ve �n the allev�at�on of 
env�ronmental problems, they 
have not addressed �ssues of 
susta�nab�l�ty at source68. Learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty approaches 
challenge env�ronmental educators 
to th�nk beyond awareness ra�s�ng 
and go beyond �nvolv�ng learners 
merely �n one-off act�v�t�es such as 
clean�ng-up or the plant�ng of trees. 
They encourage learners to develop 
cr�t�cal and system�c th�nk�ng 
sk�lls, enabl�ng them to get to the 
core of the �ssues. Th�s reflects 
the major sh�ft �n th�nk�ng from 
env�ronmental�sm to susta�nab�l�ty. 

It was argued earl�er that 
env�ronmental�sm �s mostly a 
movement aga�nst some th�ngs 
- for example, stopp�ng pollut�on 
and other harmful act�v�t�es - wh�le 
susta�nable development takes 
a more proact�ve and system�c 
approach towards pos�t�ve 
outcomes69. It a�ms to do th�ngs 
d�fferently �n the first place, �nstead 
of just clean�ng up the symptoms of 
underly�ng problems or tackl�ng end 
of the p�pel�ne �ssues. Deal�ng w�th 
the �ssue at source �s an �mportant 
aspect of th�s new approach to EE. 
Cr�t�cal and system�c th�nk�ng play 
an �mportant part �n ass�st�ng people 
to �dent�fy the root of the �ssues and 
to work act�vely towards try�ng to 
address these.

Trad�t�onal approaches to EE have 
�n pract�ce, focussed on ra�s�ng 
awareness and pass�ng on �mportant 
�nformat�on about the �ssues and 
often �nvolv�ng people �n spec�fic 

■ Box	1.25
	 Barriers	to	Implementing	
	 Learning	for	Sustainability

● ‘the dom�nant reduct�on�st approach 
to understand�ng wh�ch emphas�ses 
separate subjects and abstract non-local�sed 
knowledge;

● the r�se of market-based values �n educat�on 
wh�ch place emphas�s on educat�on �n the 
serv�ce of the global�sed economy;

● lack of awareness or understand�ng 
of learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty by both 
pol�cymakers and pract�t�oners;

● structural �nert�a �n educat�onal systems, 
part�cularly �n the formal sector; and

● the �n-bu�lt res�stance of parad�gms to 
fundamental change.’

Sterling (in press)

■ Box	1.26
	 Attitudes	and	Values	in	EE

The world’s first �ntergovernmental 
conference on EE was organ�sed by the 
UNESCO �n cooperat�on UNEP and was 
convened �n Tb�l�s�, Georg�a (USSR) from 
October 14-26, 1977.

The Conference Declarat�on endorsed by 
delegates �dent�fied a key a�m of EE as that 
of help�ng: ‘soc�al groups and �nd�v�duals 
acqu�re a set of values and feel�ngs of concern 
for the env�ronment and the mot�vat�on 
for act�vely part�c�pat�ng �n env�ronmental 
�mprovement and protect�on.’

Tbilisi Declaration (1977 p.1)

act�ons. Learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty 
takes th�s a step further, �t prov�des 
opportun�t�es to reflect cr�t�cally on 
�nformat�on and exper�ences so that 
�t can �nform dec�s�on-mak�ng and 
enable susta�nable pract�ce. Sect�on 
1.3 of th�s volume explores th�s �n 
greater depth.

b) A Move Away from Attitudes 
and Values.
The object�ve of acqu�r�ng a 
spec�fic set of values and att�tudes 
for the env�ronment was deeply 
engra�ned w�th�n the EE d�scourse 
�n the early years (see Box 1.26). 
Learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty does not 
engage d�rectly w�th th�s object�ve. 
Instead, �ts focus �s on develop�ng 
th�nk�ng, clar�fy�ng values and 
enhanc�ng part�c�pat�on sk�lls. 
Some env�ronmental educators have 
d�sputed whether �t �s poss�ble, or 
r�ght to, change a values system 
or �ndeed, whether there �s any 
correlat�on between the values 
people art�culate and the�r act�ons70 
(see Box 1.27). People are complex 
and there are often �ncons�stenc�es 
between the�r values and act�ons. For 
example, a person m�ght dr�ve the�r 
car to work even though they have 
env�ronmental values and concerns 
about the�r contr�but�on to cl�mate 
change. There �s no ev�dence that a 
part�cular values set w�ll correspond 
w�th a set of spec�fic act�ons.

S�m�larly there �s no d�rect l�nk 
between those who have an 
affin�ty w�th nature and natural 
env�ronments and the�r ab�l�ty to 
contr�bute to susta�nab�l�ty w�th�n 
the�r personal and profess�onal 
l�ves71. Hav�ng deeply engra�ned 
values for the env�ronment does not 
mean that one has the competence 
to be engaged �n effect�vely 
contr�but�ng to change for 
susta�nab�l�ty. Th�s �s an assumpt�on 
that also underp�ns some current EE 
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■ Box	1.27
	 Attitudes	to	Behaviour

‘Trad�t�onal thought among educators and 
EE theor�sts �llustrated a l�near model for 
the relat�onsh�p between env�ronmental 
knowledge, att�tudes and behav�our. In other 
words, �t was w�dely acknowledged that a 
pos�t�ve att�tude towards the env�ronment 
and the assoc�ated behav�our could be the 
result of �ncreased env�ronmental knowledge. 
However, research �n env�ronmental 
behav�our dur�ng the last two decades 
has prov�ded ev�dence of a more complex 
relat�onsh�p between behav�our and 
numerous var�ables. Many have come to 
quest�on th�s l�near relat�onsh�p.’

Scoullos and Malotidi (2004, p.25)

■ Box	1.28
	 Values	Clarification

Values clar�ficat�on �s self-reflect�ve. It �s 
a process wh�ch enables us to understand 
how our backgrounds and exper�ences have 
�nfluenced how we th�nk and act and why they 
m�ght be d�fferent to other people’s values.

Learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty promotes the use 
of self reflect�on wh�ch can create a personal 
relevance �n, and connect�on to, change for 
susta�nab�l�ty. It engages people �n reflect�ng 
on what susta�nab�l�ty means to them �n 
the�r own l�ves. Us�ng values clar�ficat�on 
people can rev�ew the�r act�ons g�ven the�r 
own values and cultural context. Once they 
are aware of these cultural processes, they can 
more effect�vely bu�ld the�r capac�ty as agents 
of change �n work�ng towards susta�nab�l�ty72.

programs. Volumes 2 and 3  of th�s 
ser�es prov�de examples of th�s.

A learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty 
approach recogn�ses these 
assumpt�ons wh�ch underp�n 
trad�t�onal approaches to EE and 
�nstead focuses on clar�fy�ng values 
(see Box 1.28) and empower�ng 
learners to develop competence to 
make changes �n soc�al sett�ngs to 
address susta�nab�l�ty73.

c) Seeing People as Agents of Change 
rather than as the Problem.
Some EE programs are based on the 
prem�se that people’s act�ons need 
to be ‘corrected’ �n order to address 
env�ronmental and susta�nab�l�ty 
�ssues. They use strateg�es to 
mod�fy people’s behav�our and treat 
people as the problem. Learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty adopts a d�fferent 
approach wh�ch sees people as 
agents of change who can be 
empowered to create alternat�ves to 
the current s�tuat�on. The focus �s 
on promot�ng opportun�t�es wh�ch 
effect�vely bu�ld people’s capac�ty as 
agents of change �n work�ng towards 
susta�nab�l�ty74.

Learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty does 
not rely on experts to determ�ne 
how people should behave or 
how they should th�nk, rather 
�t promotes the learner’s act�ve 
engagement �n dec�s�on-mak�ng 
and develop�ng pol�cy. Th�s helps 
people ga�n ownersh�p of the 
dec�s�ons, acceptance of the pol�cy 
and comm�tment to the act�ons 
chosen. Bjarne Brunn Jensen’s 
work has focused on mapp�ng th�s 
sh�ft between see�ng people as the 
problem and see�ng people as agents 
of change (see box 1.29). He argues 
that wh�lst behav�our may be seen as 
a predeterm�ned outcome, an act�on 
�s d�rected at solv�ng a problem and 
�s dec�ded upon by those prepar�ng 

to carry out the act�on77. These �deas 
are further explored �n volumes 2, 3, 
4 and 5 of th�s ser�es.

d) From Single Actions to 
Embedding Change 
EE has been �ncreas�ngly focused 
on learn�ng that �s based on tak�ng 
act�on, such as consumer act�on 
and volunteer conservat�on act�on. 
Learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty takes 
the act�on d�mens�on a step further, 
help�ng learners develop the 
sk�lls to �nfluence change w�th�n 
a system, organ�sat�on or w�der 
soc�ety. It engages the learner �n 
�dent�fy�ng relat�onsh�ps wh�ch can 
embed change as opposed to s�ngle 
act�ons wh�ch may not challenge 
root causes. It seeks structural and 
�nst�tut�onal change focus�ng on 
�nd�v�dual change or us�ng end-of-
p�pe approaches (see Box 1.30).

System�c th�nk�ng underp�ns th�s 
approach wh�ch encourages changes 
to be m�ndful (as far as poss�ble) of 
the whole system so that longer-term 
pos�t�ve change �s more l�kely to 
come about. Th�s approach �nvolves 
the study of how change happens 
�n part�cular contexts and to 
cons�der people’s assumpt�ons and 
strateg�es for change. By look�ng at 
the world �n a more hol�st�c way, 
more system�c changes �n our l�ves 
and our soc�ety can occur through 
a ‘redes�gn’ of many of our current 
systems and establ�shed ways of 
l�v�ng along susta�nab�l�ty pr�nc�ples. 
Volumes 2 and 5 of th�s ser�es deal 
�n greater depth w�th the pract�ce of 
embedd�ng change through learn�ng.

In add�t�on, learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty encourages educat�on 
processes wh�ch quest�on the 
th�nk�ng and assumpt�ons beh�nd 
our act�ons rather than judge our 
act�ons. Certa�n problems can be 
encountered �f part�cular act�ons 
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■ Box	1.29
	 Behaviour	Change	vs	Agents	
	 of	Change

Some EE programs, �nclud�ng soc�al 
market�ng �n�t�at�ves, are underp�nned 
by a behav�our mod�ficat�on theory. Th�s 
theory a�ms to �dent�fy the key factors that 
determ�ne the behav�ours of target aud�ences. 
Its approach �s strongly determ�n�st�c �n 
nature and uses pred�ct�on and re�nforcement 
to control the th�nk�ng and act�ons of 
�nd�v�duals. EE programs underp�nned by 
th�s method cons�der ways of mak�ng ‘new’ 
behav�our’s more attract�ve and access�ble to 
a target aud�ence by focus�ng on the benefits 
and barr�ers to adopt�on. Ian Robottom and 
Paul Hart75 argue that these approaches often 
result �n ‘blam�ng the v�ct�m’ rather than 
address�ng the root of the problem.

Bjarne Bruun Jensen and Karsten Schnack76 
expla�n how rather than mod�fy�ng behav�our, 
the challenge for gu�d�ng people towards 
susta�nable l�festyles �s one of help�ng them 
d�scover for themselves the changes wh�ch are 
most mean�ngful for them and help�ng them to 
develop the competence to create soc�al change.

■ Box	1.30
	 EE	Community	Action	Programs:	
	 End-of-Pipe	Approaches

‘The last ten years have seen hands-on 
commun�ty act�on EE programs grow�ng �n 
number. The movement began �n the early 
1980’s �n Austral�a, w�th the emergence of 
Landcare - a V�ctor�an government program 
address�ng susta�nable agr�cultural pract�ces 
�n rural areas. S�nce then, there have been 
a number of State and Federal Commun�ty 
Act�on Programs �nclud�ng ‘Coastcare’, 
‘Bushcare’ and ‘Waterwatch’….. Commun�ty 
act�on programs have sh�fted commun�ty 
att�tudes and develop a stewardsh�p eth�c 
towards the env�ronment. 

Commun�ty act�on programs assume that 
a change �n knowledge, att�tudes and 
behav�our w�ll result �n pos�t�ve changes 
�n peoples act�ons. Wh�le these programs 
are enabl�ng some pos�t�ve env�ronmental 
outcomes, most volunteers have not bu�lt 
the capac�ty to env�s�on and manage change 
for susta�nab�l�ty. As a result volunteers 
may not be able to part�c�pate �n change or 
dec�s�on-mak�ng concern�ng susta�nab�l�ty 
�ssues at the�r core…rather they accept an 
end-of-p�pe approaches to env�ronmental 
management for example through 
�nvolvement of pre-determ�ned restorat�on 
and conservat�on projects.’

Extract from Volume 3 of this Series 
(2005, p.14)

are cr�t�c�sed or demon�sed w�thout 
prov�d�ng an opportun�ty for people 
to quest�on why th�s �s the case, or 
w�thout prov�d�ng alternat�ve and 
pract�cal solut�ons. For example, 
some educators have seen l�m�ted 
value �n ch�ldren com�ng home 
from school to lecture the�r parents 
about the negat�ve �mpacts on the 
env�ronment of us�ng the�r car. 
Parents’ opt�ons may be l�m�ted 
due to soc�o-econom�c factors or 
lack of alternat�ve opt�ons. In any 
case, be�ng told what not to do �s 
unl�kely to y�eld susta�nable change. 
Learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty focuses 
on encourag�ng people to th�nk on 
why certa�n dec�s�on are be�ng taken 
and what are the real alternat�ves 
ava�lable to them.

e) From Integration to Innovation. 
Integrat�on of susta�nab�l�ty across 
departments and curr�cula has been 
a key object�ve of EE programs and 
act�v�t�es over the past ten years. 
Learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty does 
promote ma�nstream�ng but �t 
challenges the �ntegrat�on concept, 
argu�ng that �t �s transformat�on and 
�nnovat�on that l�es at the heart of 
susta�nab�l�ty. Integrat�on ma�nta�ns 
the status quo; �t does not challenge 
unsusta�nable pract�ce. For example, �t 
�s argued that address�ng susta�nab�l�ty 
�n the h�gher educat�on curr�culum 
requ�res more than the add�t�on 
of content, as �t cannot be s�mply 
�ntegrated �nto a curr�culum that 
�mpl�c�tly promotes unsusta�nab�l�ty78. 
The way knowledge �s d�ssem�nated 
w�th�n the curr�culum and across 
departments needs to be challenged. 
Underp�nn�ng th�s new approach 
�s the argument, re�nforced by 
UNESCO at the Johannesburg 
Summ�t, that new mental models are 
needed to ach�eve susta�nab�l�ty. Th�s 
�nvolves quest�on�ng and reflect�ng 
upon act�ons and dec�s�ons as well as 
develop�ng a deeper understand�ng of 

our soc�al d�spos�t�ons. Fundamental 
changes are requ�red to the way we 
v�ew and evaluate l�ves79. Th�s requ�res 
more than �ntegrat�ng susta�nab�l�ty 
�deas �nto our work or soc�al systems. 
The �deas descr�bed above and the�r 
�mpl�cat�ons for pract�ce are explored 
�n greater depth �n Volumes 2, 3, 4 
and 5 of th�s ser�es.

f) From Problem-Solving to Creating 
Alternative Futures.
A learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty approach 
focuses on our ab�l�ty to th�nk and 
work towards a more susta�nable 
future. Many EE programs take an 
env�ronmental problem resolut�on 
focus80. Rather than just focus�ng 
on the ex�st�ng problems, wh�ch 
can become overwhelm�ng and 
depress�ng, futures th�nk�ng prov�des 
a more empower�ng alternat�ve. It 
�nvolves more than just focus�ng 
on problem-solv�ng our way out 
of our current s�tuat�on81. Creat�ng 
susta�nable futures �s a process that 
transforms the way people relate to 
the�r future, �t helps to clar�fy the�r 
values, prov�de d�rect�on and, above 
all, leads to act�on plans for change82 
(see Box 1.31). Sect�on 1.3 of th�s 
volume explores futures th�nk�ng and 
env�s�on�ng �n greater depth.

g) From Sending Messages to Creating 
Opportunities for Reflection, 
Negotiation and Action.
A learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty 
approach challenges the role of the 
educator and seeks to break down 
the trad�t�onal teacher-student 
h�erarchy �n a classroom as well as 
the send�ng out of key messages 
to target aud�ences �n commun�ty 
EE. Learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty 
encourages collaborat�ve learn�ng 
env�ronments wh�ch do not merely 
�mpart knowledge but bu�ld
capac�ty of the learner (see Box 1.32). 
Negot�at�on, evaluat�on and act�on 
are essent�al parts of th�s process.
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■ Box	1.31
	 Futures	Thinking

‘…encourages us to take respons�b�l�ty for 
act�ons and dec�s�ons, to th�nk ahead and to 
part�c�pate �n processes of soc�al �nnovat�on, 
recovery and renewal.’

Slaughter (1991, p.8)

■ Box	1.32
	 New	Role	of	the	Teacher	
	 and	Learner

‘New Learn�ng (rather than teach�ng) 
approaches are called for…Yet, few are 
tra�ned or exper�enced �n these new 
approaches. Pract�t�oners need support to 
explore new ways of promot�ng learn�ng.’

Hamu (2004, p.vi)

‘Educators requ�re new sets of sk�lls such as
env�s�on�ng, cr�t�cal th�nk�ng and reflect�on, 
d�alogue and negot�at�on, collaborat�on and 
bu�ld�ng of partnersh�ps.’

Tilbury and Wortman (2004, p.12)

Methods used �nclude fac�l�tat�on and mentor�ng (see glossary) wh�ch redefine 
the role of the teacher and encourage learn�ng to be dr�ven by the learner. They 
challenge trad�t�onal power, pol�t�cs and part�c�pat�on relat�onsh�ps assoc�ated w�th 
teach�ng and prov�de more compat�ble reflect�ve learn�ng and capac�ty bu�ld�ng 
processes83. Volumes 2, 3, 4 and 5 of th�s ser�es cons�der th�s sh�ft �n greater deta�l 
and h�ghl�ght �ts �mpl�cat�ons for pract�ce across soc�al sectors.

The l�st above �dent�fies some of the elements of a learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty 
approach to EE. These elements �nform the var�ous components of th�s approach 
wh�ch seeks ‘new learn�ng’ and requ�res new sets of sk�lls from educators and 
learners. The follow�ng sect�on w�ll define the key components and prov�de 
examples of methodolog�es wh�ch help to develop these �deas �n pract�ce.
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Learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty calls for 
new ways of engag�ng people and 
organ�sat�ons �n learn�ng and change 
for susta�nab�l�ty. Th�s sect�on outl�nes 
the components of th�s approach to 
EE as well as a range of methodolog�es 
assoc�ated w�th each one:

�) Env�s�on�ng a Better Future;

��) System�c Th�nk�ng;

���) Cr�t�cal (Reflect�ve) Th�nk�ng;

�v) Part�c�pat�on �n Dec�s�on-Mak�ng; and

v) Networks and  Partnersh�ps 
for Change.

Drawing by Daniela Melo on the components of Learning for Sustainability.
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■ Box	1.33
	 Envisioning

‘We cannot bu�ld a future we cannot �mag�ne. 
A first requ�rement, then, �s to create for 
ourselves a real�st�c, compell�ng and engag�ng 
v�s�on of the future that can be s�mply told.’

Elgin (1991, p.6)

■ Box	1.34
	 Futures	Thinking	in	Learning	for	
	 Sustainability

Futures th�nk�ng and env�s�on�ng have 
featured repeatedly �n the learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty l�terature. It has been a key 
component of the UNESCO d�scourse:

● ‘Educat�on for susta�nable development has 
come to be seen as a process of learn�ng 
how to make dec�s�ons that cons�der 
the long-term future of the economy, 
ecology and soc�al well-be�ng of all 
commun�t�es. Bu�ld�ng the capac�ty for 
such futures-or�ented th�nk�ng �s a key task 
of educat�on.’

UNESCO (2002, p.10)

● ‘…people of all ages can become 
empowered to develop and evaluate 
alternat�ve v�s�ons of a susta�nable future 
and to fulfil these v�s�ons through work�ng 
creat�vely w�th others.’

UNESCO (2003a, p.4)

■ Box	1.35
	 Futures	thinking	is...

‘Futures th�nk�ng �s a way of th�nk�ng, both 
structured and unstructured, about the longer 
term futures that may eventuate. Th�s �s done 
�n ways that should prove useful for soc�ety or 
organ�sat�ons to cons�der the effects of what 
they are do�ng now and plann�ng to do for 
the future.’

Gunston (2004 p.4)

The Johannesburg Summ�t84 rem�nded 
the world commun�ty of the �mportant 
cho�ces that need to be made �f we are 
to create a susta�nable future. Many 
s�de events at the Summ�t helped 
scope the cultural terr�tory and mark 
out some of the cr�t�cal quest�ons that 
need to be asked when mak�ng these 
profound cho�ces. Th�s step �s cr�t�cal 
to progress, but progress, however, 
depends on the ab�l�ty to env�s�on a 
better soc�ety85 (see Box 1.33).

The rationale
The exerc�se of imagining a better 
future, somet�mes also referred to as 
‘futures th�nk�ng’ or ‘env�s�on�ng’, �s a 
p�votal component of educat�on and 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty (see Box 
1.34). Essent�ally, �t �s a process wh�ch 
�s transform�ng the way people relate to 
the�r future and therefore the way they 
act today.

Exper�ence �n EE has shown that 
‘doom and gloom’ scenar�os do not 
mot�vate people to change86. Instead 
what �s needed �s the development of a 
bel�ef that there �s an alternat�ve to our 
current s�tuat�on and an understand�ng 
of how the process of change happens. 

All too often people feel d�sempowered 
by the negat�ve �mages and doomsday 
project�ons for the future87. Today’s 
med�a �s dom�nated by stor�es of 
poverty, env�ronmental degradat�on, 
spec�es ext�nct�on, corrupt�on and 
terror�sm. Wh�le such �ssues requ�re 
urgent attent�on, bas�c knowledge 
about them does not lead us to a clear 
path of act�on, nor does �t mot�vate 
part�c�pat�on �n the�r solut�on. Rather, 
such all encompass�ng negat�v�ty often 
leads to feel�ngs of powerlessness, 

apathy, gu�lt and d�s�llus�onment, 
cloud�ng the path towards real solut�ons.

Many current educat�onal pract�ces 
are focused on try�ng to problem-
solve the�r way out of unsusta�nable 
development rather than on creat�ng 
alternat�ve futures88. In add�t�on, some 
trad�t�onal EE programs and resources 
have offered a part�cular v�ew of the 
future, wh�ch are not quest�oned �n 
any way or do not encourage people to 
engage �n change.

Educators have been explor�ng futures 
th�nk�ng and ‘env�s�on�ng’ tools as 
a way of help�ng people, schools, 
commun�t�es and organ�sat�ons to see 
‘susta�nab�l�ty’ not as a vague concept 
but someth�ng that �s d�rectly relevant 
to the�r l�ves. Key quest�ons related to 
th�s process �nclude:

● What assumpt�ons underp�n a v�s�on?

● What has �nfluenced or �nformed a 
person’s v�s�on?

● How and why m�ght others not agree
w�th th�s v�s�on?

● What are the �mpl�cat�ons of th�s 
v�s�on for l�fe, work and everyday 
cho�ces and act�ons?

Bu�ld�ng a v�s�on �s about �mag�n�ng 
a better future. It �s a process that 
engages people �n conce�v�ng and 
captur�ng a v�s�on of the�r �deal future 
(see Box 1.35). Env�s�on�ng helps 
people to d�scover the�r poss�ble 
or preferred future and to uncover 
bel�efs and assumpt�ons that underl�e 
the�r v�s�ons and cho�ces. It �s an 
opportun�ty for people to explore a 
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Personal Journeys and 
Reflections on Envisioning

Positive and Compelling

‘Facts, figures, proof, forward project�ons: they can all be 
brought together to show that our planet �s head�ng for 
d�saster…… Doom scenar�os make us despa�r, or pan�c. 
We g�ve up th�nk�ng that �t �s too hard to deal w�th…. 

Env�s�on�ng �s pos�t�ve. We env�s�on the change that 
we want. What does �t look l�ke? The v�s�on becomes 
compell�ng – someth�ng we really want to br�ng about. 
A compell�ng v�s�on tr�ggers thoughts about what 
would need to be �n place for that v�s�on to be real. 
D�alogue �s poss�ble… We can start to th�nk about 
how to bu�ld th�s v�s�on.’

Excerpts from a personal journal reflecting on education
for sustainability by Helen Sloan (2003).

The Power of Envisioning

‘Of everyth�ng I heard �n class, futures th�nk�ng was of 
�mmed�ate appeal due to �ts power to �nsp�re, mot�vate 
and empower….S�nce when have people felt truly 
empowered to change the�r l�ves?

Futures th�nk�ng �s a means to engage �nd�v�duals �n 
the debate surround�ng educat�on for susta�nab�l�ty. 
By ask�ng them to env�s�on, they �mmed�ately become 
act�vely �nvolved �n �mag�n�ng a susta�nable future. It 
empowers them to real�se the stake they hold �n the 
future w�th a pos�t�ve framework that mot�vates them 
towards tak�ng act�on on those v�s�ons….

People do need a d�rect�on – they need a v�s�on they can 
a�m for. I know from my own understand�ng that you 
can’t have a personal goal w�thout start�ng w�th a dream.’

Excerpts from a personal reflective journal on education
for sustainability by Amanda Keogh (2003)

Reaching an Understanding

‘Beyond what we cons�der the trad�t�onal concept of 
susta�nab�l�ty l�e a myr�ad of real�t�es. In order to reach 
an understand�ng we must engage �n new ways of see�ng 
our world. Env�s�on�ng �s the key to th�s process.

When shar�ng our v�s�on we ach�eve an understand�ng 
of the d�fferences and s�m�lar�t�es of other v�s�ons. By 
engag�ng �n a v�s�on�ng process we form a conceptual bas�s 
from wh�ch to negot�ate and define a future outcome.’ 

Excerpts from a personal journal reflecting on education
for sustainability by Kalina Koloff (2004).

Identifying Potential Alternatives

‘In order to get people on the bus for the good reasons, 
�t needs to be relevant to them. Th�s �s the same for 
organ�sat�ons and �nst�tut�ons. It �s answer�ng to the 
quest�on they are all ask�ng:…“What �s �n �t for me?” 

Env�s�on�ng can help people to �dent�fy what �s really 
�mportant to them, what they would l�ke as a future 
not cons�der�ng today’s s�tuat�on but the�r profound 
dreams. Th�s allows people to clar�fy the�r values too. It 
forces people to cr�t�cally quest�on what they want for a
susta�nable future.

Start�ng from that des�red future, �t �s then eas�er to 
�dent�fy today’s real �ssues, the pr�or�ty �ssues that would 
go aga�nst accompl�sh�ng the des�red object�ve. Futures 
env�s�on�ng �s also about �dent�fy�ng d�fferent potent�al 
alternat�ves that are preferred. It therefore prov�des 
gu�del�nes for mod�fy�ng our act�ons �n order to move 
towards the chosen opt�on.

The process of necessary change becomes more v�s�ble 
and can be broken down �nto steps. Env�s�on�ng �s 
about creat�ng compell�ng future v�s�ons that can be a 
cooperat�ve venture produc�ng powerful goals or �mages 
lead�ng to act�on.’

Excerpts from a personal reflective journal on education
for sustainability by Anouk Studer (2004) 
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better world, to engage �n d�alogue 
w�th others and to take act�on �n 
mapp�ng a pathway to susta�nab�l�ty. 
Every �nd�v�dual’s v�s�on can have d�rect 
or �nd�rect �mpl�cat�ons for future 
act�on and naturally provokes further 
quest�ons. Env�s�on�ng �s a powerful 
futures educat�on tool wh�ch can help 
dr�ve changes towards a better world.

Dav�d H�cks and Cather�ne Holden89 
argue that not only do people need to 
explore the or�g�ns and consequences 
of current unsusta�nable pract�ces but 
that they must also ‘establ�sh the need 
for, and nature of, a more susta�nable 
soc�ety’. Educat�ng about and for 
the future, they bel�eve, �s cr�t�cal to 
learn�ng for susta�nable development. 
Us�ng approaches such as futures 
scenar�o plann�ng mot�vates and 
empowers people to make changes as 
they beg�n to apprec�ate the relevance 
and �mportance of th�s �ll-defined 
concept (see Box 1.36).

In practice
Uncover�ng and understand�ng values 
are essent�al steps �n the process of 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty. People 
need to not only art�culate what the�r 
v�s�on for a susta�nable future looks 
l�ke but also to cr�t�cally reflect on, 
and art�culate why, �t �s �mportant to 
them, what has �nformed the�r v�s�on 
and what values make up the�r v�s�on. 
Env�s�on�ng prov�des the opportun�ty 
for both part�c�pants and pract�t�oners 
to explore relat�onsh�ps between the�r 
des�red future and the�r personal 
values. Uncover�ng values also beg�ns 
a journey dur�ng wh�ch people explore 
the l�nks between the�r assumpt�ons, 
the�r b�ases, the�r culture and fam�ly 
and subsequent dec�s�on-mak�ng and 
act�on. Th�s process �s often referred 
to as values-clar�ficat�on. Part�c�pants 
beg�n to engage �n and reflect on 
cr�t�cal quest�ons:

● What do I value and why?

● What do other people value and why?

● What has �nformed and �nfluenced 
my values?

● Is my v�s�on negot�able?

● What �nformat�on, steps, sk�lls and 
knowledge are needed to proceed 
towards th�s v�s�on?

● Who needs to be �nvolved �n 
reach�ng th�s v�s�on?

● Who �s mak�ng the dec�s�ons?

In summary
Env�s�on�ng �s not a stand alone event. 
Rather �t marks the beg�nn�ng of a 
journey �n learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty 
�n wh�ch people beg�n to feel engaged, 
empowered and respons�ble to act 
�n ways to reach the�r v�s�on. As 
a core component of learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty, v�s�on�ng needs to be 
addressed �n the des�gn and plann�ng 
of programs. It needs to be l�nked to 
an explorat�on of the process of change 
and an understand�ng of how change 
occurs. Th�s �ncludes rev�s�t�ng and 
request�on�ng the v�s�on at regular 
�ntervals to ensure �t �s fresh and 
relevant. Such a process moves from 
be�ng an �nd�v�dual enqu�ry through 
negot�at�on and collaborat�on to a 
shared v�s�on. Through th�s process, 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty empowers 
people w�th the ab�l�ty to part�c�pate �n 
ach�ev�ng the�r v�s�on for the future90.

■ Box	1.36
	 No	Clear	Vision	for	Sustainability

‘One of the most cons�stent tra�ts that 
appear �n h�gh-performance organ�sat�ons �s 
broad-based clar�ty on what they are str�v�ng 
to ach�eve...

B&G Power Tools fa�led to establ�sh clar�ty 
about what �t wanted �ts env�ronmental 
programmes to ach�eve. It also fa�led 
to adopt first-order pr�nc�ples to gu�de 
dec�s�on-mak�ng...B&G’s managers fa�led 
to understand that susta�nab�l�ty requ�res 
a fundamentally d�fferent bus�ness model, 
not just better controls over or �ncremental 
�mprovements to the�r stra�ght-l�ne 
take-make-waste product�on processes. The 
absence of a clear v�s�on of susta�nab�l�ty 
led employees to assume that be�ng �n 
compl�ance w�th ex�st�ng laws and regulat�ons 
was the sole purpose of the company’s 
env�ronmental programmes. Compl�ance �s a 
negat�ve, backward look�ng v�s�on. It focuses 
on what not to do. Avo�d�ng problems 
by follow�ng governments regulat�ons 
�s profoundly d�fferent from ach�ev�ng 
susta�nable development…

A lack of clear v�s�on �s a problem not l�m�ted 
to pr�vate compan�es …most governments 
choose negat�ve, backward look�ng v�s�ons 
focused on ‘m�n�m�s�ng’ harm to the 
env�ronmental and soc�al welfare through 
compl�ance w�th�n m�n�mum standards. Few 
governments have adopted pos�t�ve forward 
look�ng v�s�ons or gu�d�ng pr�nc�ples that 
can help the�r �nst�tut�ons, or soc�ety at large, 
beg�n to restructure the�r product�on modes 
or organ�sat�onal des�gns and trans�t�on 
towards susta�nab�l�ty.’

Doppelt (2003b, p.34)
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‘What exactly �s susta�nab�l�ty? Once you define (�t) how 
do you effect�vely pursue th�s new strategy? How do you 
transform your organ�sat�on from top to bottom so that your 
v�s�on of susta�nab�l�ty dr�ves everyday dec�s�on-mak�ng and 
defines short and long term successes?

V�s�on and leadersh�p are key to th�s process.…Once 
you have a v�s�on you are able to create a framework for 
effect�ve and pr�nc�pled dec�s�on-mak�ng…An ent�re 
company’s culture can be transformed when �ts dec�s�on-
mak�ng framework becomes �nfused w�th a strong sense 
of purpose.

…..v�s�on prov�des the goal: pr�nc�ples frame the path. 
Atta�n�ng th�s clear v�s�on, however, �s not eas�ly ach�eved. 
S�nce the early 1990s many bus�nesses try�ng to operate 
more susta�nably have defined themselves w�th strateg�es 
a�med at reduc�ng the �mpacts of �ndustry by m�n�m�s�ng 
waste, pollut�on and natural resource deplet�on. Wh�le we 
applaud these efforts wh�ch can ease ecolog�cal stress �n the 
short term, m�n�m�s�ng env�ronmental degradat�on �s not a 
strategy for real change, nor does �t offer an �nsp�r�ng v�s�on 
of success.

….Real change comes when �ndustr�al processes are des�gned 
to be more econom�cally, soc�ally and ecolog�cal benefic�al 
rather than merely less pollut�ng. Long term prosper�ty 
depends not on mak�ng a fundamentally destruct�ve system 
more effic�ent but on transform�ng the system so that all �ts 
products and processes are safe healthy and regenerat�ve.

Statements such as ‘we w�ll be �n full compl�ance w�th 
the law’ and ‘we w�ll m�n�m�se our env�ronmental and 
soc�al �mpacts’ are not v�s�ons. They tell people what 
not to do – what to avo�d. These are backward look�ng 
�mages. They focus on el�m�nat�ng someth�ng. Negat�ve 
purposes fa�l to el�c�t the creat�ve energ�es or pass�ons of 
employees. Th�s approach depresses human mot�vat�on 
and underscores the truth of the old b�bl�cal proverb 
that says: ‘where there �s no v�s�on, the people per�sh’. 
Effect�ve v�s�ons, �n contrast, prov�de an absorb�ng, 
pos�t�ve �mage of the future’

Prov�d�ng a pos�t�ve �mage of the future that can 
empower and �nsp�re creat�v�ty and comm�tment �s a 
first step towards susta�nab�l�ty.

Extracts from the foreword by William McDonough in 
Doppelt (2003b, p.7-8)

Vision, Sustainability and Business



Focus O
n:

A Nat�onal Rev�ew of Env�ronmental Educat�on and �ts Contr�but�on
to Susta�nab�l�ty �n Austral�a: Frameworks for Susta�nab�l�ty

27

● Prov�des a reflect�ve space for people to engage �n a meaningful interpretation 
of susta�nab�l�ty.

● Ass�sts �n �dent�fy�ng relevance between susta�nab�l�ty and people’s own l�ves 
and soc�ocultural context.

● Offers direction and energy, prov�des �mpetus for act�on by harness�ng deep 
asp�rat�ons to mot�vate what people choose to do �n the present.

● Creates the ab�l�ty to �dent�fy and critically question what part�c�pants want for 
a susta�nable future.

● Uncovers and deconstructs what we value and why we value them, as well as 
what other people value.

● Prov�des an opportun�ty to cons�der conflicts, contradictions and similarities 
w�th other people’s v�s�ons �n a non-threaten�ng learn�ng space conduc�ve for 
d�scuss�on.

● Helps to see the process of change as a series of steps and helps them to reflect 
on factors/cho�ces that br�ng about d�fferent types of change. Th�s act�on paves 
the way forward for collaborat�ve solut�ons and act�ons.

● Helps us to explore alternat�ves and cons�der preferred futures – prov�d�ng a 
strong sense of the future and meaningful orientation to our actions.

● Emphas�ses that people are the owners of their vision, process and outcomes.

● Enables people to look at situations, problems and obstacles and to cons�der 
better ways of observ�ng them. It can help people to not only h�ghl�ght the�r 
dreams of ‘where to next’ but also how the�r act�ons today contr�bute to or 
detract from the�r v�s�on. Th�s real�sat�on �s v�tal �n help�ng people to take 
ownersh�p of and respons�b�l�ty for work�ng towards a better future.

● Leads to an explorat�on of how to achieve change for a more susta�nable future.
Encourag�ng learn�ng about the process of change and how �t occurs.

Envisioning91:

■ Box	1.37
	 Key	Texts	and	Resources	on	

Futures	Thinking

● Burchsted,S. and Byrne, J. (2001) Shaping 
Our Future: Facilitators Guidebook. 
Vermont, USA: Foundat�on for Our 
Future and Center for a Susta�nable Future. 
Ava�lable at http://www.ffof.org

● Dator, J. (1993) ‘From future workshops 
to env�s�on�ng alternat�ve futures’ Futures 
Research Quarterly, 9: p. 108-112.

● H�cks,D. and Holden, C. (1995) Visions 
of the Future: Why we need to teach 
for tomorrow. Staffordsh�re, England: 
Trentham Books.

● Rask�n, P., Banur�, T., Gallop�n, G.,
Gutman, P., Hammond, A., Kates, R., 
and Swart, R. (2002) Great Transition: 
The Promise and Lure of the Times Ahead. 
A report of the Global Scenar�o Group. 
SEI PoleStar Ser�es Report no. 10. Boston: 
Stockholm Env�ronment Inst�tute.

● Slaughter, S. (1991) Futures Concepts and 
Powerful Ideas. Melbourne: Futures  
Study Centre.

● T�lbury, D. and Wortman, D. (2004) 
‘Imag�ng a Better Future’ Chapter 2, 
Engaging People in Sustainability. Gland, 
Sw�tzerland and Cambr�dge, UK: 
IUCN Comm�ss�on on Educat�on and 
Commun�cat�on.

● Wheeler, K.A. and B�jur, A.P. (eds) 
(2000) Education for a Sustainable Future: 
A Paradigm of Hope for the 21st Century. 
New York, USA: Klumer Academ�s/
Plenum Publ�shers.

● Ze�gler, W. (1987) Designing and 
Facilitating Projects and Workshops in 
Futures Invention. Boulder, USA:  
Futures-Invent�on Assoc�ates.
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■ Box	1.38
	 Ancient	Wisdom

‘You th�nk that because you understand ‘one’ 
you must understand ‘two’ because one and one 
make two but you must also understand ‘and’.’

Ancient Sufi Saying as cited in Sterling (2004, 
p.79)

■ Box	1.39
	 A	New	Way	of	Perceiving?

‘Closely related to hol�st�c and ecolog�cal 
th�nk�ng, system�c th�nk�ng �s a way of 
perce�v�ng, and a set of pr�nc�ples, tools 
and techn�ques that �s help�ng lead to 
more genu�ne solut�ons for susta�nab�l�ty 
– solut�ons that address core problems and 
lead to susta�ned change. Essent�ally, system�c 
approaches help us sh�ft our focus and 
attent�on from ‘th�ngs’ to processes, from stat�c 
states to dynam�cs and from ‘parts’ to ‘wholes’.

For many years, sc�ent�sts, educators and 
pol�cy makers have followed a fragmentary 
approach to knowledge – reflect�ng the roots 
of modern Western th�nk�ng �n 300-plus years 
of an essent�ally reduct�on�st and l�near outlook 
wh�ch �s deeply embedded �n our culture. Th�s 
�s ev�denced �n separate d�sc�pl�nes, separate 
profess�ons, separate government departments 
and overspec�al�sat�on. S�m�larly, our approaches 
to problems tend to be s�mple and mechan�st�c, 
ev�denced �n such phrases as ‘problem-solut�on’, 
‘e�ther-or’ and ‘cause and effect.’

Sterling (2004, p.81)

The early EE l�terature cons�stently 
referred to the need for people to 
th�nk hol�st�cally and explore the 
�nterrelat�onsh�ps and patterns w�th�n 
our natural and soc�al systems92. Th�s 
concept has s�nce evolved �nto system�c 
th�nk�ng – a key theme of learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty approaches to EE. 

System�c th�nk�ng helps us to see 
the world d�fferently as well as to 
address the root causes of problems 
(see Box 1.38). It prov�des us w�th, 
what Stephen Sterl�ng has descr�bed 
as, a way to challenge the ‘th�nk�ng 
legacy’ wh�ch pervades our educat�on, 
government and commun�ty systems, 
and wh�ch has led to unsusta�nab�l�ty93.

The rationale
Trad�t�onally we come to understand 
th�ngs by tak�ng them apart, 
deconstruct�ng and break�ng down 
components �nto smaller parts. Stephen 
Sterl�ng argues that �n a complex and 
ever chang�ng world there �s a strong 
argument that analyt�c th�nk�ng �s 
not enough and that �t m�ght �ndeed 
be �ncreas�ng our problems94 (see 
Box 1.39). System�c th�nk�ng offers a 
better way to understand and manage 
s�tuat�ons marked by complex�ty. It 
can replace the old ways of th�nk�ng, 
challeng�ng fragmented thought w�th 
�ts emphas�s on �ntegrated and adapt�ve 
management95.

System�c th�nk�ng challenges the 
current tendency to segregate thought. 
It encourages us to see connect�ons 
between th�ngs and how ‘th�s’ relates to 
‘that’ or recogn�se that there m�ght be 
�mpl�cat�ons to our act�ons wh�ch were 

not foreseen96. Increas�ngly ev�dent are 
the ‘external�t�es’ or h�dden costs of 
our act�ons. Current th�nk�ng e�ther 
does not consc�ously reg�ster or l�nk 
these components of the system to 
our act�ons or �t does not perce�ve �t 
as relevant. System�c th�nk�ng helps us 
engage �n change �n a way that does 
not contrad�ct our �ntent�ons. It seeks 
complementary act�ons and encourages 
th�nk�ng and plann�ng that does not 
result �n confl�ct�ng �mpacts. Above 
all, �t recogn�ses the complex�ty and 
�nterrelatedness of soc�al, natural and 
econom�c systems and seeks �ntegrat�ve 
responses97.

‘Jo�ned-up th�nk�ng’, ‘�ntergrat�ve 
th�nk�ng’, ‘relat�onal th�nk�ng’ and 
‘hol�sm’ are words often used to 
descr�be system�c th�nk�ng. As the 
‘Focus on: The Bl�nd Men and the 
Elephant’ on page 29 �nd�cates we 
are somet�mes bl�nded by our current 
ways of th�nk�ng wh�ch often do 
not recogn�se the �mportance of 
connect�ons and of l�nk�ng th�nk�ng. 

Dom�nant models of th�nk�ng often 
bl�nd us to the complete p�cture and 
create false d�v�s�ons and segregated 
patterns of thought. It �s common to 
find people seek�ng s�ngular solut�ons 
to what are perce�ved as s�ngular 
problems. Stephen Sterl�ng argues that 
th�s often leads us to only address the 
symptoms of problems, rather than 
the�r underly�ng causes99. Often these 
symptomat�c solut�ons can also lead to 
further unexpected problems.

Alternat�vely system�c th�nkers w�ll 
seek to understand the complete 



Focus O
n:

ii) Systemic Thinking

A Nat�onal Rev�ew of Env�ronmental Educat�on and �ts Contr�but�on
to Susta�nab�l�ty �n Austral�a: Frameworks for Susta�nab�l�ty

29

The Blind Men and the Elephant

It was s�x men of H�ndustan, 
to learn�ng much �ncl�ned,

Who went to see an elephant,
 though all of them were bl�nd,

That each by observat�on
m�ght sat�sfy h�s m�nd.

The first approached the elephant,
and happen�ng to fall

Aga�nst h�s broad and sturdy s�de,
at once began to bawl,

“Why, bless me! But the elephant
�s very l�ke a wall.”

The second, feel�ng of the tusk,
cr�ed, “Ho, what have we here,

So very round and smooth and sharp?
To me ‘t�s m�ghty clear,

Th�s wonder of an elephant
�s very l�ke a spear.”

The th�rd approached the elephant,
and happen�ng to take

The squ�rm�ng trunk w�th�n h�s hands,
thus boldly up and spoke,

“I see,” quoth he,
“the elephant �s very l�ke a snake.”

The fourth reached out an eager hand,
and felt about �ts knee,

“What th�s most wondrous beast
�s l�ke �s m�ghty pla�n” sa�d he,
“T�s clear enough the elephant

�s very l�ke a tree.”

The fifth who chanced to touch the ear
sa�d, “E”en the bl�ndest man

Can tell what th�s resembles most;
deny the fact who can;

Th�s marvel of an elephant
�s very l�ke a fan!

The s�xth no sooner had begun
about the beast to grope,

Than se�z�ng on the sw�ng�ng ta�l
that fell w�th�n h�s scope;

“I see,” quoth he, “the elephant
�s very l�ke a rope.”

So these men of H�ndustan
d�sputed loud and long,
Each �n h�s own op�n�on

exceed�ng st�ff and strong;
Though each was partly �n the r�ght,

they all of them were wrong!

Schratz and Walker (1995, p.19-21)
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p�cture. They look for relat�onsh�ps 
and connect�ons. They recogn�se 
that systems are �nteract�ve and 
�nterdependent and that work�ng 
collaborat�vely w�th others to address, 
rather than control, �ssues �s cr�t�cal. 
Co-operat�on ass�sts �n �dent�fy�ng how 
act�ons and potent�al solut�ons �mpact 
on other aspects of a system, wh�ch 
may not be ev�dent to a small group of 
people100.

Fr�tjof Capra’s work101 has over 
the past two decades challenged 
env�ronmental�sts to th�nk more 
about systems when attempt�ng 
to understand and respond to 
env�ronmental �ssues. H�s work has 
been �nfluent�al �n the sh�ft from 
env�ronmental�sm to susta�nable 
development (see Box 1.40) and 
has la�d the grounds for system�c 
th�nk�ng. It has led others such as 
Dav�d Pepper102 to explore the roots 
of modern Western th�nk�ng �n order 
to understand the reduct�on�st and 
l�near approach wh�ch �s engra�ned 
w�th�n current th�nk�ng and that has 
�nfluenced some env�ronmental�sm 
over the past 30 years. These th�nkers 
challenge the s�mple mechan�st�c 
approaches to change. The�r arguments 
underp�n system�c th�nk�ng and 
have �mpl�cat�ons not only for pol�cy 
agendas (see Box 1.41) but also for 
how we approach and manage EE 
programs and act�v�t�es.

In practice
There �s ev�dence that a few 
commun�ty groups and local 
government agenc�es are recogn�s�ng 
the need to bu�ld the sk�lls to th�nk 
more �ntegrat�vely. A handful of 
educat�on �n�t�at�ves now �nclude 
system�c plann�ng and th�nk�ng 
exerc�ses to br�ng about change �n 
�nformal sett�ngs103, although th�s �s 
not common pract�ce (see Box 1.42).

Fewer efforts ex�st wh�ch make use of 
system�c th�nk�ng as a way to br�ng 
about change w�th�n an organ�sat�on or 
�nst�tut�on towards susta�nab�l�ty. Bob 
Doppelt’s recent work supports th�s104. 
He argues that employees at all levels of 
the organ�sat�on must th�nk system�cally 
and be mean�ngfully engaged �n system-
w�de plann�ng and dec�s�on-mak�ng, 
rather than be�ng managed as separate 
parts. Through analys�ng case stud�es of 
organ�sat�ons engaged �n susta�nab�l�ty, 
h�s research �nd�cates that the sh�ft to 
susta�nab�l�ty requ�res organ�sat�ons 
be understood and adm�n�stered as 
�ntegrated whole systems105.

Bob Doppelt �dent�fies ‘Seven 
Susta�nab�l�ty Blunders’ wh�ch expla�n 
why pr�vate and publ�c organ�sat�ons 
have fa�led to contr�bute to susta�nab�l�ty. 
Many bus�nesses and government 
organ�sat�ons d�v�de themselves so 
that d�fferent funct�ons, such as 
env�ronmental and labour relat�ons, 
are ass�gned to separate un�ts. Bob 
Doppelt argues that th�s results �n 
execut�ves perce�v�ng susta�nab�l�ty as yet 
another project and prevents them from 
understand�ng how �t challenges des�gn, 
purchas�ng, product�on and all other 
funct�ons. No s�ngle un�t, he argues, can 
�dent�fy all of the ways �n wh�ch processes 
or products affect the env�ronment or 
soc�al welfare and so the systems wh�ch 
contr�bute to unsusta�nab�l�ty rema�n 
unchanged (see Box 1.43).

System�c th�nk�ng also offers new 
way to look�ng at EE w�th�n formal 
educat�on. Volume 2 of th�s ser�es, 
documents how �t �s essent�ally 
about mov�ng from a fragmentary 
and reduct�on�st v�ew of the world 
and of knowledge wh�ch underp�ns 
our curr�culum and school 
management pract�ces. It offers 
spec�fic examples of good pract�ce 
but h�ghl�ghts that although the 
EE and learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty 
l�terature on formal educat�on refers 

■ Box	1.40
	 The	Shifts	Required	for	
	 Sustainability

The �mpl�cat�ons of Fr�tjof Capra’s98 th�nk�ng 
for those engaged �n educat�on �nclude:

● Th�nk�ng system�cally requ�res several sh�fts 
�n percept�on, wh�ch �n turn lead to 
d�fferent ways of teach�ng, and d�fferent 
ways to organ�se soc�ety.

● Systems are �ntegrated wholes whose 
propert�es cannot be reduced to those of 
smaller parts.

● The ‘objects’ of study become the networks 
of relat�onsh�ps w�th�n a commun�ty.

● A sh�ft from analyt�cal th�nk�ng to 
contextual th�nk�ng. Th�s allows a focus 
on project-based rather than subject based 
learn�ng and encourages educators to be 
fac�l�tators rather than ‘experts’ d�spens�ng 
knowledge.

● Focus on the learners develop�ng an
understand�ng of the processes of change 
and transformat�on, rather than on the 
learner obta�n�ng the ‘r�ght’ answer.

● Focus on the patterns w�th�n systems or 
commun�t�es rather than on the �nd�v�dual 
const�tuents.

■ Box	1.41
	 Linking	Education	with	
	 Sustainability

‘Th�s �s an �mportant opportun�ty to leave 
our short-term ways of th�nk�ng beh�nd, but 
start�ng from now. The world �s chang�ng fast 
around us. It �s becom�ng more uncerta�n and 
more complex. Learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty �s 
also an agenda that we need to start tackl�ng 
now. We have an �mportant opportun�ty 
to l�nk two of the central pol�cy agendas of 
the government: educat�on and susta�nable 
development.’

Foreword by Sarah Parkin and Ursula Howard 
in Sustainable Development Education Panel 
(2003, p.ii)
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to ‘�nterconnectedness’, ‘hol�sm’ 
and ‘cross-curr�cular�ty’106, there 
has been a lack of engagement w�th 
systems th�nk�ng and related tools.

Recently, Susta�nUs, a change 
management group, asked the 
quest�on: ‘Jo�ned-up th�nk�ng – can 
�t really be done?’ ‘What makes a 
susta�nab�l�ty pract�t�oner effect�ve 
when faced w�th th�s challenge 
of l�nked-up th�nk�ng?’107. The 
group recogn�sed that that there �s 
plenty of profess�onal peer pressure 
to be ‘jo�ned-up’ and deal w�th 
hol�st�c th�nk�ng, cross-boundary 
engagement w�th�n organ�sat�ons 
work�ng towards susta�nab�l�ty. They 
see a need to bu�ld the capac�ty 
of those whose job �t �s to dr�ve 
susta�nab�l�ty �n the�r organ�sat�on 
but po�nt to how many workshops 
and tra�n�ng opportun�t�es that are 
focused on the pract�cal project 
management and mon�tor�ng aspects 
but not on the develop�ng agents 
of change �n th�s area. It concluded 
that �f organ�sat�ons are ser�ous 
about tra�n�ng �ts employees for 
accelerat�ng susta�nab�l�ty, they must 
ass�st them �n the development of 
personal sk�lls wh�ch help them th�nk 
more �ntegrally and collaborat�vely.

In summary
The real�ty �s that, system�c th�nk�ng 
�s a relat�vely new concept �n 
educat�on and only a few tools are 
ava�lable to help prepare people to 
engage w�th th�s new way of th�nk�ng 
(see Box 1.44). The WWF Scotland 
project on ‘L�nk�ng Th�nk�ng’ 
prov�des some useful resources; 
however, there �s a need to �nvest�gate 
�n more deta�l the tra�n�ng and 
development needs of susta�nab�l�ty 
profess�onals �n th�s area.

■ Box	1.43
	 Corporate	Blunders:	‘Siloed	
	 Approach	to	environmental	and	
	 socio-economic	issues’

‘Because the�r pr�mary frame of reference �s 
the l�near take-make-waste econom�c model, 
trad�t�onal management-tra�n�ng programmes 
promote a mechan�st�c approach that v�ews 
organ�sat�ons as collect�ons of separate parts 
that can each be managed �ndependently. 
Thus, the des�gn and purchas�ng departments 
operate more or less �ndependently from 
the manufactur�ng, waste management and 
other d�v�s�ons. S�m�larly, the env�ronmental 
health and safety department handles 
regulatory compl�ance, employee health and 
worker safety �ssues. In many organ�sat�ons, 
susta�nab�l�ty �s handled by a separate un�t.… 
no s�ngle un�t can see how the whole system 
funct�ons and because those who know the 
organ�sat�on’s operat�ons best – �ts employees 
and shareholders – are not mean�ngfully 
engaged �n find�ng systemw�de solut�ons.

Norm Thompson Outfitters, �n contrast, 
understood that each un�t of the company 
as well as key stakeholders �nfluenced the 
way others performed the�r work. Every 
un�t, therefore, needed to be �nvolved �f the 
company was to become more susta�nable. To 
ach�eve th�s, the env�ronment had to become 
a ‘screen’ through wh�ch all employees v�ew 
the�r da�ly dec�s�ons and act�ons, not a 
separate programme. A team composed of 
people from every organ�sat�onal un�t and 
funct�on helped to develop and �mplement the 
company’s susta�nab�l�ty act�on plan. Norm 
Thompson also real�sed that success could not 
be ach�eved �f �t �solated �tself from external 
stakeholders. Buyers, env�ronmental non-profit 
groups and others were therefore also 
�nvolved.. As a result ach�ev�ng susta�nab�l�ty �s 
a company-w�de and value cha�n-w�de task’

Doppelt (2003b, p.32)

■ Box	1.42
	 Seeing	the	Bigger	Picture

Dur�ng a House of Commons Inqu�ry �nto 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty �n the UK, Glen 
Strachen commented that �n�t�at�ves are 
struggl�ng to �mplement system�c th�nk�ng 
�n pract�ce: 

‘People are encouraged to recycle but how 
often are they �nformed about the whole 
loop? They m�ght be told that they are 
prevent�ng th�ngs from go�ng to landfill but 
what about the energy they are sav�ng �n 
glass product�on �f they recycle the�r bottles 
and jars and what �s the knock on effect w�th 
cl�mate change for that?’

Glen Strachan as cited in House of Commons,
Environmental Audit Committee (2005, p.11)
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Systemic Thinking108:

● Looks at the whole larger context – res�st�ng our tendency to s�mpl�fy 
problems and solut�ons.

● Sees the larger propert�es of whole systems that emerge from the 
�nteract�on of �nd�v�dual parts.

● Helps us to look at multiple influences and relationships when we 
explore and part�c�pate �n resolv�ng �ssues.

● Expands our worldv�ew and helps us to become more aware of the 
boundaries and assumpt�ons we use to define �ssues.

● Recogn�ses the influences of our worldviews and self percept�on.

● Helps us appreciate other’s viewpoints.

● Helps to restore a sense of connection to place, to others and the w�der world.

● Recogn�ses the var�ous ways of learning and knowing.

● Helps us accept uncerta�nty and amb�gu�ty and to participate and learn 
from change.

● Identifies strategies that generate better susta�nable solut�ons.

● Integrates dec�s�on-mak�ng and adaptive management techn�ques and 
encourages more participatory and interdisciplinary approaches.

■ Box	1.44
	 Key	Texts	and	Resources	on	
	 Systemic	Thinking

● Sterl�ng, S. (2004) ‘System�c Th�nk�ng’ 
Chapter 6, In T�lbury, D. and Wortman, 
D. (2004) Engaging People in Sustainability. 
Gland, Sw�tzerland and Cambr�dge, UK: 
IUCN Comm�ss�on on Educat�on and 
Commun�cat�on.

● Sterl�ng, S.(2004) Linking Thinking: Unit 
1 - Education and learning, an introduction. 
Perthsh�re, Scotland: WWF-Scotland.

● Sterl�ng, S.(2004) Linking Thinking: Unit 
2- Developing LinkingThinking perspectives 
and skills in problemsolving. Perthsh�re, 
Scotland: WWF-Scotland.

● Sterl�ng, S.(2004) Linking Thinking: 
Unit 3, Exploring Sustainable Development 
through LinkingThinking perspectives. 
Perthsh�re, Scotland: WWF-Scotland.

● WWF Scotland (2004) Linking Thinking 
Toolbox. Perthsh�re, Scotland: WWF-
Scotland.

● Capra, F (1996) The Web of Life. London: 
Harper and Coll�ns.

● Huckle, J. and Sterl�ng, S. (1996) 
Education For Sustainability. London: Earth 
Scan Publ�cat�on.

● Doppelt, B (2003) Leading Change 
Towards Sustainability: A Change 
Management Guide for Business, Government 
and Civil Society. Sheffield, England: 
Greenleaf Publ�sh�ng Ltd.

● Bell, S and Morse, S (2003) Measuring 
Sustainability – Learning from Doing, 
London, Earthscan Publ�cat�ons.

© WWF Scotland, 2005
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Cr�t�cal th�nk�ng �s an essent�al part of 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty approaches as 
�t challenges the way people �nterpret the 
world and how knowledge and op�n�ons 
are shaped by personal exper�ences 
and soc�al �nfluences (see Box 1.45). 
Cr�t�cal th�nk�ng �s usually tr�ggered by 
a quest�on�ng process. Th�s quest�on�ng 
m�ght take place through d�alogue �n a 
workshop, dur�ng a meet�ng, through 
role-play�ng exerc�ses or through 
construct�ng v�sual maps. All these 
methods share the common object�ve of 
help�ng challenge assumed knowledge 
and quest�on current th�nk�ng.

Throughout the course of a day, people 
constantly absorb �nformat�on by 
read�ng newspapers, l�sten�ng to rad�o, 
watch�ng telev�s�on and brows�ng 
the �nternet. They frequently �nteract 
through conversat�ons w�th fam�ly, 
fr�ends, soc�al groups, work colleagues 
or school peers. They are targeted by 
compan�es seek�ng to sell products or 
serv�ces. All of these sources �nfluence 
how people perce�ve the world and 
what �s cons�dered to be of value �n 
everyday l�v�ng.

Moreover, these sources present a 
part�cular v�ewpo�nt, or have b�as. 
Med�a �nterests shape the news. 
Corporat�ons �nfluence government 
regulat�on. Nat�onal �nterests and 
pr�or�t�es reflect cultural perspect�ves. 
Through advert�s�ng, compan�es 
encourage people to consume by 
l�nk�ng the�r products to feel�ngs of 
self-worth, status or to soc�al, cultural 
and env�ronmental �ssues.

Fr�ends, fam�ly and co-workers also 
�nfluence as they can lead to ‘group 
th�nk�ng’ where many s�mply adopt 
the op�n�ons and v�ews of those around 
them – somet�mes subconsc�ously. 
Cr�t�cal reflect�ve th�nk�ng empowers 
the �nd�v�dual to �dent�fy these 
�nfluences �n the�r thoughts and act�ons 
and to clar�fy for themselves whether 
they are mak�ng the appropr�ate cho�ces.

The rationale
Cr�t�cal th�nk�ng allows us to recogn�se 
that even the most r�gorous sc�ent�fic 
stud�es are �nfluenced by the percept�on 
and assumpt�ons of the researcher. 
Amongst others, John Huckle’s work 
over the past three decades has la�d the 
foundat�ons for the cr�t�cal (reflect�ve) 
th�nk�ng component �n learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty. H�s argument �s that the 
world cannot be changed rat�onally 
unless �t �s �nterpreted adequately. 
‘Cr�t�cal’ th�nk�ng �nvolves personal 
reflect�on on the appropr�ateness of 
mental models that have trad�t�onally 
gu�ded th�nk�ng and act�on. By 
understand�ng the presence of b�as and 
assumpt�ons �n structures, �deolog�es 
and processes �n the world, people 
can be empowered to th�nk and act �n 
more rat�onal and autonomous ways.

Uncover�ng the layers of assumpt�ons 
that �nform our th�nk�ng and act�ons, 
much l�ke peel�ng back the layers 
of an on�on, �s an essent�al step �n 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty and a key 
component of learn�ng for change 
towards susta�nab�l�ty. Cr�t�cal th�nk�ng 
allows us to reconstruct a deeper 
understand�ng of how new pol�t�cal, 
econom�c and soc�al structures better 
lead us to susta�nab�l�ty.

■ Box	1.45
	 Critical	Thinking	in	Learning	
	 for	Sustainability

Cr�t�cal Th�nk�ng has been featured 
repeatedly �n the learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty 
l�terature. It has been a key component of the 
UNESCO, IUCN and OECD d�scourse:

‘Educat�on for susta�nable development must
explore the econom�c, pol�t�cal and soc�al
�mpl�cat�ons of susta�nab�l�ty by encourag�ng
learners to reflect critically on the�r own areas 
of the world, to �dent�fy non-v�able elements 
�n the�r own l�ves and to explore the tens�ons 
among confl�ct�ng a�ms.’

UNESCO (2002, p.12)

‘...Th�s process of cr�t�cal th�nk�ng and enqu�ry, 
encourages people to explore the complex�ty 
and �mpl�cat�ons of susta�nab�l�ty as well 
as the econom�c, pol�t�cal, soc�al, cultural, 
technolog�cal and env�ronmental forces that 
foster or �mpede susta�nable development.’

IUCN CEC (2003)
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Cr�t�cal th�nk�ng �nvolves ask�ng 
deeper quest�ons about the world 
and answer�ng them �n ways that 
reveal how soc�al, pol�t�cal and 
econom�c structures and processes 
m�ght be changed to move towards 
susta�nab�l�ty. Through cr�t�cal 
th�nk�ng, �nd�v�duals and groups can 
beg�n to deconstruct soc�al�sed v�ews 
of the world, rev�ew assumpt�ons and 
b�ases and comprehend that others see 
the world �n s�m�larly complex ways. 
Th�s process helps to plan and take 
more effect�ve and appropr�ate act�on 
towards susta�nab�l�ty.

Along w�th a process called values 
clar�ficat�on, cr�t�cal th�nk�ng helps 
us uncover how our culture shapes 
personal values and bel�efs so that both 
the personal and cultural d�mens�ons 
of the many complex problems of 
susta�nab�l�ty can be better understood. 
It engages �nd�v�duals and groups �n 
recogn�s�ng post�ons of self-�nterest and 
�n reflect�ng on the assumpt�ons that 
underl�e knowledge and perspect�ves109. 
Cr�t�cal th�nk�ng also helps quest�on 
and explore power relat�onsh�ps �n 
commun�t�es, schools, workplaces and 
the w�der world. It helps �nd�v�duals 
and groups to quest�on the mot�vat�ons 
beh�nd the h�erarch�es and leadersh�p, 
and to understand the dec�s�ons that 
affect people’s l�ves:

● Who makes such dec�s�ons?

● Why are they made? Accord�ng to 
what cr�ter�a?

● Whose �nterests do they serve?

● What are the long-term 
consequences of the dec�s�ons?

By ask�ng these quest�ons, part�c�pants 
can better understand how others 
operate and can beg�n to break down 
relat�onsh�ps that prov�de barr�ers and 
bu�ld new partnersh�ps for susta�nab�l�ty.

People somet�mes m�stake cr�t�cal 
th�nk�ng w�th s�mply be�ng ‘a cr�t�c’ 
of someth�ng110. However, ‘cr�t�cal’ 
reflect�ve th�nk�ng, as understood 
�n the learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty 
context, �s a more profound process 
wh�ch �nvolves a deep exam�nat�on of 
th�nk�ng and the root causes of our 
susta�nab�l�ty challenges. It also engages 
�nd�v�duals and groups �n recogn�s�ng 
pos�t�ons of self-�nterest and �n 
reflect�ng on the assumpt�ons that 
underl�e knowledge and perspect�ves111.

In practice
Cr�t�cal th�nk�ng �s confront�ng for 
many people. It requ�res that they ask 
themselves profound and somet�mes 
complex quest�ons about the world 
wh�ch attack convent�onal not�ons and 
assumpt�ons along w�th deeply rooted 
personal values. Such a challeng�ng 
process requ�res an adequate per�od of 
t�me for th�s quest�on�ng and reflect�on 
�n order to arr�ve at a deeper knowledge 
about the world. The challenge for 
educators �s to support th�s process.

In pract�ce, cr�t�cal th�nk�ng �s v�tal 
for bu�ld�ng �nd�v�dual and group 
capac�ty for learn�ng and change 
towards susta�nab�l�ty. It �s equally 
relevant to learn�ng based strateg�es for 
change. Bob Doppelt makes a strong 
case for cr�t�cal th�nk�ng when seek�ng 
change towards susta�nab�l�ty �n an 
organ�sat�on. He argues that many 
bus�nesses and agenc�es confuse cause 
and effect and are thus unable to see 
clearly what the �ssues are and how to 
resolve them (see Box 1.46). Cr�t�cal 
th�nk�ng helps address th�s.

There are a few examples of how 
to tra�n those �n fac�l�tat�ng change 
towards susta�nab�l�ty �n the sk�ll 
of cr�t�cal reflect�ve th�nk�ng. The 
Susta�nab�l�ty Educat�on Centre, 
a US-based NGO, �s us�ng cr�t�cal 
th�nk�ng and reflect�on to shape the 
ways that youth conceptual�se bus�ness 

■ Box	1.46
	 Critical	Thinking	for	
	 Organisational	Change:	
	 Confusion	over	Cause	and	Effect

Doppelt �dent�fies ‘Seven Susta�nab�l�ty 
Blunders’ wh�ch mean that organ�sat�ons fa�l 
to contr�bute to susta�nab�l�ty. He descr�bes 
Blunder No.4 as ‘Confus�on over Cause and 
Effect’. Cr�t�cal reflect�ve th�nk�ng prov�des 
the processes and sk�lls necessary to overcome 
th�s problem:

‘The preva�l�ng mental models held by 
most execut�ves lead them to focus on 
the symptoms not the true sources of 
susta�nab�l�ty challenges. Organ�sat�ons spend 
m�ll�ons to m�t�gate em�ss�ons and d�scharges 
never recogn�s�ng that these are results, not 
the causes of the�r problems. Em�ss�ons and 
d�scharges stem from the ways processes 
and products are des�gned and the k�nds of 
tox�c mater�als, chem�cals and energy used to 
make them. Pollut�on controls temporar�ly 
mask these problems and keep organ�sat�ons 
focused on manag�ng effects rather than on 
des�gn�ng out root causes.’ 

Doppelt (2003b, p.3)
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Personal Journeys and 
Reflections on Critical Thinking

Critically Questioning Our Worlds

‘One �ssue that really became clear to me throughout th�s 
process �s how rarely we (as �nd�v�duals) are encouraged to 
cr�t�cally quest�on – whether �t �s �nformat�on �n the med�a, 
whether �t �s our cho�ces �n consumer�sm, whether what �t 
�s we are taught at school. Engag�ng �n a process of learn�ng 
about susta�nab�l�ty has demonstrated to me that cr�t�cal th�nk�ng 
�s an essent�al and fundamental component to take us beyond 
env�ronmental educat�on.’

Excerpts from a personal journal reflecting on education for 
sustainability by Brooke Hutchinson (2003).

The Challenges of Thought

‘My capac�ty to th�nk cr�t�cally �s so rusty! I know so 
l�ttle…. I can get qu�te frustrated w�th the process of 
cr�t�cal th�nk�ng… If I am go�ng to quest�on everyth�ng….
how can I ever ach�eve a construct�ve conclus�on?... I feel 
l�ke the ground �s sh�ft�ng under all my preconcept�ons.. 
Cr�t�cal th�nk�ng �s a sk�ll that needs to be developed �n all 
�f susta�nab�l�ty �s to become real�ty…. Cr�t�cal th�nk�ng 
encourages us to quest�on dec�s�ons and statements that 
come from the ‘top’… We must learn to detect b�as, 
to challenge th�nk�ng, to recogn�se when we are be�ng 
man�pulated, to understand the mot�vat�on of those who 
would control our th�nk�ng… I have never thought l�ke th�s 
�n my l�fe! Never quest�oned enough… I am amazed at how 
many thoughts and feel�ngs are develop�ng…’

Excerpts from a reflective journal on Education for 
Sustainability Amanda Keogh (2003).

Beyond the Initial Questions

‘Cr�t�cal Th�nk�ng �s not only the process of quest�on�ng, 
that �s �ts first �n�t�at�ve, to complete [the] process we 
need to answer those quest�ons, evaluate those answers, 
compare them, analyse them and reflect upon them.’

‘When you avo�d tak�ng �nformat�on as �t comes, you 
start your own process of empowerment and autonomy, 
you start wear�ng the new pa�r of glasses and your v�s�on 
changes, �n fact �t �s now your v�s�on.

Excerpts from the Personal Reflective Journal of Camilo 
Orjuela (2004) in Education for Sustainable Development.

Getting to the Root of Things

‘Cr�t�cal th�nk�ng st�mulates people to th�nk deeply 
about why they hold certa�n values and att�tudes. It can 
lead them to d�scover the root causes of a problem and 
st�mulate effect�ve change. It can log�cally challenge b�as 
and �rrat�onal th�nk�ng.’

Excerpt from the Personal Reflective Journal of Helen Curry 
(2004) in Education for Sustainable Development.
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■ Box	1.47
	 Critical	Thinking	in	the	Business	
	 Studies	Curriculum

Dr Delyse Spr�nglett and Dr Kate Kear�ns have 
�ncorporated cr�t�cal th�nk�ng �nto the�r teach�ng 
of postgraduate students �n management. 
The key to the�r teach�ng �s the�r use of act�on 
methods to encourage cr�t�cal th�nk�ng, values 
clar�ficat�on and reflex�v�ty.

One successful tool used throughout the 
course �s the ‘cont�nuum’. Th�s �nvolves the 
students assess�ng the�r own current levels 
of awareness of �ssues of susta�nab�l�ty by 
tak�ng a pos�t�on on a l�ne �n the room wh�ch 
symbol�ses a w�de range of perspect�ves. Th�s �s 
then d�scussed w�th fellow students. Students 
set the�r own goals for learn�ng and �ncreas�ng 
awareness over the year, and then reassess the 
goals several t�mes dur�ng the course.

At the end of some courses, students also 
construct and d�scuss ‘m�nd-maps’ to reflect 
on the�r own learn�ng and to evaluate the 
course. The cr�t�cal fram�ng of the course 
content encourages students to push �nternal 
contrad�ct�ons and gaps �n thought systems so 
that they can beg�n to see where poss�b�l�t�es 
for change m�ght l�e and where one m�ght 
take act�on. Reflect�ons on the�r personal 
journeys are recorded w�th flow charts, 
d�agrams and p�ctures. The act�on methods 
employed encourage the�r confidence to 
express chang�ng �deas.

At a t�me when susta�nable development calls 
for rad�cal change, the courses are help�ng 
students to see the potent�al of cr�t�cal th�nk�ng 
�n chang�ng the lens through wh�ch they have 
trad�t�onally v�ewed bus�ness, �ts respons�b�l�t�es 
and �ts ways of operat�ng. Students are helped to 
understand the�r roles and cho�ces as potent�al 
agents of change for bus�ness and soc�ety.

Kearins and Springett (2003)114

■ Box	1.48
	 Global	Environmental	Education		
	 Programme

The Global Env�ronmental Educat�on 
Programme �s a resource for schools developed 
by WWF UK and �nfluenced by the work of 
John Huckle. The resource pack �nvest�gates 
env�ronmental �ssues and susta�nab�l�ty 
th�nk�ng and a�ms to develop students’ cr�t�cal 
quest�on�ng sk�lls and reflect�ve thoughts. It 
�ncludes modules on: ‘Soc�ety and Nature’,  
‘What we Consume’ and ‘Env�ronment and 
Democracy’. It �ntends to challenge current 
cultural lenses and engage students act�vely �n 
change for susta�nab�l�ty.

and entrepreneursh�p. ‘Bus�ness and 
Entrepreneursh�p Educat�on for 
the 21st Century’, a full-year course 
developed for the New York C�ty 
Department of Educat�on, bu�lds 
students’ sk�lls for bus�ness ventures 
that are �n harmony w�th prosper�ty 
and the long-term health of the�r 
soc�ety and the planet112. The course 
�ntegrates mult�ple rounds of cr�t�cal 
th�nk�ng about the role of bus�ness 
�n the world, and the relat�onsh�ps 
�n bus�ness between eth�cs, personal 
values and bel�efs. Students are 
prompted w�th cr�t�cal quest�ons asked 
w�th�n the context of soc�ety and the 
planet so that they can reflect on how 
bus�ness ventures �nteract w�th larger 
soc�al �ssues and the env�ronment:

● What are my values and bel�efs?

● What problems need to be addressed 
�n the world?

● What �s the relat�onsh�p between 
bus�ness act�v�ty, a healthy soc�ety 
and a healthy ecosystem? 

The course engages students �n cr�t�cal 
reflect�ve th�nk�ng, env�s�on�ng and 
plann�ng �n a way that reflects the�r 
values and goals. As an outcome of the 
course, students learn how to develop a 
bus�ness plan, gu�ded from env�s�on�ng 
all the way through to reflect�ng on the 
completed plan.

‘Educat�on about and for Susta�nab�l�ty 
�n Austral�an Bus�ness Schools’113 and 
‘Cr�t�cal Th�nk�ng �n the Bus�ness 
Stud�es Curr�culum’ (see Box 1.47) 
can also be c�ted as programs wh�ch 
have �ncorporated th�s component 
of learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty w�th�n 
Execut�ve Educat�on programs.

Volume 2 of th�s ser�es explores the 
pract�ce of cr�t�cal reflect�ve th�nk�ng 
w�th�n the Austral�an formal educat�on 
system. It acknowledges the �nfluence 

of a global consumer culture and 
the mark made by mult�-nat�onal 
compan�es such as McDonalds 
and N�ke wh�ch not only offer an 
‘exper�ence’ but also an �dent�ty. 
The �ncreas�ng role of the �nternet 
�n shap�ng students learn�ng �s also 
recogn�sed (see F�gure 1.3). Th�s 
new soc�al culture has s�gn�ficant  
�mpl�cat�ons for how we pract�ce EE 
�n our schools. Volume 2 documents 
examples of cr�t�cal reflect�ve 
quest�on�ng processes and tools, such as 
‘The Global Env�ronmental Educat�on 
Programme’ (see Box 1.48), wh�ch 
encourages students to quest�on the 
real�t�es, �nequal�t�es and assumpt�ons 
wh�ch lead to unsusta�nable 
development.

Figure 1.3
The dominant paradigm of  
education today...

Cartoon by Kirk Anderson
In summary
Ult�mately, susta�nab�l�ty depends on 
fundamental changes �n l�festyles and 
the cho�ces people make day-to-day. 
These changes have to be mot�vated by 
a clar�ficat�on of, and sh�fts �n, values 
so that the change can be rooted �n the 
cultural and moral foundat�ons upon 
wh�ch th�nk�ng and act�on �s based. 
Cr�t�cal reflect�ve th�nk�ng offers people 
the opportun�ty to challenge current 
cultural v�ewpo�nts and empowers 
them to make the�r own dec�s�ons as to 
how to engage w�th susta�nab�l�ty.
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● Challenges us to critically question assumptions and recognise bias and power 
beh�nd �nst�tut�ons, governments, med�a, compan�es and people around us.

● Deconstructs our socialised views of the world to comprehend that others 
around us see the world �n s�m�larly complex ways.

● Allows us to reconstruct a deeper understanding of how different political, 
economic and social structures can lead us to susta�nab�l�ty.

● Explores power relationships �n our commun�t�es, schools, workplace and 
w�der world and quest�ons the mot�vat�ons, �nterests and powers beh�nd 
h�erarch�es and leadersh�p.

● Helps to identify root causes of problems, �nstead of just the�r symptoms. It 
constantly challenges us to look beneath the symptoms of unsusta�nable 
pract�ce to find the deeper underly�ng causes.

● Together w�th values clar�ficat�on helps us to explore the influence of culture �n 
shap�ng our v�ews of the world.

● Develops the ability to participate in change, both �nd�v�dually and 
collect�vely and to develop a sense of our own power to shape our own l�ves.

● Creates a greater personal relevance �n, and connect�on to change for 
susta�nab�l�ty through the clar�ficat�on of our own values and the�r or�g�ns.

● Prov�des new inspiration for contr�but�ng to change for susta�nab�l�ty �n 
genu�nely autonomous and authent�c ways. Th�s �s ach�eved through reflect�on 
on what susta�nab�l�ty means to us �n our own l�ves, g�ven our own values and 
cultural context.

● Prov�des a new perspective through wh�ch the world can be v�ewed. Th�s 
enables people to �dent�fy obstacles to, and opportun�t�es for change.

● Helps to construct and explore alternative ways of thinking.

■ Box	1.49
	 Key	Texts	and	Resources	on	
	 Critical	(Reflective)	Thinking

● Doppelt, B. (2003) Leading Change 
Towards Sustainability: A Change 
Management Guide for Business, 
Government and Civil Society. Sheffield, 
England: Greenleaf Publ�sh�ng Ltd.

● Huckle, J. and Sterl�ng, S. (1996) 
Education for Sustainability. London: 
Earthscan Publ�cat�ons.

● Kear�ns, K. and Spr�ngett, D. (2003) 
‘Educat�ng for Susta�nab�l�ty: Develop�ng 
cr�t�cal sk�lls’ Journal of Management 
Education 27, (2) pp.188-204.

● Saul, D. (2000) ‘Expand�ng Env�ronmental 
Educat�on: Th�nk�ng Cr�t�cally, Th�nk�ng 
Culturally’ Journal of Environmental 
Education 31 (2) pp.5-7.

● T�lbury, D. and Wortman, D. (2004) 
‘Cr�t�cal Th�nk�ng and Reflect�on’ Chapter 
3 �n T�lbury and Wortman (2004) 
Engaging People in Sustainability. Gland: 
IUCN.

● Huckle, J. (1998) What we consume: ten 
curriculum units dealing with the issues of 
environment and development. Goldalm�ng: 
WWF UK and Bedford College of H�gher 
Educat�on.

Critical (Reflective) Thinking115:
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The word ‘part�c�pat�on’ �s very 
commonly used �n learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty pol�c�es and programs. 
Part�c�pat�on can take many forms 
that �nvolve stakeholders to vary�ng 
degrees, rang�ng from consultat�on 
and consensus bu�ld�ng to dec�s�on-
mak�ng, r�sk shar�ng and partnersh�ps. 
Some descr�be these d�fferent levels 
of part�c�pat�on on a cont�nuum 
rang�ng from man�pulat�on or pass�ve 
part�c�pat�on, to an �ncreas�ngly shared 
process, and finally to full stakeholder 
engagement �n, and ownersh�p of, 
dec�s�ons and outcomes (see ‘Focus On: 
Models on Levels of Part�c�pat�on’ on 
page 40). When used �n the learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty context part�c�pat�on 
�s l�nked to not�ons of dec�s�on-mak�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty rather than merely 
consultat�on or act�ve engagement. It �s 
a key goal of such approaches as well as 
the ‘content’ assoc�ated w�th projects �n 
th�s area of learn�ng.

The rationale
The term ‘part�c�pat�on’ �s not new 
to env�ronmental educat�on�sts who 
have, over the past decades, sought 
ways of act�vely engag�ng people �n 
env�ronmental �ssues. The susta�nable 
development l�terature recogn�ses that 
part�c�pat�on �s an �ntegral part of 
the process of change. ‘Agenda 21’116, 
follow�ng the R�o Earth Summ�t �n 
1992, repeatedly acknowledges broad 
part�c�pat�on as a key component of 
susta�nab�l�ty. Throughout �ts many 
chapters, ‘Agenda 21’ h�ghl�ghts 
the �mportance of part�c�pat�on 
�n �ntegrated dec�s�on-mak�ng; 
�n �nvolv�ng d�fferent sectors and 
stakeholders to bu�ld capac�ty and 

ownersh�p of solut�ons; �n recogn�s�ng 
the role of �nd�genous commun�t�es; 
and �n empower�ng both the poor 
and women �n the management of 
natural resources117 (see also Box 1.50). 
Th�s role has also been re�nforced by 
the World Summ�t on Susta�nable 
Development �n �ts ‘Implementation 
Plan’118 wh�ch endorses part�c�pat�on as 
a bas�s of good governance.

Participation in Sustainability: 
Part�c�pat�on �n and for susta�nab�l�ty 
�s an �mportant way of recogn�s�ng 
the value and relevance of ‘local’ or 
‘context spec�fic’ knowledge. If properly 
undertaken, th�s knowledge becomes 
part of the dec�s�on-mak�ng process 
and we�ghed-up w�th knowledge 
from other sources. Solut�ons are 
developed relevant to each commun�ty 
or stakeholder group. Rather than 
rely�ng on outs�de spec�al�sts or 
managers, part�c�pat�on can engage 
more stakeholders �n becom�ng a 
part of the process of self-governance 
and dec�s�on-mak�ng. Successful 
part�c�pat�on for susta�nab�l�ty �nvolves 
a w�de range of stakeholders and 
prov�des opportun�t�es to bu�ld a 
shared v�s�on, a greater sense of un�fied 
purpose and commun�ty �dent�ty.

Through part�c�pat�on, people can 
bu�ld sk�lls to take control of both 
the dec�s�on-mak�ng process and 
respons�b�l�ty for �ts outcomes. 
Th�s greater control leads to greater 
mot�vat�on to part�c�pate �n act�ons, 
whether they are commun�ty projects, 
pol�t�cal act�on, democrat�c dec�s�on-
mak�ng or commun�ty leadersh�p roles. 

■ Box	1.50
	 Linking	Ownership	to	
	 Implementation

Government agenc�es have rel�ed on forms 
of part�c�pat�on for many years. Part�c�pat�on 
�s used to descr�be the act�v�t�es of steer�ng 
comm�ttees and reference groups wh�ch 
prov�de d�rect�on, gu�dance and commun�ty 
representat�on of v�ews. Part�c�pat�on �s also 
a way of encourag�ng people to learn about 
d�fferences �n perce�v�ng an �ssue and work 
together to resolve an �ssue. Processes that are 
part�c�patory �n nature often create a strong 
l�nk between people hav�ng ownersh�p of a 
solut�on and �ts �mplementat�on.

Extend�ng th�s assumpt�on, the greater 
the degree of dec�s�on-mak�ng, the more 
l�kely a h�gher degree of ownersh�p of the 
dec�s�on and therefore �mproved l�kel�hood of 
�mplementat�on of the solut�on.

The range of part�c�patory engagement 
act�v�t�es undertaken by government agenc�es 
�n the field of env�ronment and susta�nab�l�ty 
�nclude:

● �nform�ng the commun�ty of pol�cy 
d�rect�ons of the government;

● consultat�on as part of a process �n 
development of government pol�cy, or 
bu�ld�ng commun�ty awareness and 
understand�ng;

● �nvolv�ng the commun�ty �n act�v�t�es and 
collaborat�ve act�on; and

● empower�ng the commun�ty to make 
dec�s�ons, �mplement and manage change 
processes.

Text adapted from Government of Victoria 
(2004, Section 2.2)



iv) Participation in Decision-Making

A Nat�onal Rev�ew of Env�ronmental Educat�on and �ts Contr�but�on 
to Susta�nab�l�ty �n Austral�a: Frameworks for Susta�nab�l�ty

39

Participation in learning for 
sustainability: Genu�ne part�c�pat�on 
�n the learn�ng exper�ence �s essent�al 
to bu�ld�ng people’s ab�l�t�es and 
empower�ng learners to take act�on 
for change towards susta�nab�l�ty. 
Through part�c�pat�on learners are at 
the centre of the act�ve part�c�patory 
exper�ence w�th learn�ng, fac�l�tat�on 
and dec�s�on-mak�ng �n the hands of 
the learners themselves. In learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty approaches, the 
commun�ty leader, group fac�l�tator or 
educator �s not cons�dered the ‘expert’ 
but �nstead �s a facilitator ded�cated 
to help�ng learners to reth�nk and 
take dec�s�ons and act�ons al�gned 
w�th susta�nab�l�ty. Th�s process of 
part�c�pat�on �s more l�kely to lead 
to permanent changes as compared 
to part�c�pat�on �n one-off events. 
Bu�ld�ng sk�lls for part�c�pat�on g�ves 
‘non-spec�al�sts’ the opportun�ty to 
act�vely part�c�pate, bu�ld knowledge 
and develop leadersh�p sk�lls that 
contr�bute to act�on.

In practice
Stakeholders cannot be expected 
to engage w�th �ssues of susta�nable 
development just by prov�d�ng them 
w�th �nformat�on. To go beyond 
awareness ra�s�ng, EE needs to be more 
than a resource or a webs�te (see Box 
1.51). It needs to engage people �n 
an educat�on process – th�s �s where 
part�c�pat�on holds the key to change. 
Even �f the �nformat�on �s presented 
�n an attract�ve and very access�ble 
manner the �nformat�on st�ll has to 
be accessed, read and act�oned. Th�s 
comb�ned w�th the fact that there 
�s often no real pr�or�ty attached to 
susta�nab�l�ty (or �ndeed learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty) means that �t �s unl�kely 
to change pract�ce unless stakeholders 
are engaged.

It �s for th�s reason that many 
government agenc�es are us�ng 
part�c�pat�on and learn�ng approaches 

as the bas�s for develop�ng nat�onal 
strateg�es for susta�nab�l�ty (and 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty). In th�s 
way the very process of strategy 
development equ�ps stakeholders 
w�th the cr�t�cal sk�lls requ�red for 
change towards susta�nab�l�ty such 
as part�c�patory problem-solv�ng and 
shared dec�s�on-mak�ng. Susta�nab�l�ty 
requ�res a new k�nd of part�c�pat�ve 
democracy rather than merely a 
representat�ve democracy. Part�c�pat�on 
�n strategy development fac�l�tates 
the development of stakeholder 
relat�onsh�ps. Th�s can serve to catalyse 
partnersh�ps, both w�th�n and often 
beyond the bounds of the strategy. 
Adopt�ng th�s type of approach also 
fac�l�tates network-bu�ld�ng and 
�mproves commun�cat�on across 
mult�ple stakeholder groups119.

A part�c�patory approach to strategy 
development has also been advocated 
�n the development of act�on plans 
for Local Agenda 21 (LA21). LA21 
�s an �nternat�onal susta�nab�l�ty 
plann�ng process that prov�des an 
opportun�ty for local governments to 
work w�th the�r commun�t�es to create 
a susta�nable future. It promotes the 
�dea that local governments educate 
the�r commun�t�es, ra�se awareness 
about �ssues of susta�nab�l�ty, engage �n 
d�alogue to learn from and exchange 
�nformat�on w�th the�r commun�t�es120. 
Commun�ty part�c�pat�on encourages 
the construct�on of knowledge 
through processes of d�alogue and 
bu�ld�ng commun�t�es’ capac�t�es, 
wh�lst challeng�ng soc�al and pol�t�cal 
constra�nts121. By �nvolv�ng the 
commun�ty �n such processes a more 
complex collect�ve understand�ng of 
�ssues and more �nnovat�ve strateg�es
of act�on may emerge122. LA21 �s 
plac�ng a clearer focus on commun�ty 
part�c�pat�on �n env�s�on�ng, plann�ng, 
management and dec�s�on-mak�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty at a local level123.

■ Box	1.51
	 More	Than	Just	a	Website,	We	
	 Need	Dialogue

‘It really �s not appropr�ate, I th�nk, to put 
mater�al on a webs�te and hope that somehow 
�t w�ll have an �mpact across the system. 
Susta�nable development �tself �s qu�te a 
compl�cated �dea, �t �s also contested. If 
you are go�ng to work w�th that…you need 
to converse and have a d�alogue…how to 
contr�bute and where �t takes you.’

David Lambert as cited in House of Commons, 
Environmental Audit Committee (2005, p.31 
para 78)

■ Box	1.52
	 The	Challenges	of	Meaningful	
	 Participation

‘Part�c�pat�on as a process for susta�nab�l�ty 
�s not w�thout �ts challenges, wh�ch should 
be carefully cons�dered �n scop�ng for and 
management of part�c�pat�on �n projects. 
Mean�ngful part�c�pat�on �s a t�me consum�ng 
process, requ�r�ng pat�ence, cont�nued 
comm�tment throughout the project and the 
w�ll�ngness to put dec�s�ons about outcomes 
�n the hands of part�c�pants. Sh�fts to full 
part�c�pat�on requ�re confl�ct management 
sk�lls, and an awareness of ex�st�ng power 
relat�onsh�ps and gender and cultural �ssues 
w�th�n and between part�c�pat�ng groups. 
Some groups, such as youth, women and 
the elderly, may not have equal access to 
part�c�pat�on �n commun�t�es, and chang�ng 
these power relat�ons can �nduce potent 
consequences.

Part�c�pat�on as a process �n educat�on 
for susta�nab�l�ty also must occur �n an 
env�ronment of support, understand�ng and 
pat�ence. Part�c�pat�on challenges power 
relat�onsh�ps and h�erarch�es by putt�ng 
dec�s�on-mak�ng and leadersh�p �n the hands 
of learners. Th�s can create anx�ety for learners 
used to ‘top down’ learn�ng approaches 
and unaccustomed to �ts empower�ng 
messages.  Fac�l�tat�on can support pos�t�ve 
group dynam�cs, and help learners to bu�ld 
confidence and celebrate successes. Wh�le 
change tends to be slower and mere d�fficult, 
�t �s also deeper and more permanent.’ 

Tilbury and Wortman (2004, p.60)
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Models on Levels of Participation

Typology Characteristics of each type

1. Manipulative Participation Part�c�pat�on �s s�mple pretence, w�th ‘people’s’ representat�ve on offic�al 
boards but who are not elected and have no power.

2. Passive participation People part�c�pate by be�ng told what has been dec�ded or has already 
happened. It �nvolves un�lateral announcements by an adm�n�strat�on or 
project management w�thout l�sten�ng to people’s responses. The �nformat�on 
shared belongs only to external profess�onals.

3. Participation by consultation People part�c�pate by be�ng consulted, and external people l�sten to v�ews. 
These external profess�onals define both problems and solut�ons, and may 
mod�fy these �n l�ght of the people’s responses. Such a consultat�ve process 
does not concede any share �n dec�s�on-mak�ng, and profess�onals are under 
no obl�gat�on to take on board people’s v�ews. 

4. Participation for material incentives People part�c�pate by prov�d�ng resources, for example labour, �n return 
for food, cash or other mater�al �ncent�ves. Much on-farm research falls 
�nto th�s category, as farmers prov�de the�r land but are not �nvolved �n the 
exper�mentat�on or the process of learn�ng. It �s very common to see th�s 
called part�c�pat�on. People have no stake �n prolong�ng act�v�t�es when the 
�ncent�ves run out.

5. Functional participation People part�c�pate by form�ng groups to meet predeterm�ned object�ves 
related to the project, wh�ch can �nvolve the development or promot�on of 
externally �n�t�ated soc�al organ�sat�on. Such �nvolvement does not tend to be 
at early stages of project cycles or plann�ng, but rather after major dec�s�ons 
have been made. These �nst�tut�ons tend to be dependent on external 
�n�t�ators and fac�l�tators, but may become self-dependent. 

6. Interactive participation People part�c�pate �n jo�nt analys�s wh�ch leads to act�on plans and format�on 
of new local �nst�tut�ons or the strengthen�ng of ex�st�ng ones. It tends to 
�nvolve �nterd�sc�pl�nary methodolog�es that seek mult�ple perspect�ves and 
make use of systemat�c and structured processes. These groups take control 
over local dec�s�ons, and so people have a stake �n ma�nta�n�ng structures or 
pract�ces. 

7. Self-mobilisation People part�c�pate by tak�ng �n�t�at�ves �ndependently of external �nst�tut�ons 
to change systems. They develop contact w�th external �nst�tut�ons for 
the resources and techn�cal adv�ce they need, but reta�n control over how 
resources are used. Such self-�n�t�ated mob�l�sat�on and collect�ve act�on may 
or may not challenge ex�st�ng �nequ�table d�str�but�on of wealth and power.

Model 1: Adapted from Petty, J. and H�ne, R. (1999) Participatory Appraisal for Community Assessment Centre for 
Environment and Society, Un�vers�ty of Essex http://wwww2.esex.ac.uk/ces/Research Programmes/pa&caoverv�ew.htm 
Source: Government of Victoria (2004)



Focus O
n:

A Nat�onal Rev�ew of Env�ronmental Educat�on and �ts Contr�but�on
to Susta�nab�l�ty �n Austral�a: Frameworks for Susta�nab�l�ty

41

Model 2: Arnstein’s Ladder

8 C�t�zen Control

Degrees of C�t�zen Power7 Delegated Power

6 Partnersh�p

5 Placat�on

Degrees of Token�sm4 Consultat�on

3 Inform�ng

2 Therapy
Non-part�c�pat�on

1 Man�pulat�on

Amstein, S.R. (1971) ‘A Ladder of Citizen Participation in the USA’. Journal of Town Planning Institute 57(4).
Source: Government of Victoria (2004)

Model 3: Wheel of 
Engagement.
The Wheel of Engagement 
was first developed by 
Pryosus�lo, K.P�l�ouss�s, 
C., Phell�ps, E., and 
Gooey, M., (2002) 
of the Commun�ty 
Strateg�es Sect�on of 
Catchment and Water 
D�v�s�on (Department of 
Natural Resources and 
Env�ronment).
Source: Government of 
Victoria (2004)
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The �mportance of part�c�pat�on �n 
�mplement�ng susta�nab�l�ty �s not 
l�m�ted to the commun�ty context; �t 
has �mpl�cat�ons for how we change 
organ�sat�ons towards susta�nab�l�ty 
(see Box 1.52). It �s also very relevant 
to the formal, further and h�gher 
educat�on sectors as �t helps to br�ng 
about new models of manag�ng, 
teach�ng and learn�ng (see also Volume 
2 and 5 of th�s ser�es124).

How does participation occur?
● Part�c�pat�on occurs by act�vely 

�nvolv�ng learners �n building 
knowledge through d�alogue about 
�ssues, quest�ons or problems �n small 
groups.Th�s prov�des opportun�t�es for 
all learners to contr�bute and reflect on 
the contr�but�ons of other part�c�pants.

● Dialogue can be st�mulated by group 
d�scuss�on, commun�ty theatre or 
part�c�patory mapp�ng. By �nteract�ng 
w�th others and reflect�ng on the�r 
v�ews and perspect�ves, �t �s poss�ble 
to develop a clearer understand�ng 
of one’s own bel�efs, �deas and 
arguments for susta�nab�l�ty. A 
part�c�pant’s understand�ngs of the�r 
own percept�ons, values and concerns 
becomes the start�ng po�nt for change.

● In pract�ce, �t �s �mportant to 
prov�de opportun�t�es for 
part�c�pants to develop confidence 
�n the act of part�c�pat�on wh�ch 
can be a very threaten�ng or 
uncomfortable exper�ence for 
some. Part�c�pants need to have the 
confidence to share knowledge, 
negot�ate w�th others, develop 
persuas�on sk�lls, th�nk through 
problems and pract�ce leadersh�p.

● Part�c�pat�on for part�c�pat�on sake 
does not mean�ngfully contr�bute to 
susta�nable development. Learn�ng 
act�v�t�es need to help part�c�pants 
to breakdown decision-making 
hierarchies �n commun�t�es, 
stakeholder groups or organ�sat�ons, 
and empower people to contr�bute to 
real change.

The V�ctor�an Government Department 
for Env�ronment and Susta�nab�l�ty125 
has �nterpreted commun�ty 
part�c�pat�on and engagement as an 
�nvestment for susta�nab�l�ty. They 
see part�c�pat�on as serv�ng two goals 
– �nform�ng env�ronmental pol�cy 
(through d�alogue) and bu�ld�ng 
soc�al capac�ty to �mplement th�s 
pol�cy (through exper�ence and sk�ll 
development). It �s the process of 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty wh�ch enables 
the above outcomes to be ach�eved. 
Th�s �s based on the prem�se that �f you 
prov�de learn�ng opportun�t�es for the 
commun�ty to engage effect�vely then 
�t w�ll be empowered to understand, 
own and address �ssues lead�ng to more 
susta�nable outcomes126 (see ‘Focus on: 
Effect�ve Part�c�pat�on’ on page 43).

In summary
Learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty goes beyond 
a means of �n�t�at�ng learners to take 
a s�ngle act�on, such as plant�ng a 
tree. Rather, �t makes long-term 
participation a goal �n �tself by bu�ld�ng 
the capac�ty of learners to lead, and 
to make the�r dec�s�ons. W�th the 
creat�on of these l�felong sk�lls they are 
more l�kely to take act�on w�th greater 
confidence �n the�r own capac�t�es.

Part�c�pat�on prov�des the veh�cle 
and the context for learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty. It prov�des opportun�t�es 
for learn�ng wh�ch �n turn prov�de the 
sk�lls and ownersh�p needed to enable 
change for susta�nab�l�ty. One very 
effect�ve method to fac�l�tate people’s 
engagement and part�c�pat�on �s 
through the careful use of partnersh�ps, 
wh�ch �s explored further �n the 
follow�ng theme. Ult�mately, the 
process �s seek�ng to engage people 
in effective decision-making for 
sustainability and not merely �n 
part�c�pat�on for �ts own sake.
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Effective Participation

The Six C’s to Effective Participation in 
Sustainability Issues

A recently released resource from the Department of 
Env�ronment and Susta�nab�l�ty, V�ctor�an Government 
ent�tled ‘Effect�ve Commun�ty Engagement’ �dent�fies 6 C’s to 
effect�ve part�c�pat�on and engagement �n susta�nab�l�ty �ssues:

● ‘Capability: the members are capable of d�alogue.
● Commitment: mutual benefit beyond self-�nterest.
● Contribution: members volunteer and there �s an 

env�ronment that encourages members to ‘have a go’ or 
take respons�b�l�ty/r�sks.

● Continuity: members share or rotate roles and, as 
members move on, there �s a trans�t�on process that 
susta�ns and ma�nta�ns the commun�ty corporate memory.

● Collaboration: rel�able �nterdependence. A clear 
v�s�on w�th members operat�ng �n an env�ronment of 
shar�ng and trust.

● Conscience: embody or Invoke gu�d�ng pr�nc�ples/
eth�cs of serv�ce, trust and respect that are expressed �n the 
act�ons of the commun�ty.’

Government of Victoria (2004, Section 2.1)

Empower

Empowered commun�t�es share dec�s�on-mak�ng. Leg�slat�ve and 
pol�cy frameworks g�ve power to commun�t�es to make dec�s�ons. 
The commun�ty may have the power to make a l�m�ted range of 
dec�s�ons (e.g. on a spec�al�sed �ssue or for a l�m�ted t�me) or may 
have extens�ve dec�s�on-mak�ng powers. The follow�ng are general 
gu�del�nes for empower�ng commun�t�es:

● There must be a clear leg�slat�ve, pol�cy and 
governance framework for the commun�ty to lead the 
dec�s�on mak�ng process.

● There must be a clar�ty about the scope of the 
shared power.

● There must be clar�ty about the roles and respons�b�l�t�es.
● Commun�t�es need suffic�ent resources to enable 

empowerment.

Implications: Th�s �s the most challeng�ng approach of 
commun�ty engagement. The prom�se by users of th�s 
process �s to ma�nta�n a h�gh level of engagement dur�ng the 
development, des�gn and �mplementat�on of the approach. 

Those who do not part�c�pate to th�s extent r�sk break�ng 
the pr�nc�ples of �nclus�veness, transparency and 
enhancement of trust. The rewards of an empowerment 
approach are often more �nnovat�ve results that 
�ncorporate the knowledge of all part�c�pants as well as 
reduced confl�ct, greater ownersh�p of outcomes and 
comm�tment to ongo�ng act�on.

Extract from Government of Victoria (2004, Section 5.5)

Involve

Involve refers to processes where dec�s�ons are 
negot�ated w�th the commun�ty, �n a context where 
government generally reta�ns the respons�b�l�ty for 
dec�s�on-mak�ng. These processes vary from dec�s�on-
mak�ng w�th relat�vely l�m�ted scope, to examples where 
the commun�ty has a role �n propos�ng pol�cy opt�ons 
and shap�ng pol�cy d�alogue. In a dec�s�on-mak�ng 
context, examples �nclude taskforces and c�t�zens’ jur�es.

The follow�ng are general gu�del�nes for �nvolv�ng the 
commun�ty:

● Know who needs to be �nvolved �n dec�s�on-mak�ng,
act�v�t�es and programs.

● Ensure all relevant people are g�ven the opportun�ty
to be �nvolved.

● Cons�der carefully what structures and processes are
appropr�ate for the purpose and who �s to be engaged.

● Avo�d m�sunderstand�ng and amb�gu�ty by clearly
establ�sh�ng the bas�s for membersh�p of bod�es such 
as boards for comm�ttees (e.g. sk�lls vs representat�on), 
dec�s�on-mak�ng processes (e.g. vot�ng vs consensus) 
and roles and respons�b�l�t�es at the outset.

Implications: Th�s level of engagement demands a 
h�gher level of part�c�pat�on and �nclus�on w�th c�t�zens 
and stakeholders. Those who develop commun�ty 
engagement plans at th�s level must work w�th c�t�zens 
and stakeholders to ensure the�r concerns and �ssues are 
d�rectly reflected �n alternat�ves and solut�ons and be 
expl�c�t to how �nput �nfluenced dec�s�on-mak�ng.

Extract from Government of Victoria (2004, Section 5.5)
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● Involves learners throughout the process creat�ng a greater sense of 
ownership and comm�tment to act�ons for the agreed goals.

● Increases the confidence of learners to part�c�pate, part�cularly �n groups 
that may be marg�nal�sed �n the commun�ty.

● Bu�lds the capac�ty of learners for self-reliance and self-organisation and 
�ncreases commun�ty �dent�ty. W�th the creat�on of these l�felong sk�lls 
they are more l�kely to take act�on w�th greater confidence �n the�r own 
capac�t�es.

● Develops �n learners the capacity for ongoing, long-term participation �n 
change for susta�nab�l�ty. The �mpact of th�s goes beyond the l�fespan of the 
spec�fic project to have �nfluence �n all future act�v�t�es.

● Act�vely builds knowledge among learners through a d�alogue.

● Helps put decision-making and responsibility for outcomes �n the 
hands of part�c�pants creat�ng greater mot�vat�on to part�c�pate �n the 
�mplementat�on of solut�ons.

● Helps recogn�se the rights of all groups to participate mean�ng that 
a w�de range of knowledge and v�ewpo�nts become part of the dec�s�on-
mak�ng process.

● Improves the design of processes wh�ch truly engage people �n 
susta�nab�l�ty and fac�l�tates the�r �mplementat�on.

● Helps work towards developing context specific solutions wh�ch relate to 
the�r �ncreased acceptance and long-term susta�nab�l�ty.

Participation127:

■ Box	1.53
	 Key	Texts	and	Resources	on	
	 Participation

● Borr�n�-Feyerabend, G., P�mbert, M.
Farvar, A. Kothar� and Y. Renard (2004) 
Sharing Power. Learning by doing in co-
management of natural resources throughout 
the world. Cenesta, Tehran: IIED and 
IUCN/CEESP/CMWG.

● Borr�n�-Feyerabend, G. (1997) Beyond 
Fences: Seeking Social Sustainability in 
Conservation.Vol.2 Resource Book. Gland: 
IUCN.

● GreenCOM (2004) Going to Scale: 
system-wide, collaborative action for 
livelihoods and the Environment. 
Wash�ngton: Academy for Educat�onal 
Development.

● T�lbury, D. and Wortman, D. (2004) 
‘Part�c�pat�on �n Dec�s�on-mak�ng’ Chapter 
4. In T�lbury and Wortman (2004) Engaging 
People in Sustainability. Gland: IUCN.

● UK Government, Department of the 
Env�ronment, Transport and the Reg�ons 
(2000) ‘Publ�c Part�c�pat�on �n Mak�ng 
Local Env�ronmental Dec�s�ons’ �n A 
Good Practice Handbook. The Aarhus 
Convent�on, Newcastle Workshops: UK 
Government.

● UNESCO (2004) Partnerships for 
Sustainable Development: Report of the 
Secretary General UN Department of 
Econom�c and Soc�al Affa�rs New York: 
UNESCO.

● Government of V�ctor�an, (2004) Effective 
Community Engagement. Melbourne: 
Department of Susta�nab�l�ty and 
Env�ronment.
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References to networks and 
partnersh�ps have featured regularly 
�n many pronouncements and 
�nternat�onal comm�tments on 
susta�nab�l�ty128 wh�ch reflect the 
prom�nent role they have played �n 
d�scuss�ons ever s�nce ‘Agenda 21’. 
It was at the R�o Summ�t where 
partnersh�ps were �dent�fied as a cr�t�cal 
component for the �mplementat�on of 
susta�nab�l�ty. The Summ�t promoted 
an ‘act�on-or�ented’ formulat�on of 
susta�nab�l�ty partnersh�ps129. S�nce 
then, there has been an �ncreas�ng 
recogn�t�on that partnersh�ps wh�ch 
share learn�ng exper�ences can 
accelerate the process of change 
towards susta�nable development (see 
Box 1.54). The 2002 World Summit 
on Sustainable Development re�nforced 
th�s v�ew, end�ng w�th a call for greater 
global partnersh�ps for susta�nab�l�ty.

To max�m�se susta�nab�l�ty outcomes 
�deally these partnersh�ps need to 
be based on a collaborat�ve culture. 
Th�s has part�cular �mpl�cat�ons for 
�nst�tut�ons and organ�sat�ons wh�ch 
are based on a more trad�t�onal 
‘command and control’ culture. 

Today, over 290 ‘Type II’ partnersh�ps 
(see Box 1.55) between government, 
NGOs and the pr�vate sector have 
reg�stered w�th the Un�ted Nat�ons. 
These partnersh�ps cut across several 
themes relevant to susta�nab�l�ty, from 
health to consumpt�on and poverty 
allev�at�on. Many focus on the benefit 
of capac�ty bu�ld�ng or technology 
transfer, wh�le others seek to affect 
change �n �nst�tut�onal frameworks. 
The concept has also been taken up 

by mult�nat�onal compan�es who have 
prom�sed new partnersh�ps to help 
develop�ng countr�es support new 
markets and work more closely w�th 
commun�t�es.

Partnersh�ps are also at the core of 
the �mplementat�on plan for the UN 
Decade on Education for Sustainable 
Development. They are encouraged as 
a key component of programs across 
the spectrum, from formal educat�on 
to commun�ty-based projects, and also 
from �nternat�onal networks down to 
reg�ons w�th�n a country. It argues that 
planners and managers can �ncrease 
the effect�veness of the�r programs 
by �nclud�ng a range of stakeholders 
�n the�r des�gn and management. 
Partners should �nclude not only those 
w�th a d�verse range of �nterests and 
perspect�ves on susta�nab�l�ty, but 
also those from var�ous levels, from 
local to reg�onal, nat�onal and even 
�nternat�onal levels.

The rationale
Work�ng towards susta�nab�l�ty w�ll 
requ�re transformat�on �n educat�on, 
commun�ty and corporate �nst�tut�onal 
structures to allow for change to 
occur. These and other challenges 
of susta�nab�l�ty are daunt�ng and 
so many are find�ng networks and 
partnersh�ps are a veh�cle for shar�ng 
respons�b�l�t�es and learn�ng how to 
address �ssues. Over the past ten years 
many voluntary, mult�stakeholder 
�n�t�at�ves, partnersh�ps between 
government, NGOs and bus�ness have 
begun to take root, demonstrat�ng that 
they are a mot�vat�ng force for change 
towards susta�nab�l�ty.

■ Box	1.54
	 The	Culture	of	Sustainability

‘The challenge of susta�nable development 
�s a d�fficult and complex one, requiring 
new partnerships - among governments, 
academ�c and sc�ent�fic commun�t�es, 
teachers, nongovernmental organ�zat�ons 
(NGOs), local commun�t�es and the med�a. 
All are essent�al to the b�rth of a culture 
of susta�nab�l�ty. W�th�n governments, for 
example, educat�on for susta�nab�l�ty �s of 
d�rect concern not only to m�n�str�es of 
educat�on, but also to m�n�str�es of health, 
env�ronment, natural resources, plann�ng, 
agr�culture, commerce and others. New 
pol�c�es, programmes, resources and act�v�t�es 
can be reported from almost every country, a 
sure and encourag�ng s�gn that educat�on �s 
beg�nn�ng to be seen as a s�gn�ficant aspect of 
nat�onal susta�nable development pol�c�es.’

UNESCO (2002, p.5)

■ Box	1.55
	 Classification	of	Partnerships	
	 -	Type	I	or	II?

Partnersh�ps for susta�nab�l�ty are often 
referred to as ‘Type I’ and ‘Type II’ – a new 
class�ficat�on system emerg�ng from the 
Johannesburg Summ�t. 

Type I are formal government partnersh�ps 
wh�ch a�m to fulfil agreed comm�tments.

Type II are voluntary and self organ�s�ng 
partnersh�ps wh�ch can be �n�t�ated by 
governments, �nternat�onal organ�sat�ons 
or major groups. They complement 
Type I partnersh�ps to translate pol�t�cal 
comm�tments �nto act�on. Ownersh�p �s 
shared between all partners.

Adapted from Kara and Quarless (Undated)
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Because they are largely non-
h�erarch�cal, partnersh�ps can be a 
strong �nnovat�ve force �n transform�ng 
�nst�tut�ons such as w�th�n the formal 
educat�on sector and reor�ent�ng them 
towards susta�nable development. 
Cross-sectoral partnersh�ps among 
local, reg�onal and nat�onal groups can 
add value to local �n�t�at�ves by help�ng 
change larger �nst�tut�onal frameworks 
wh�le ma�nta�n�ng local relevance (see 
Boxes 1.56 and 1.57).

The role of networks and profess�onal 
partnersh�ps �n susta�n�ng change 
w�th�n formal educat�on has been 
supported by the work of Jasb�r 
S�ngh130 as well as by Dan�e Schreuder 
and Lesley Le Grange131 who argue that 
they prov�de:

● the poss�b�l�ty of �ncreas�ng the 
�mpact of educat�on �n�t�at�ves;

● the chances of long-term cont�nu�ty;

● effect�ve channels for the 
restructur�ng of teacher educat�on;

● susta�ned curr�culum developments 
�n the long term; and

● an opportun�ty to support change 
through bu�ld�ng the capac�ty of 
teachers to cope w�th and change at 
profess�onal level.

In practice
Partnersh�ps can be of all types, from 
contract dr�ven and d�stant, to ones 
that cult�vate shared v�s�ons, knowledge 
and act�on. They can vary �n what 
they look l�ke, why they are �mportant 
and how they are formal�sed. And 
wh�le partnersh�ps are �mportant at 
the h�gher program level, they also 
offer several benefits for the many 
commun�ty-based projects at the local 
level work�ng towards susta�nab�l�ty.

■ Box	1.56
	 Multi-sectoral	partnerships

‘Mult�-sectoral partnersh�ps can play a p�votal 
role �n ass�st�ng susta�nab�l�ty approaches to be:

● Relevant to stakeholder and 
commun�ty needs.

● Resourced w�th expert�se and finances.

● Respons�ve by ma�nta�n�ng l�nks to current 
models of theory and examples of best 
pract�ce.

● Reflect�ve by evaluat�ng and mak�ng 
changes accord�ngly.

● Reformat�ve �n change accord�ng to new 
ways of th�nk�ng and pract�ce.

Henderson and Tilbury (2004, p.45)

■ Box	1.57
	 Working	Together	for	Sustainability

‘ESD should br�ng together a broad coal�t�on 
of pol�cy-makers, educators, NGOs and 
learners from var�ed trad�t�ons work�ng 
towards ach�ev�ng shared a�ms of susta�nable 
development.’

Department Education Association as cited 
in House of Commons, Environmental Audit 
Committee (2005, p.23)

Documented exper�ences suggest that 
networks and partnersh�ps are help�ng 
part�c�pants to:

● create synergy �n the�r work to 
max�m�se opportun�t�es for all 
�nvolved;

● comb�ne resources, talents and 
foster long-term relat�onsh�ps 
between partners to encourage 
mutual benefit and development;

● reflect on the�r values, v�s�ons and 
m�ss�ons, and they can create a space 
to bu�ld shared v�s�ons as well as 
develop new �deas and strateg�es;

● mot�vate act�on for the future as they
prov�de a forum for mutual support 
and encouragement, where successes 
can be celebrated;

● bu�ld expert�se and capac�ty wh�ch 
can help to secure financ�al and 
techn�cal support from fund�ng 
sources. As �nd�v�dual partners may 
be spec�al�sed �n one area, they may 
lack the staffing or financ�al ab�l�t�es 
to comm�t to long-term change for 
susta�nab�l�ty. By comb�n�ng resources 
and financ�al assets, and pool�ng 
techn�cal sk�lls w�th others they can 
develop the broad and long-term �deas 
and strateg�es necessary for change;

● break h�erarch�es and challenge 
trad�t�onal power structures; and

● help to challenge mental models 
by br�ng�ng together �nd�v�duals 
and groups w�th d�fferent 
perspect�ves and from d�fferent levels 
- when learn�ng together, sh�fts �n 
perspect�ves and more long-term 
change �s l�kely (see Box 1.58).

Those work�ng w�th learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty approaches are 
p�oneer�ng new �deas and ways to 
address problems �n the�r commun�t�es, 
schools or bus�ness. By br�ng�ng 
together d�fferent groups w�th 
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d�verse knowledge and sk�lls, 
partnersh�ps can help to bu�ld 
collect�ve knowledge through a 
process of soc�al learn�ng132. Often 
mult�-sectoral partnersh�ps are 
more strongly encouraged than 
partnersh�ps w�th�n sectors as they 
also create the opportun�ty for 
partners to bu�ld a shared v�s�on, 
�nsp�r�ng mot�vat�on to work 
together towards susta�nab�l�ty.

Partnersh�ps depend on effect�ve 
part�c�pat�on of stakeholders. These 
two components of learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty are closely l�nked and 
the�r relat�onsh�p �nfluences the 
outcomes sought.

The challenges of establishing 
‘real’ partnerships 
Gu�d�ng pr�nc�ples for partnersh�ps 
have been descr�bed as ‘fuzzy’134. 
Patr�c�a Ryan c�tes numerous web 
s�tes and documents that promote 
the v�rtues of these partnersh�ps and 
ex�st�ng all�ances however there has 
been no cred�ble research �nto what 
const�tutes an effect�ve partnersh�p 
for susta�nab�l�ty. Key quest�ons 
wh�ch need to be asked �nclude:

● ‘What do partnersh�ps for 
susta�nab�l�ty look l�ke?

● What are the�r essent�al 
components?

● Who should be �nvolved, and what
are the�r roles and respons�b�l�t�es?

● How can we form effect�ve 
partnersh�ps, and what value 
can each partner br�ng to a 
partnersh�p?

● How can we establ�sh a long-term 
culture of partnersh�ps?’135

Patr�c�a Ryan136 also warns us 
that there are no ‘shelf ’ models 
of susta�nab�l�ty partnersh�ps but 

■ Box	1.58
	 SEED:	Supporting	Entrepreneurs	
	 in	Environment	and	Development

The SEED In�t�at�ve a�ms to �nsp�re, support 
and bu�ld the capac�ty of locally-dr�ven 
entrepreneur�al partnersh�ps to contr�bute to 
the del�very of the Millennium Development 
Goals and the Johannesburg Plan of 
Implementation.

Th�s IUCN, UNEP and UNDP, government 
and �ndustry �n�t�at�ve has many partners. It 
focuses on ‘bus�ness as unusual’ - �nnovat�ve 
act�on del�ver�ng real solut�ons through project 
cooperat�on among small and large bus�nesses, 
local and �nternat�onal NGOs, women’s 
groups, labour organ�sat�ons, publ�c author�t�es 
and UN agenc�es, and others work�ng �n the 
field of susta�nable development.

Through a b�enn�al �nternat�onal award 
scheme, �ntens�ve capac�ty-bu�ld�ng act�v�t�es 
and a research programme, the Seed In�t�at�ve:

● st�mulates and bu�lds the capac�ty of 
entrepreneur�al, nascent partnersh�ps to 
execute act�on on the ground;

● creates a condu�t for �nvestment �n 
partnersh�ps;

● d�ssem�nates good pract�ce and lessons-
learned from successful partnersh�ps to 
�nsp�re further new partnersh�ps; and

● generates ev�dence-based research to ass�st 
pol�cy makers.

When the final deadl�ne for the subm�ss�on 
process of the �naugural Seed Awards closed 
m�d August 2004, over 260 new partnersh�p 
proposals had been rece�ved, from s�xty-s�x 
countr�es, represent�ng more than 1,200 
organ�sat�ons. The themat�c �ssues addressed 
are very d�verse, rang�ng from agr�culture to 
eco-tour�sm and the empowerment of women. 
The vast major�ty of the project proposals are 
des�gned as local �n�t�at�ves for local people, 
hav�ng the�r focus �n develop�ng countr�es.

UNEP DTIE (2005)

■ Box	1.59
	 University	Leaders	for	a	
	 Sustainable	Future	(ULSF)	
	 Worldwide

The ULSF has encouraged partnersh�ps 
to make susta�nab�l�ty a major focus of 
teach�ng, research, campus management and 
outreach at colleges and un�vers�t�es around 
the world. The ULSF, �n collaborat�on w�th 
the Internat�onal Assoc�at�on of Un�vers�t�es, 
COPERNICUS-Campus and UNESCO 
has formed the Global H�gher Educat�on 
Network for Susta�nab�l�ty Partnersh�p 
(GHESP). One �n�t�at�ve of th�s partnersh�p 
�s the GHESP Resource Project, a mult�-year 
project to prov�de reg�onally relevant 
resources, tools and change strateg�es to 
�nd�v�duals and �nst�tut�ons around the 
world. To strengthen partnersh�ps, ULSF 
hosts workshops and consultat�ons on a 
range of t�mely �ssues �nclud�ng susta�nab�l�ty 
assessment, faculty development for 
env�ronmental susta�nab�l�ty and us�ng the 
Earth Charter as a tool for teach�ng about 
susta�nable development.

The ULSF serves as a secretar�at to the 280 
un�vers�t�es �n 40 countr�es worldw�de that 
have s�gned the Tallo�res Declarat�on of 
comm�tment to educat�on for susta�nab�l�ty 
�n teach�ng and pract�ce. It purses �ts 
m�ss�on through advocacy, educat�on, 
research, assessment, membersh�p support 
and �nternat�onal partnersh�ps to advance 
educat�on for susta�nab�l�ty. It �s work�ng to 
help un�vers�t�es accept moral respons�b�l�ty 
and leadersh�p for respons�ble educat�on, and 
to make susta�nab�l�ty a un�fy�ng pr�nc�ple 
across campuses around the world.

University Leaders for a Sustainable Future 
(2004)133
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What makes partnerships work? What undermines 
them? And what is needed to establish and sustain 
effective partnerships?

The Internat�onal Inst�tute for Susta�nable Development 
(IISD) has been �nterested �n partnersh�ps as a 
mechan�sm for ach�ev�ng susta�nable development ever 
s�nce �t was first establ�shed �n 1990. It �s currently 
study�ng the:

• Types of partnersh�ps and peak moments of 
partnersh�p excellence.

• Plann�ng processes for partnersh�ps.

• Commun�cat�on tools for partnersh�ps.

• Evaluat�on of partnersh�ps and the�r outcomes.

As part of this study, IISD hosted an e-conference 
which nearly 500 people subscribed to. A number of 
useful conclusions about partnership practice can be 
drawn from the discussion:

1. The success of a partnersh�p can be determ�ned by:

a. the atta�nment of �ts �mmed�ate object�ves;

b. the qual�ty of the partnersh�p exper�ence �tself 
(respect and trust demonstrated among the 
partners, the shar�ng of knowledge, the leverag�ng 
of resources, the resolut�on of confl�ct); and

c. the real�sat�on of the ‘mult�pl�er effect’: when the 
partnersh�p results �n add�t�onal (or unexpected) 
benefits (�nfluenc�ng organ�sat�ons, pol�c�es and 
pract�ces beyond the �mmed�ate act�v�t�es of the 
partnersh�p).

2. There are four requ�rements for partnersh�ps to be 
successful:

a. There must be a compell�ng mot�ve for the 
organ�sat�ons to come together.

b. The organ�sat�ons must undertake real work 
together (mov�ng beyond �nformat�on shar�ng to 
act�on).

c. Organ�sat�ons must learn how to work w�th each 
other �n the partnersh�p.

d. Organ�sat�ons must commun�cate the results of 
the�r partnersh�p to others.

3. To work together effect�vely, partners should 
share a common v�s�on for and comm�tment to 
the partnersh�p. Shared values are also �mportant, 
�nclud�ng a common comm�tment to susta�nable 
development.

4. Partnersh�ps can have s�gn�ficant asymmetr�es among 
the partners, �n terms of s�ze, �nfluence and resources 
brought to the table. Partners do not need to have 
the same expectat�ons �n common, but they do need 
to understand each other’s object�ves. There must be 
mutual clar�ty and understand�ng among partners as 
to what they expect to ga�n or accompl�sh through 
the partnersh�p.

5. Part�cular attent�on should be pa�d to the equ�table 
treatment of southern / trans�t�onal country 
partners, to ensure the use of the�r knowledge and 
expert�se, and to compensate them fa�rly for the�r 
contr�but�ons.

6. Attent�on to plann�ng, structure and dec�s�on-
mak�ng mechan�sms can help to keep partnersh�ps 
on track. Partnersh�ps can exper�ence strong external 
�nfluences on the�r efforts (pol�t�cal, rel�g�ous, 
financ�al). Unless the partnersh�p �s well organ�sed 
and the �nst�tut�onal comm�tments are �n place, such 
�nfluences can s�gn�ficantly dera�l the partnersh�p.

7. Ind�v�dual organ�zat�ons are always affected by the 
exper�ence of work�ng w�th others. Organ�sat�ons 
should be prepared to be flex�ble and adaptable �n the�r 
own �nternal bus�ness processes �n order to work more 
effic�ently w�th the�r partners. Organ�sat�ons should be 
prepared for and embrace the change process.

Working Together Towards 
Sustainable Development
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8. There �s st�ll a gap between problem solv�ng at the local 
level, and the ab�l�ty to �nfluence pol�c�es that may have 
led to the problem �n the first place. Wh�le success may 
l�e �n address�ng problems at the local level, the partners 
should also cons�der how to commun�cate the�r success 
to dec�s�on-makers nat�onally, and how to �nform the 
�nternat�onal commun�ty of the�r work.

9. The commun�cat�ons tools for work�ng together and 
exchang�ng knowledge range from �nstant messag�ng to 
theatre. Partners must agree early �n the�r work on wh�ch 
tools they w�ll use, bu�ld�ng the capac�ty of those partners 
who are not as equally prepared �n terms of fam�l�ar�ty 
and �nfrastructure as others.

10. There �s a grow�ng recogn�t�on that mon�tor�ng and 
evaluat�on of partnersh�ps �s necessary to ensure the 
work �s be�ng done, and to keep partners together. 
However, there �s st�ll very l�m�ted understand�ng on 
how to do th�s s�mply and effect�vely, w�th�n ava�lable 
t�me, staff and financ�al resources.

11. Long term support for the partnersh�p modal�ty can be 
prov�ded by the follow�ng:

a. The donor commun�ty should move beyond “short 
burst project fund�ng”. Donors could benefit from more 
capac�ty bu�ld�ng �n understand�ng how partnersh�ps 
funct�on and how to support them financ�ally.

b. Pr�vate sector support has been observed to be 
very successful at the local level - d�rect support to 
commun�t�es and commun�ty based organ�sat�ons.

c. Governments play several support roles:

i. Ma�nta�n�ng or �ncreas�ng financ�al and pol�t�cal 
comm�tments to local / nat�onal partnersh�ps 
(e.g., Local Agenda 21 �mplementat�on) and to 
�nternat�onal fund�ng mechan�sms (e.g. the GEF).

ii. Creat�ng the enabl�ng cond�t�ons for 
partnersh�ps (pol�c�es, �ncent�ves, �nfrastructure 
needed for partnersh�ps).

12. Partnersh�ps can lead to �mproved accountab�l�ty of 
�nd�v�dual sectors and organ�sat�ons. The 
partnersh�p modal�ty has the potent�al to lead to 
new forms of democracy, where dec�s�on-mak�ng �s 
shared across sectors.

For the full report of �ssues and find�ngs, read the final 
report of the consultat�on ent�tled: ‘V�rtual Exh�b�t�on 
E-D�scuss�ons: Work�ng Together for Susta�nable 
Development’ by Creech and Willard (2002)
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perhaps a rev�ew of exper�ences �n 
LA 21 could ass�st w�th address�ng 
some of the quest�ons �dent�fied above 
(see ‘Focus On: Partnersh�ps �n Local 
Agenda 21’ on page 51). 

Creat�ng last�ng partnersh�ps for 
susta�nab�l�ty requ�res t�me and 
pers�stence, as well as pred�ctable 
and susta�ned resources for 
�mplementat�on. Partners may �n�t�ally 
be threatened by a lack of trust 
- transparency �n dec�s�on-mak�ng 
and d�alogue can help to bu�ld such 
trust. Other �ssues may �nclude 
ensur�ng complete representat�on 
of stakeholders, and ma�nta�n�ng 
the comm�tment and mot�vat�on of 
partners over t�me.

Establ�sh�ng partnersh�ps �s a learn�ng 
process, part�cularly �n EE wh�ch has 
had l�m�ted exposure to cross-sectoral 
partnersh�ps. Indeed EE nat�onal 
conferences are mostly attended by 
those �nvolved �n formal educat�on and 
have only recently �nvolved commun�ty 
educators. More government and 
bus�ness stakeholders need to engage w�th 
these profess�onal meet�ngs to extend 
the d�alogue and challenge entrenched 
mental models (see Box 1.65).

In real�ty, the ach�evement of successful 
partnersh�p outcomes - based on 
common object�ves, clearly defined 
del�verables, where ownersh�p �s shared 
among all partners - has been �dent�fied 
as a major challenge137.

In summary
Partnersh�ps and networks are a 
key component of learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty. They prov�de both 
formal and �nformal opportun�t�es 
for learn�ng. Learn�ng can take place 
dur�ng a meet�ng or through structured 
exchanges wh�ch allow reflect�on, 
development of understand�ng 
and quest�on�ng of mental models. 
Partnersh�ps also strengthen ownersh�p 
and comm�tment to susta�nab�l�ty 
act�ons. They are the key to 
�mplement�ng susta�nab�l�ty.
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Cons�stently, �nternat�onal documents such as Agenda 21, and the WSSD Plan 
of Implementat�on accept partnersh�ps as �ntegral to susta�nab�l�ty and thus 
a fundamental element of LA21. Partnersh�ps have the ab�l�ty to challenge 
the worldv�ews and assumpt�ons of the partners, part�cularly those who have 
confl�ct�ng �nterests. Partnersh�ps �ncrease the �mpact of LA21 processes.

These partnersh�ps often ass�st w�th:

• refin�ng the concept and appl�cat�on of learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty;

• bu�ld�ng on ex�st�ng competence to create synergy;

• demonstrat�ng comm�tment; and

• ensur�ng �mplementat�on.

Var�ous types of partnersh�ps can be adopted �n the Local Agenda 21 process. 
Internat�onal Counc�l for Local Env�ronment In�t�at�ves (ICLEI) supports 
partnersh�ps that are voluntary, mult�-stakeholder, democrat�c and mutually 
benefic�al, wh�le the Austral�an Government recogn�ses three types of partnersh�ps 
found �n LA21 programs across Austral�a:

 1. Commun�ty dr�ven LA21 programs w�th resources from local 
government.

 2. Commun�ty as equal partner w�th local governments.

 3. Commun�ty �nvolved strateg�cally or on a case by case bas�s.

Partnersh�ps formed through LA21 attempt to engage the ‘usual’ stakeholders and 
act�vely seek partnersh�ps w�th members of the commun�ty who have prev�ously 
had l�ttle �nvolvement �n plann�ng processes. An example of th�s �n act�on was 
the development of the Northern R�vers Reg�onal Strategy. Th�s process �nvolves 
bu�ld�ng partner’s capac�ty to effect�vely engage them �n the dec�s�on-mak�ng 
processes requ�red for susta�nab�l�ty.

South Austral�a �s �nnovat�ve �n the�r approach to LA21 partnersh�ps. W�th over 
half of all local governments �n South Austral�a now part�c�pat�ng �n LA21 there 
are many examples of strong partnersh�ps and learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty �n�t�at�ves 
across the state (see Box 1.60).

For deta�ls of these programs see Volume 3 of th�s ser�es (p.16).

Partnerships in Local 
Agenda 21 (LA21)

■ Box	1.60
	 Partnerships	for	LA21

‘A recent ICLE/CSD survey shows that 
more than 1800 author�t�es �n 64 countr�es 
have begun work on Local Agenda 21 
– or equ�valent processes for susta�nable 
development. Progress has been the greatest 
�n countr�es where nat�onal campa�gns have 
been set up. As of June 1996. these �nclude 
Austral�a, Ch�na, Denmark, F�nland, Japan, 
Netherlands, Norway, South Afr�ca, Sweden 
and the UK’ 

Mills (1997, p.1)
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● Create synergies between organisations to work for change.

● Br�ng together people and partners w�th different perspectives to 
reconc�le �nterests and challenge world v�ews.

● Foster bu�ld�ng shared visions among partners.

● Allow partners to combine resources and talents.

● Increase capac�t�es to attract financial and technical support.

● Help to break hierarchies and power relat�onsh�p by l�nk�ng partners at 
d�fferent levels and across d�fferent d�sc�pl�nes.

● Add value to local �n�t�at�ves wh�le ma�nta�n�ng relevance.

● Help motivate partners to work toward long-term, �nst�tut�onal change

Partnerships138:

■ Box	1.61
	 Key	Texts	and	Resources	on	
	 Partnerships

● Creech, H and W�llard, T. (2002) 
‘Virtual Exhibition E-Discussions: Working 
Together for Sustainable Development’. 
Ava�lable at http://www.��sd.org/pdf/2002/
networks_v�rtual_ed�scuss�ons.pdf 
[Accessed 9 August 2005}

● Huckle, J. and Sterl�ng, S. (1996) 
Education for Sustainability. London: 
Earthscan Publ�cat�ons

● Ryan, P (2003) ‘Susta�nab�l�ty partnersh�ps: 
eco-strategy theory �n pract�ce? Management 
of Environmental Quality: An International 
Journal Vol 14 no.2 pp.256-276.

● T�lbury, D. and Wortman, D. (2004) 
’Partnersh�ps’ Chapter 5. In ‘Engaging 
People in Sustainability’ Gland: IUCN.

● UNESCO (2004) Partnerships for 
Sustainable Development: Report of the 
Secretary – General. UN Department of 
Econom�c and Soc�al Affa�rs, New York: 
UNESCO.

● UNESCO (2003) United Nations Decade 
of Education for Sustainable Development 
(2005-2014): Framework for the 
international implementation scheme.  
Par�s:UNESCO.

● Un�ted Nat�ons D�v�s�on of Susta�nable 
Development (undated) Frequently asked 
questions about partnerships. Accessed 
September 2004 at http:///www.un/org/
esa/susdev/partnersh�ps/faq_partnersh�ps.
htmlpartnersh�p1



1.4 Overview of Learning for Sustainability  
  Policy and Practice in Australia

A Nat�onal Rev�ew of Env�ronmental Educat�on and �ts Contr�but�on 
to Susta�nab�l�ty �n Austral�a: Frameworks for Susta�nab�l�ty

53

There have been a number of nat�onal 
developments over the past five years 
that help contextual�se learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty pol�cy and pract�ce 
�n Austral�a. The catalyst for these 
developments was the ‘Environmental 
Education for a Sustainable Future 
National Action Plan’139 launched 
�n July 2000. The purpose of the 
Nat�onal Act�on Plan �s to prov�de 
better coord�nat�on of act�v�t�es 
and to support leadersh�p across 
major groups and at var�ous levels. 
The document �nterprets EE very 
broadly and recogn�ses needs across 
formal educat�on, further and h�gher 
educat�on and commun�ty educat�on, 
as well as bus�ness and �ndustry (see 
‘Focus On: Env�ronmental Educat�on 
for a Susta�nable Future: A Nat�onal 
Act�on Plan for Austral�a’ on page 54).

The Austral�an Government’s 
comm�tment to �mplement�ng the 
Nat�onal Act�on Plan resulted �n a 
number of �n�t�at�ves:

a) The Nat�onal Env�ronmental 
Educat�on Counc�l (NEEC) 
was establ�shed �n July 2000 as 
a non-statutory body prov�d�ng 
expert adv�ce to the M�n�ster for 
the Env�ronment and Her�tage, as 
well as to the federal Department of 
the Env�ronment and Her�tage. It 
prov�des adv�ce on the effect�veness 
and profile of the Austral�an 
Government’s EE and learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty act�v�t�es and ass�sts �n 
�dent�fy�ng pr�or�ty needs �n Austral�a 
(see Box 1.62). The NEEC, wh�ch 
meets three t�mes a year, �s composed 
of key stakeholders from bus�ness 

and �ndustry, commun�ty educat�on, 
EE profess�onal assoc�at�ons, as well 
as school, vocat�onal and un�vers�ty 
educat�on.

A recent focus for the Counc�l has 
been the establ�shment of Work�ng 
Groups. W�th the approval of the 
M�n�ster for the Env�ronment and 
Her�tage, �nd�v�duals w�th expert�se 
�n the further and h�gher educat�on, 
compulsory school�ng and �ndustry 
sectors were �nv�ted to jo�n work�ng 
groups. The Work�ng Groups meet 
as needed to d�scuss �ssues relevant 
to each sector. Del�berat�ons and 
recommendat�ons are then put 
forward to the full Counc�l for 
endorsement140.

b) The Nat�onal Env�ronmental 
Educat�on Network (NEEN), 
establ�shed �n May 2001, br�ngs 
together government managers 
from env�ronment and educat�on 
portfol�os from across Austral�a. The 
purpose of the network �s to �mprove 
coord�nat�on of the del�very of 
env�ronmental educat�on, exchange 
�nformat�on and share resources 
between States, Terr�tor�es and 
nat�onal bod�es. NEEN supports the 
development of qual�ty government 
programmes and mater�als and 
prov�des a platform for explor�ng the 
theoret�cal aspects of EE �n Austral�a. 
The Network mostly exchanges 
�nformat�on electron�cally or �n 
hard copy, w�th l�m�ted face-to-face 
contact. It has a Susta�nable School 
sub-work�ng group wh�ch has been 
act�ve �n advanc�ng management 
structures and �dent�fy�ng pr�nc�ples 

■ Box	1.62
	 National	Environmental	
	 Education	Council	(NEEC)

The Nat�onal Env�ronmental Educat�on 
Counc�l plays a central role �n the 
�mplementat�on of the Nat�onal Act�on 
Plan through ra�s�ng the profile of EE and 
prov�d�ng expert adv�ce to the Austral�an 
Government on EE �ssues, �n part�cular, 
how Austral�ans can move beyond 
env�ronmental awareness to �nformed act�on 
for susta�nab�l�ty.

The Counc�l �s respons�ble for:

● ma�nta�n�ng an overv�ew of nat�onal EE 
programs and mater�als;

● �dent�fy�ng pr�or�ty EE �ssues for 
nat�onal act�on;

● �dent�fy�ng pr�or�ty EE research needs 
�n Austral�a;

● prov�d�ng strateg�c adv�ce on the EE 
act�v�t�es of the Env�ronment and Her�tage 
Portfol�o;

● advocat�ng pract�cal EE �n all spheres of 
educat�on and formal tra�n�ng �n 
vocat�onal, bus�ness and �ndustry and 
commun�ty educat�on sectors;

● prov�d�ng adv�ce on the establ�shment of an 
EE Research Foundat�on; and

● prov�d�ng annual reports to the M�n�ster 
w�th recommendat�ons for further 
�mplementat�on of the Nat�onal Act�on Plan.

Adapted from Department of the Environment 
and Heritage (2005b)
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Austral�a’s Nat�onal Act�on Plan for Env�ronmental 
Educat�on was launched by the M�n�ster for the 
Env�ronment and Her�tage �n July 2000. It outl�nes the 
Austral�an Government pol�cy �n EE. The Nat�onal Act�on 
Plan was developed after cons�der�ng comments on the 
d�scuss�on paper ‘Today Shapes Tomorrow: Environmental 
Education for a Sustainable Future’ 141. The Plan �s �ntended 
to prov�de a h�gher profile for EE, better coord�nat�on, 
enhanced profess�onal development for teachers and others 
�nvolved �n EE, �mproved resources and the �ntegrat�on of 
EE �nto ma�nstream educat�on and tra�n�ng act�v�t�es142.

Austral�a’s Nat�onal Act�on Plan �s a landmark document 
as �t �s the first attempt at a nat�onal approach to EE. The 
document �s �ntended to prov�de d�rect�on and support the 
development of EE across the sectors tak�ng �t beyond the 
classroom where EE act�v�t�es have focused on.

Key �n�t�at�ves of the Plan �nclude:

● the establ�shment of the Nat�onal Env�ronmental 
Educat�on Counc�l (NEEC), an expert adv�sory body 
compr�s�ng people from a var�ety of sectors;

● the establ�shment of the Nat�onal Env�ronmental 
Educat�on Network (NEEN) compr�s�ng representat�ves 
from Commonwealth, State and Terr�tory env�ronment 
and educat�on agenc�es to promote better coord�nat�on 
of act�v�t�es;

● the �mplementat�on of a research program to �mprove 
the qual�ty of EE and ach�eve better outcomes; and

● better resourc�ng of EE through an Env�ronmental 
Educat�on Grants Program.

Adapted from the Department of the Environment and 
Heritage (2005b). Ava�lable at: http://www.deh.gov.
au/educat�on/publ�cat�ons/nap/�ndex.html

History of implementing the 
National Action Plan

2005 - Nat�onal Env�ronmental Educat�on Statement 
(NEES) �s released.

2004 - M�n�ster for the Env�ronment and Her�tage 
approved Nat�onal Susta�nable Schools In�t�at�ve 
fund�ng for the Northern Terr�tory and the Austral�an 
Cap�tal Terr�tory.

2004 - Austral�an Research Inst�tute �n Educat�on for 
Susta�nab�l�ty (ARIES) rece�ved an add�t�onal $1.8 
m�ll�on for further research projects.

2004 - Nat�onal Susta�nable Schools In�t�at�ve launched 
w�th $2 m�ll�on fund�ng over four years.

2004 - Educat�on D�rectors-General of all States 
and Terr�tor�es agreed to the development of the first 
Nat�onal Env�ronmental Educat�on Statement for 
Schools (NEES). 

2003 - Austral�an Research Inst�tute �n Educat�on for 
Susta�nab�l�ty (ARIES) �s establ�shed.

2003-2004 - Add�t�onal fund�ng approved for the 
extens�on of the Susta�nable Schools In�t�at�ve to 
Queensland, Western Austral�a and South Austral�a.

2002-2003 - P�lot Susta�nable Schools programs �n 
New South Wales and V�ctor�a �mplemented. 

2001 - Nat�onal Env�ronmental Educat�on Network 
(NEEN) establ�shed. 

2000 - Nat�onal Env�ronmental Educat�on Counc�l 
(NEEC) establ�shed. 

2000 - Env�ronmental Educat�on for a Susta�nable 
Future: Nat�onal Act�on Plan launched

Environmental Education for a 
Sustainable Future: A National 

Action Plan for Australia
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■ Box	1.63

For a more �n-depth rev�ew of the 
contr�but�on School Educat�on has made to 
susta�nab�l�ty �n Austral�a see Volume 2 of 
th�s ser�es.

National Review of Environmental 
Education and its contributions to 
Sustainability in Australia: School 
Education – Key Findings

‘We w�ll not be able to strengthen the 
contr�but�on of Env�ronmental Educat�on 
to susta�nab�l�ty �n the school educat�on 
sector solely through the �ntegrat�on of 
susta�nab�l�ty content �nto the curr�culum. 
It w�ll requ�re a fundamental sh�ft �n 
current pract�ce. Th�s sh�ft w�ll requ�re the 
establ�shment of whole-school approaches to 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty, wh�ch cons�der the 
�nfrastructure, management, curr�culum and 
teach�ng approaches of the school….progress 
towards learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty �n th�s 
sector [�n Austral�a] bas been slow w�th many 
efforts only result�ng �n the �ntegrat�on of 
some susta�nab�l�ty concepts �nto curr�culum 
content rather than �n educat�onal change.’

Tilbury, D., Coleman, V. and Garlick, D., 
(2005b, p.1)

for the Austral�an Susta�nable School 
In�t�at�ve (AuSSI).

c) The Austral�an Research Inst�tute �n 
Educat�on for Susta�nab�l�ty 
(ARIES), located at Macquar�e 
Un�vers�ty, was establ�shed �n 
December 2003 to meet the 
Austral�an Government’s need for 
research, as �dent�fied �n the Nat�onal 
Act�on Plan for EE. The Inst�tute 
�s work�ng on a range of projects 
a�med at better understand�ng 
and ach�ev�ng organ�sat�onal 
and stakeholder change towards 
susta�nab�l�ty. The Department 
of the Env�ronment and Her�tage 
�s ult�mately respons�ble for 
�dent�fy�ng, defin�ng and manag�ng 
the projects to be undertaken by 
Macquar�e Un�vers�ty. Both NEEC 
and NEEN play �mportant roles �n 
sett�ng the research agenda through 
the �dent�ficat�on of pr�or�ty areas 
for attent�on. In �ts first year �t has 
undertaken the follow�ng projects: 
a rev�ew of wholeschool approaches 
to susta�nab�l�ty cons�st�ng of a 
analys�s of �nternat�onal frameworks 
�nform�ng Susta�nable Schools 
Programs; research �nto ex�st�ng 
ICT tools that can ass�st �ndustry to 
make changes towards susta�nab�l�ty; 
research �nto models of educat�on 
about and for susta�nab�l�ty �n MBAs 
and a comprehens�ve rev�ew of EE 
pract�ces and the�r contr�but�ons 
to susta�nab�l�ty across sectors �n 
Austral�a143.

These �n�t�at�ves are well pos�t�oned to 
�nfluence EE pract�ce �n Austral�a wh�ch 
�s st�ll struggl�ng to embrace learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty. The follow�ng sect�on 
prov�des a br�ef overv�ew of current 
trends across the sectors. 

i) School Education
The formal educat�on sector cont�nues 
to be the dom�nant focus of EE 
thought and pract�ce �n Austral�a, 
but not the greatest supporter of 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty. EE �s a 
non-mandatory component of schools 
w�th the except�on of New South Wales 
(NSW) and, as a result, struggles for 
acceptance �n ma�nstream formal and 
teacher educat�on. It has a presence 
�n the curr�culum, but rema�ns 
marg�nal�sed �n pract�ce. Sc�ence and 
Stud�es of Soc�ety and Env�ronment, 
�dent�fied as key learn�ng areas �n the 
curr�culum, prov�de opportun�t�es 
for students to learn about the 
env�ronment. Opportun�t�es for 
modell�ng or develop�ng understand�ng 
of susta�nab�l�ty �n schools are 
l�m�ted. S�m�larly, the whole school 
approaches (see ‘Focus On: Whole-
School Approaches to Susta�nab�l�ty 
�n Austral�a’ on page 56) wh�ch 
�nvolve staff, students and commun�ty 
�n learn�ng for change towards 
susta�nab�l�ty are rare.

Volume 2 of th�s ser�es documents how 
the formal educat�on sector has been 
the most res�stant to change towards 
susta�nab�l�ty. Curr�culum pol�cy and 
gu�del�ne documents across the States 
have been slow to react to th�s thrust 
of EE and a few have only recently 
begun to take on the language of 
susta�nab�l�ty (see Box 1.63). S�m�larly, 
there are few EE programs w�th a 
susta�nab�l�ty focus, and even fewer 
courses that promote learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty.

In Austral�a, formal educat�on �s the 
respons�b�l�ty of each State and Terr�tory, 
so �t �s not surpr�s�ng to find that the 
status and place of EE and learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty var�es across the country. 
NSW, Queensland and V�ctor�a have 
an EE pol�cy document for schools. 
However, NSW �s the only state where 
EE for susta�nab�l�ty �s mandatory �n 
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Whole-School Approaches to 
Sustainability in Australia

In Austral�a, whole-school approaches to susta�nab�l�ty 
are rare. However, the Austral�an Susta�nable Schools 
In�t�at�ve (AuSSI) �s seek�ng to make th�s common 
pract�ce across Austral�a. The Austral�an Government 
has comm�tted $2 m�ll�on to the �n�t�at�ve over four 
years. AuSSI not only seeks the presence of susta�nab�l�ty 
w�th the curr�culum but also �mplements change w�th�n 
school management of resources and grounds (�nclud�ng 
energy, waste, water, b�od�vers�ty, landscape des�gn, 
products and mater�als). The program �s act�on based 
and seeks to �nvolve the whole school commun�ty �n 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty as well as �n the susta�nable 
management of the school. AuSSI does not replace 
other EE �n�t�at�ves �n schools but �nstead l�nks to, and 
complements, ex�st�ng programs through prov�d�ng a 
framework for th�s area of learn�ng and change.

Guiding Principles

The Austral�an Susta�nable Schools In�t�at�ve:

● seeks to develop a school culture comm�tted to the 
pr�nc�ples of Ecolog�cal Susta�nable Development;

● seeks to go beyond awareness ra�s�ng to act�on learn�ng 
and �ntegrat�on w�th school curr�cula;

● encourages the �nvolvement of the whole school 
commun�ty �nclud�ng teachers, students, 
adm�n�strat�ve staff, grounds staff, canteen operators 
and parents;

● encourages the �nvolvement of a school’s local 
commun�ty �nclud�ng env�ronment experts, local 
bus�nesses, government and non-government 
organ�sat�ons and encourages a sh�ft �n the broader 
commun�ty towards more susta�nable pract�ces and 
processes;

● seeks to develop relat�onsh�ps w�th organ�sat�ons that 
�mpact on the management of a school (e.g. propert�es, 
fac�l�t�es, operat�ons and government suppl�es);

● �s founded on a sound bas�s of theory and pract�ce �n 
schools and school systems, qual�ty teach�ng and learn�ng, 
values educat�on, cultural and env�ronmental change, 
env�ronmental educat�on for susta�nab�l�ty, organ�sat�onal 
theory, systems theory, act�on research and commun�ty 
development; and

● encourages schools to ach�eve measurable soc�al, 
env�ronmental, educat�onal and econom�c outcomes.

Benefits

The benefits to schools �nclude:

• the opportun�ty to ach�eve curr�culum requ�rements �n
the key learn�ng areas e.g. conduct�ng an env�ronmental 
aud�t of the school addresses Mathemat�cs and Engl�sh 
outcomes;

• reduced consumpt�on of resources and �mproved 
management of the school grounds;

• teachers and students work�ng on real-l�fe problems 
and outcomes;

• profess�onal development opportun�t�es for the whole 
school staff; and

• the school as a model for susta�nab�l�ty w�th�n the local 
commun�ty.

A set of �nd�cators to record the env�ronmental, educat�onal, 
soc�al and econom�c benefits of the �n�t�at�ve are be�ng 
tr�aled �n V�ctor�a and Queensland.

Text adapted from Department of the Environment and 
Heritage (2005b)
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government schools144. In Queensland, 
ACT and NT there are spec�fic 
curr�culum gu�del�nes for EE – although 
the susta�nab�l�ty d�mens�on �s not very 
strong. In Western Austral�a (WA), 
South Austral�a (SA) and Tasman�a, EE 
�s �ntegrated �nto the core curr�culum 
documents and reflects some elements of 
susta�nab�l�ty th�nk�ng. There have been 
several calls for an Austral�an EE pol�cy 
that represents a nat�onal agreement on 
the key curr�culum a�ms and pedagog�cal 
pr�nc�ples for schools �n the area of EE145.

Dur�ng the compulsory years of 
school�ng, and desp�te �ts recogn�sed 
cross-curr�cular nature, EE �s st�ll 
occurr�ng predom�nantly �n the Key 
Learn�ng Areas (KLAs) of Sc�ence and 
Stud�es of Soc�ety and Env�ronment146. 
However, reference to the env�ronment 
and EE can also be found �n Health 
and Phys�cal Educat�on, Technology 
and Mathemat�cs. Furthermore, 
the general nature of some learn�ng 
outcomes prov�des teachers 
w�th opportun�t�es to deal w�th 
env�ronmental �ssues and learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty �n other KLAs. These 
opportun�t�es can be found �n Engl�sh, 
Technology, Health and Phys�cal 
Educat�on, and the Arts147.

A rev�ew of school pract�ce, 
documented �n Volume 2 of th�s ser�es, 
found that �n early ch�ldhood there 
are also very few examples of EE and 
current approaches tend to focus on a 
hands-on approach to nature, rather 
than on learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty. It 
documented ev�dence wh�ch suggests 
that although some teacher educat�on 
and profess�onal development courses 
may �nclude EE concerns, these 
programs generally do not adequately 
prepare teachers to effect�vely use a 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty approach to 
EE �n the classroom.

The rev�ew argues that �n order 
to strengthen �ts contr�but�on to 
susta�nab�l�ty �n schools, EE w�ll need to:

● bu�ld the capac�ty of educators 
across the school sector �n learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty;

● cont�nue to develop whole-
school approaches to learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty wh�ch cons�der 
the management; curr�culum; 
approaches to teach�ng pract�ce; and 
�nfrastructure of the school; and

● develop strateg�c networks between 
educators, teacher educators and the 
school commun�t�es to work towards 
change for susta�nab�l�ty.

The real�ty �s that EE rema�ns a 
non-mandatory component of schools 
(w�th the except�on of NSW) and st�ll 
struggles for acceptance �n ma�nstream 
curr�culum �n Austral�a. Across the 
States and Terr�tor�es, curr�culum 
pol�cy and gu�del�ne documents have 
been slow to react to susta�nab�l�ty and 
only few have recently begun to take 
on �ts own language and concepts. As 
such, for most teachers and school 
managers, EE rema�ns a low pr�or�ty.

A very recent development has been 
the release of a Nat�onal Env�ronmental 
Educat�on Statement. The Statement 
w�ll prov�de a framework for schools 
to pr�or�t�se and address �ssues of 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty w�th�n the�r 
soc�al contexts. It �s argued that th�s 
�n�t�at�ve reflects a concerted effort by 
the Austral�an Government portfol�os 
of educat�on and env�ronment to 
work together w�th EE �n pol�cy 
development and �mplementat�on148 
(see Box 1.64).

■ Box	1.64
	 A	National	EE	Statement	for	
	 Schools

2005 saw the release of ‘Educating for a 
Sustainable Future: A National Environmental 
Education Statement for Australian Schools’. 
Th�s statement prov�des a nat�onally agreed 
descr�pt�on of the nature and purpose of 
EE and �ts contr�but�on to susta�nab�l�ty 
through all years of school�ng. It �s �ntended 
to complement rather than replace ex�st�ng 
State and Terr�tory pol�c�es. It �s to serve as a 
nat�onal reference po�nt for:

● schools as they dec�de on the�r educat�on 
programs from K to 12;

● profess�onal learn�ng programs for teachers; 

● rev�ews of curr�culum documents that 
refer to the env�ronment and susta�nab�l�ty 
�n relevant learn�ng areas �n all the States 
and Terr�tor�es of Austral�a;

● developers of educat�on mater�als for 
schools; and

● stakeholders who want to promote 
env�ronmental educat�on �n schools. 

The document �s targeted at teachers, 
schools, educat�on systems and developers of 
curr�culum mater�als.
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ii) Community 
Education
In Austral�a, commun�ty educat�on 
has evolved over t�me to result 
�n a d�verse range of learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty programs �n�t�ated 
at governmental and non-
governmental levels. Commun�ty 
EE ranges from ‘add-on’ or 
‘feel-good’ programs that focus on 
�nformat�on shar�ng to part�c�patory 
programs that focus on act�on and 
l�felong learn�ng a�m�ng to bu�ld 
healthy and v�brant commun�t�es151 
(see Box 1.65).

Increas�ngly EE �s focus�ng on 
the ab�l�ty of the commun�ty to 
�nfluence, share and/or control the 
dec�s�on-mak�ng process152. Inherent 
�n th�s ab�l�ty �s a commun�ty’s 
values, sk�lls set, mot�vat�on and 
capac�ty to effect�vely and effic�ently 
contr�bute to processes of change. 
In essence, the bu�ld�ng of these 
capac�t�es �s a core object�ve of a 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty approach 
to EE153.

The range of stakeholders �nvolved �n 
commun�ty EE programs �n Austral�a 
�s d�verse. Each program defines 
the role and purpose of commun�ty 
stakeholders �n contr�but�ng to 
successful commun�ty educat�on 
process. Commun�ty EE prov�ders 
�n Austral�a �nclude government 
agenc�es, commun�ty organ�sat�ons, 
NGOs, networks and assoc�at�ons, 
bus�nesses and h�gher learn�ng 
�nst�tut�ons and operate from 
nat�onal to local scales. D�rect�ng 
these organ�sat�ons are d�fferent 
pol�ces and strateg�es that outl�ne 
an organ�sat�on’s learn�ng pr�or�t�es 
and contr�bute to the process and 
outcomes of the educat�on prov�ded. 
These pr�or�t�es and the l�m�ted 
resources ava�lable to organ�sat�ons 
mean that there �s an �mmensely 

■ Box	1.65
	 Policy	Instruments

Austral�a’s Nat�onal Act�on Plan recogn�ses 
the �mportance of non-formal educat�on as 
a key to l�felong learn�ng and learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty. Underp�nn�ng the plan �s the 
�nvolvement of commun�ty stakeholders 
through act�on-or�ented and learn�ng 
approaches. Not only does the plan recogn�se 
the array of d�fferent stakeholders, but �t also 
acknowledges the complex�ty of compet�ng 
�nterests. The plan establ�shed fund�ng 
opportun�t�es for EE led by commun�ty 
organ�sat�ons. It led to the establ�shment of 
Federal Grants for commun�ty EE projects.

Local Agenda 21, promulgated by the 
Federal Government , ‘Hope for the 
future: The Western Austral�an State 
Susta�nab�l�ty Strategy’, Educat�on V�ctor�a’s 
‘Invest�ng �n the Future: Env�ronment 
Educat�on for V�ctor�a’s Schools’ and the 
NSW government’s strategy, ‘Learn�ng 
for Susta�nab�l�ty 2002-05’ are examples 
of add�t�onal pol�cy �nstruments that 
prov�de a framework for the des�gn and 
�mplementat�on of commun�ty learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty.

Shown �n photo: ‘Learning for Sustainability: 
NSW Environmental Education Plan  
2002-05’149 and ‘Investing in the Future: 
Environment Education for Victoria’s  
Schools’150. Department of Educat�on: V�ctor�a.

■ Box	1.66
	 Environmental	Trust	Fund	grants		
	 for	EE	Projects

The Env�ronmental Trust Fund �s an 
�ndependent statutory body establ�shed 
by the NSW government to support 
env�ronmental projects that do not 
rece�ve funds from the usual government 
sources. The trust �s empowered under The 
Enviromental Trust Act 1998, and �ts ma�n 
respons�b�l�ty �s to make and superv�se 
the expend�ture of grants. The trust �s 
adm�n�stered by the Department of the 
Env�ronment and Conservat�on.

The program has a spec�fic EE Grants 
Programs wh�ch a�ms to support educat�onal 
projects or programs that develop or w�den 
the commun�ty’s knowledge of, sk�lls �n, and 
comm�tment to protect�ng the env�ronment 
and promot�ng susta�nable behav�our. The 
object�ves of the grant’s program are:

● to help atta�n one or more of the outcomes 
�n the NSW Government’s Env�ronmental 
Educat�on Plan, Learn�ng for Susta�nab�l�ty;

● to fac�l�tate changes �n behav�our of 
�nd�v�duals and groups wh�ch affect spec�fic 
env�ronmental problems; and

● to develop and promote educat�on projects 
wh�ch �mprove the env�ronment.

Grants of between $5,000 and $100,000 are 
ava�lable for projects that prov�de resources 
or undertake educat�onal projects to �ncrease 
the env�ronmental awareness of �nd�v�duals, 
spec�fic groups, spec�al �nterest groups and/or 
the general commun�ty. In 2005, the total 
funds to be offered under the EE Grants 
program were:

● $0.5 m�ll�on w�ll be allocated to the 
Commun�ty Organ�sat�ons program and

● $0.5 m�ll�on w�ll be allocated to the State 
and Local Government program.

Compet�t�on for funds for Env�ronmental 
Educat�on projects �s normally h�gh. In 
the 2004 grants round, 199 express�ons of 
�nterest w�th an upper value of $12.4 m�ll�on 
were rece�ved and resulted �n 35 �nv�ted 
appl�cat�ons totall�ng $3 m�ll�on. The Trust 
approved 21 grants totall�ng $1.13 m�ll�on. 

NSW Government (2005a)



A Nat�onal Rev�ew of Env�ronmental Educat�on and �ts Contr�but�on 
to Susta�nab�l�ty �n Austral�a: Frameworks for Susta�nab�l�ty

59

d�verse range of educat�onal programs 
offered to commun�t�es.

Fund�ng for commun�ty EE programs 
can be obta�ned from a var�ety of 
sources �n Austral�a. Fund�ng grants are 
offered through compet�t�ve processes 
or as one-off g�fts. Government 
fund�ng, �n part�cular, generally 
�ncludes assessment cr�ter�a, wh�ch 
are typ�cally t�ed to outcomes-based 
performance and are determ�ned 
through a compet�t�ve appl�cat�on 
process. Some grant author�t�es, such 
as the Env�ronmental Trust Fund 
�n NSW (see Box 1.66), strongly 
encourage cross-sectoral partnersh�ps 
for EE programs.

Increas�ngly, commun�ty part�c�pants, 
prov�ders and fund�ng bod�es are 
recogn�s�ng the �mportance of 
partnersh�ps �n understand�ng the 
�nterconnectedness and pol�t�cal nature 
of susta�nab�l�ty, and �n ach�ev�ng 
system�c and structural change for 
susta�nab�l�ty. Partnersh�p projects 
have been �mportant �n address�ng 
�mbalances �n program content 
and methodology. Partnersh�ps for 
commun�ty EE programs �n Austral�a 
are establ�shed �n one of three ways:

(i) from commun�ty concern/
comm�tments and a�ms to address 
local �ssues;

(ii) from a des�re to atta�n fund�ng for
 a spec�fic project; or

(iii) from agenc�es external to 
local commun�t�es, w�th a v�ew 
to develop�ng and/or support�ng 
part�cular funct�ons w�th�n the 
commun�t�es.

Partnersh�ps have been �nstrumental 
�n generat�ng commun�ty capac�ty. 
Respons�ble and reflect�ve partnersh�ps 
are beg�nn�ng to emerge to ensure 
mutually benefic�al outcomes and the 

shar�ng of work/�nformat�on across 
partner organ�sat�ons and sectors.

A rev�ew of commun�ty EE �n�t�at�ves 
�n Austral�a, documented �n Volume 
3 of th�s ser�es, found that recent EE 
�n�t�at�ves that support susta�nab�l�ty �n 
the commun�ty a�m to enhance soc�al 
cap�tal, bu�ld commun�ty capac�ty for 
dec�s�on-mak�ng and bu�ld leadersh�p 
capab�l�t�es �n the commun�ty �n order 
to �mprove the env�ronment (see Box 
1.67). It argues that trad�t�onally, wh�le 
c�t�zens have been act�ve �n the allev�at�on 
of env�ronmental problems, they d�d not 
usually address �ssues of susta�nab�l�ty at 
the source. To date, many commun�ty 
educat�on programs have focused 
on a ‘hands on’ approach and have 
not ult�mately bu�lt the capac�ty of 
part�c�pants/volunteers so that they can 
get to the root of the cause and/or susta�n 
the act�on. For example part�c�pat�ng 
�n one-off events a�med at remed�at�ng 
the problem (such as l�tter clean-up 
campa�gns) rather than allev�at�ng the 
problem (such as the redes�gn of the 
waste collect�on system to �mprove �ts 
funct�on). The rev�ew does however 
document a change �n th�s trend. It 
argues that �t �s slowly be�ng recogn�sed 
that learn�ng and act�on for susta�nab�l�ty 
requ�res democrat�c and negot�ated 
engagement of a range of stakeholders 
and that commun�ty group (re)act�on 
alone w�ll not ach�eve the level of change 
requ�red for susta�nab�l�ty.

As a result, commun�ty EE �s seek�ng 
to bu�ld the capac�ty of part�c�pants 
to d�rect the�r own learn�ng and to 
recru�t educators who can support 
th�s process. Th�s separates trad�t�onal 
part�c�pat�on �n commun�ty act�on 
(where the commun�ty m�ght be 
�nvolved �n a preset act�v�ty such 
as plant�ng, weed�ng, or mak�ng 
�nterpret�ve s�gns) from part�c�pat�on �n 
learn�ng and act�on for susta�nab�l�ty.

■ Box	1.67

For a more �n-depth rev�ew of the 
contr�but�on Commun�ty Educat�on has 
made to susta�nab�l�ty �n Austral�a see Volume 
3 of th�s Ser�es.

National Review of Environmental 
Education and its contributions to 
Sustainability in Australia: Community 
Education – Key Findings 

‘In pract�ce, Commun�ty Env�ronmental 
Educat�on �n Austral�a has evolved over t�me 
to result �n d�verse programs by government 
and non-government organ�sat�ons. 
Trad�t�onally, wh�le c�t�zens have been act�ve 
�n allev�at�ng env�ronmental problems, 
they d�d not usually address �ssues of 
susta�nab�l�ty at source. Increas�ngly, however, 
�t �s be�ng recogn�sed that learn�ng and 
act�on for susta�nab�l�ty �nvolve democrat�c, 
negot�ated and pragmat�c engagement, 
and that commun�ty (re) act�on alone w�ll 
not ach�eve susta�nab�l�ty. Th�s provokes 
the quest�on of what capac�ty bu�ld�ng 
�s requ�red for commun�t�es to make the 
leap from part�c�pat�on �n (re) act�on for 
the env�ronment to part�c�pat�ng �n more 
system�c change for susta�nab�l�ty.’

Tilbury, D., Coleman, V., Jones, A. and 
MacMaster, K. (2005b, p.1)
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The rev�ew also acknowledges the 
�ncreas�ng trend to �nvest �n soc�al 
market�ng techn�ques �n EE. It 
po�nts to how soc�al market�ng has 
enhanced knowledge and awareness 
of env�ronmental �ssues but suggests 
that �t has had l�ttle �mpact on the 
atta�nment of long term env�ronmental 
outcomes. The rev�ew �dent�fies a small 
number of soc�al market�ng campa�gns 
that have been �ntegrat�ng aspects of 
reflect�ve approaches wh�ch may help 
overcome �ts l�m�tat�ons.

Another trend �n commun�ty educat�on 
�s the �ncrease �n the number of EE 
programs ava�lable for commun�t�es 
of culturally and l�ngu�st�cally d�verse 
backgrounds �n Austral�a. However, 
these programs are mostly confined 
to �nformat�on shar�ng and awareness 
ra�s�ng. Some are beg�nn�ng to bu�ld 
commun�ty capac�ty and prov�de 
opportun�t�es for commun�ty members 
to part�c�pate �n dec�s�on-mak�ng 
and change for susta�nab�l�ty. Th�s 
has been poss�ble by adopt�ng more 
act�on-or�ented methodolog�es wh�ch 
are assoc�ated w�th learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty. For example, act�on 
research wh�ch engages the commun�ty 
through an act�on or�ented, context 
spec�fic, learn�ng process.

The rev�ew suggests that �n order to 
strengthen the contr�but�on of EE 
to susta�nab�l�ty, commun�ty EE w�ll 
need to:

● bu�ld the capac�ty of commun�ty 
based educators �n learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty approaches;

● cont�nue to prov�de �ncent�ves and 
support to �nclude educat�on and 
learn�ng �n commun�ty env�ronmental 
and susta�nab�l�ty programs; and

● cont�nue to develop strateg�c 
networks and partnersh�ps between 
government, commun�ty groups 

and c�t�zens for more coherent and 
cons�stent educat�on act�ons for 
susta�nab�l�ty.

iii) Business and  
Industry Education
Recent stud�es show that many 
compan�es, large and small, are 
struggl�ng w�th the agenda of 
susta�nab�l�ty154. Numerous state and 
federal government departments, 
NGOs, �ndustry assoc�at�ons and 
pr�vate consultanc�es are seek�ng to 
address th�s by prov�d�ng tra�n�ng 
courses, toolk�ts and other resources.

Compan�es, themselves, are �nvest�ng 
�n and develop�ng educat�on resources 
for the�r employees and, �ncreas�ngly, 
the�r external stakeholders. A number 
of compan�es �n Austral�a now quant�fy 
the tra�n�ng they prov�de �n the�r annual 
or susta�nab�l�ty reports �n l�ne w�th 
the Global Report�ng In�t�at�ve’s (GRI) 
core �nd�cator LA9 ‘average hours of 
tra�n�ng per year per employee’155. 
Others deta�l the number of employees 
that have attended certa�n tra�n�ng 
courses, espec�ally those focus�ng 
on env�ronmental management 
and occupat�onal health and safety. 
However, few go further than th�s to 
cons�der the �mpact of the�r tra�n�ng 
and the contr�but�on �t makes to 
�ndustry susta�nab�l�ty. Indeed, few 
compan�es appear to carry out any sort 
of evaluat�on, and those that do tend 
to rely on surveys wh�ch do not always 
prov�de the �nformat�on requ�red to 
truly assess learn�ng and effect�veness. 

Vocat�onal educat�on and tra�n�ng 
and government programs �n EE for 
�ndustry personnel are also offered 
but these mostly focus on compl�ance 
�ssues. Bus�ness Schools have begun 
to recogn�se the need to sh�ft towards 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty but often 
lack the sk�lls, capac�ty or leadersh�p to 
act�on change156.

■ Box	1.68

For a more �n-depth rev�ew of the 
contr�but�on EE w�th�n the bus�ness and 
�ndustry has made to susta�nab�l�ty �n 
Austral�a see Volume 4 of th�s Ser�es.

National Review of Environmental 
Education and its contributions to 
Sustainability in Australia: Business and 
Industry Education – Key Findings

‘W�th�n Austral�a, Env�ronmental Educat�on 
�n the �ndustry sector tends to focus on the 
techn�cal knowledge and sk�lls requ�red 
to perform certa�n env�ronmental job 
funct�ons and there are many examples of 
successful programs of th�s k�nd. Typ�cally 
these programs have a l�m�ted scope and do 
not seek to �dent�fy alternat�ves to current 
organ�sat�onal pol�cy and pract�ce towards 
susta�nab�l�ty. It �s rare to find �ndustry 
educat�on programs that mot�vate or bu�ld 
the capac�ty of part�c�pants to reor�ent 
current pract�ce.’

Tilbury, D., Adams, K. and Keogh, A. (2005b, p.2)
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In pract�ce, EE programs targeted 
at bus�ness and �ndustry tend to 
d�ssem�nate knowledge about 
susta�nab�l�ty. Yet, �ncreased awareness 
and understand�ng about susta�nab�l�ty 
�ssues are only part of the solut�on, as 
they �n themselves do not necessar�ly 
lead to change (see Box 1.68). 
Austral�an compan�es are currently 
�nundated w�th �nformat�on about 
susta�nab�l�ty, but progress towards 
more susta�nable pract�ce rema�ns 
slow (see Box 1.69). Th�s provokes 
the quest�on of how can bus�ness 
and �ndustry make the leap from 
�nformat�on about susta�nab�l�ty to 
�mplement�ng change for susta�nab�l�ty.

A rev�ew of learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty 
pract�ce �n bus�ness and �ndustry, 
documented �n Volume 4 of th�s 
ser�es, argues that there �s st�ll an 
�nadequate body of knowledge about 
what effect�ve programs �n learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty look l�ke w�th�n 
th�s sector.157 There �s not only a lack 
of case stud�es but also analys�s of 
what �s actually needed to engage th�s 
sector w�th appropr�ate learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty approaches to ach�eve 
env�ronmental and susta�nab�l�ty 
outcomes.158 The components of 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty can prov�de 
a bas�s to �dent�fy effect�ve EE 
pract�ce wh�ch w�ll ach�eve change 
for susta�nab�l�ty w�th�n bus�ness and 
�ndustry. Apply�ng these, the nat�onal 
rev�ew documented �n Volume 4 
shows how �nformal learn�ng through 
peer networks prov�des an �mportant 
opportun�ty for address�ng th�s need 
(see Box 1.70).

W�th�n Austral�a, EE �n the bus�ness 
and �ndustry sector tends to focus 
on the techn�cal knowledge and 
sk�lls requ�red to perform certa�n 
env�ronmental job funct�ons and 
there are many examples of successful 
programs of th�s k�nd. Typ�cally these 
programs have a l�m�ted scope and 
do not seek to �dent�fy alternat�ves 

to current organ�sat�onal pol�cy and 
pract�ce towards susta�nab�l�ty. It �s rare 
to find �ndustry educat�on programs 
that mot�vate or bu�ld the capac�ty 
of part�c�pants to reor�ent current 
pract�ce. A handful of progress�ve 
compan�es are show�ng leadersh�p by 
educat�ng the�r own stakeholders about 
and for susta�nab�l�ty. These compan�es 
are start�ng to �ntegrate educat�on and 
tra�n�ng programs �nto the�r Corporate 
Soc�al Respons�b�l�ty pol�c�es and 
susta�nab�l�ty report�ng �n�t�at�ves. 
Others are ut�l�s�ng approaches such as 
L�fe Cycle Analys�s to �ncrease d�alogue 
amongst and between �ndustr�es 
and generate organ�sat�onal change 
wh�lst prov�d�ng further opportun�t�es 
�n learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty and 
develop�ng partnersh�ps.

The compl�ance and performance 
approach promoted by much of the 
�ndustry EE �n Austral�a st�ll has an 
�mportant role to play �n ass�st�ng 
changes to susta�nab�l�ty, but w�ll 
not necessar�ly lead to deeper last�ng 
change. For such change to occur, 
compan�es must define where they 
want to be and explore alternat�ves 
for gett�ng there. Th�s process of 
env�s�on�ng and futures th�nk�ng 
�s cr�t�cal for compan�es to al�gn 
themselves w�th change towards 
susta�nab�l�ty and helps frame 
susta�nab�l�ty as an opportun�ty rather 
than a r�sk that needs to be m�n�m�sed. 
The major�ty of the EE opportun�t�es 
ava�lable to Austral�an bus�ness and 
�ndustry d�ffer from th�s approach, 
prov�d�ng a one-way d�ssem�nat�on 
of �nformat�on from ‘experts’ to 
compan�es �nstruct�ng them exactly 
where they should go and how they 
should get there.

One barr�er to deeper change �s 
that compan�es often struggle to 
d�st�ngu�sh between env�ronmental 
performance and the broader not�on 
of susta�nab�l�ty. Those that have 

■ Box	1.69
	 Resources	and	Toolkits	for	
	 Sustainability

A recent research study of �nternat�onal 
toolk�ts (wh�ch �ncluded th�rty-e�ght 
Austral�an resources ) des�gned to engage 
�ndustry on var�ous aspects of susta�nab�l�ty 
found that bus�ness and �ndustry are 
currently �nundated w�th �nformat�on about 
susta�nab�l�ty. The study showed that the 
resources d�d not however prov�de effect�ve 
tools on how to progress susta�nab�l�ty 
w�th�n th�s sector. Few of the resources 
target job funct�ons (such as qual�ty 
assurance) w�th�n a company or spec�fic 
bus�ness/�ndustry areas (such as strateg�c 
plann�ng, human resources). They were 
mostly untargeted and d�d not acknowledge 
the complex real�ty of �mplement�ng 
susta�nab�l�ty �n an organ�sat�on. It was 
therefore unclear how these resources could 
ass�st bus�ness and �ndustry to sh�ft towards 
more susta�nable pract�ce.

Tilbury and Adams (2005)

■ Box	1.70
	 Informal	Peer	Networks

‘It �s thought that only 20% of what �s learnt 
�n the workplace comes through structured 
formal tra�n�ng. Informal �nteract�on 
w�th peers �s seen as the predom�nant 
way that many employees learn. These 
�nteract�ons range from chance meet�ngs 
by the watercooler to offic�al conferences 
and network�ng events. However, many 
organ�sat�ons are obl�v�ous to th�s ‘�nv�s�ble’ 
everyday learn�ng and do not �nvest t�me or 
resources �n �t. Th�s �s not to suggest that 
�ndustry abandons formal opportun�t�es for 
learn�ng and tra�n�ng but to h�ghl�ght the 
complementary role of �nformal learn�ng 
– espec�ally for people who cannot comm�t 
to h�gher educat�on.

The best examples of peer networks enable 
part�c�pants to construct new knowledge 
by prov�d�ng env�ronments where the 
negot�at�on and creat�on of knowledge 
�n susta�nab�l�ty can occur as well as 
reflect�on upon exper�ences wh�ch can ass�st 
�n advanc�ng the�r ab�l�ty to �mplement 
susta�nab�l�ty.’

Tilbury, Adams and Keogh (2005a, p.6-8)
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made the d�st�nct�on recogn�se that 
susta�nab�l�ty �nvolves profound 
changes �n core th�nk�ng, pol�c�es and 
pract�ces. To ach�eve th�s, �t �s argued 
that, compan�es need transformat�onal 
change. Ev�dence suggests that those 
organ�sat�ons that adopt susta�nab�l�ty 
are accelerat�ng th�s change by us�ng 
organ�sat�onal learn�ng.

Organ�sat�onal learn�ng �s based on 
the pr�nc�ples of adapt�ve management 
and uses those techn�ques w�th�n 
the workplace. It promotes exchange 
of �nformat�on between employees 
hence creat�ng a more knowledgeable 
workforce. Th�s produces a very flex�ble 
organ�sat�on where people w�ll accept 
and adapt new �deas and changes 
through a shared v�s�on. It employs 
pr�nc�ples of learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty 
such as env�s�on�ng, systems and ‘cr�t�cal’ 
th�nk�ng to create an atmosphere of team 
learn�ng and develop shared v�s�ons and 
systems th�nk�ng.

It could be argued that, susta�nab�l�ty 
cannot be ach�eved w�thout 
�nnovat�on and �nnovat�on �s best 
ach�eved �n a culture that embraces 
learn�ng. The challenge for EE, �f �t 
�s to fully contr�bute to bus�ness and 
�ndustry susta�nab�l�ty, �s to foster 
th�s organ�sat�onal learn�ng as well as 
prov�d�ng opportun�t�es for execut�ves 
and the w�der workforce to develop the 
necessary knowledge and sk�lls.

The nat�onal rev�ew of exper�ences 
�n Austral�a, documented �n 
Volume 4, argued that to strengthen 
the contr�but�on of learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty w�th�n the bus�ness and 
�ndustry sector, there �s a need to:

● prov�de opportun�t�es to �nformally 
educate and engage sen�or execut�ves 
�n susta�nab�l�ty;

● educate and tra�n managers and 
employees across the organ�sat�on 

to develop the necessary sk�lls 
and knowledge �n aspects of 
susta�nab�l�ty; and

● promote organ�sat�onal learn�ng �n 
relat�on to susta�nab�l�ty �ssues.

iv) Further and Higher 
Education
Change towards susta�nab�l�ty �n 
th�s sector requ�res more than just 
reth�nk�ng educat�on plans or curr�cula. 
Ult�mately, learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty 
has �mpl�cat�ons for the core of the 
�nst�tut�onal culture, �nfluenc�ng the 
dec�s�ons, management procedures 
and research act�ons of the further 
and h�gher educat�on sector. The large 
scale changes requ�red may expla�n 
the d�fficult�es th�s sector faces to fully 
engage w�th susta�nab�l�ty. Instead, �t 
has seen �ts contr�but�on as mostly that 
of undertak�ng susta�nab�l�ty research 
for chang�ng commun�ty th�nk�ng and 
pract�ce rather than chang�ng �tself.

A handful of susta�nab�l�ty �n�t�at�ves 
do currently ex�st w�th�n Austral�an 
further and h�gher educat�on 
�nst�tut�ons but these tend to focus on 
s�ngle projects to address susta�nab�l�ty, 
as opposed to tak�ng a more system�c 
v�ew of learn�ng and change across 
the �nst�tut�on. For educat�on 
�nst�tut�ons to more deeply address 
susta�nab�l�ty there �s a need to l�nk 
campus management to research, 
curr�culum and adm�n�strat�ve pract�ce, 
such that a learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty 
approach �s embedded across every 
aspect of �nst�tut�onal operat�ons �n a 
synerg�st�c way. For th�s to be poss�ble 
the further and h�gher educat�on sector 
needs to understand best pract�ce �n 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty. Th�s w�ll 
allow stakeholders to evaluate the 
effect�veness of ex�st�ng programs and 
progress towards long-last�ng change 
for susta�nab�l�ty. Th�s knowledge could 
also be used �n the des�gn and del�very 
of future programs for the sector.

■ Box	1.71
	 The	Talloires	Declaration:	Ten	
	 Point	Action	Plan:

1. Increase awareness of env�ronmentally 
susta�nable development;

2. Create an �nst�tut�onal culture of 
susta�nab�l�ty;

3. Educate for env�ronmentally respons�ble 
c�t�zensh�p;

4. Foster env�ronmental l�teracy for all;

5. Pract�ce �nst�tut�onal ecology;

6. Involve all stakeholders;

7. Collaborate for �nterd�sc�pl�nary 
approaches;

8. Enhance capac�ty of pr�mary and 
secondary schools;

9. Broaden serv�ce and outreach nat�onally 
and �nternat�onally;

10. Ma�nta�n the movement. 

ULSF (1990, p.1)

Austral�an S�gnator�es to Tallo�res

● Un�vers�ty of New South Wales

● Royal Melbourne Inst�tute of Technology

● Austral�an Nat�onal Un�vers�ty

● Melbourne Un�vers�ty

● Un�vers�ty of Technology Sydney

● Un�vers�ty of Canberra

● Un�vers�ty of Sunsh�ne Coast

● Un�vers�ty of Western Sydney
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A grow�ng number of educat�on 
�nst�tut�ons have s�gned nat�onal 
and �nternat�onal susta�nab�l�ty 
declarat�ons159. Many of these 
�nst�tut�ons struggle to fulfil the�r 
comm�tments through pol�c�es and 
�mplementat�on plans. The Tallo�res 
Declarat�on �s perhaps the most 
supported by Austral�an Un�vers�t�es 
(see Box 1.71). It has been argued 
that wh�le declarat�ons are of some 
value �n prov�d�ng d�rect�on, they 
need to be accompan�ed by a process 
of �nst�tut�onal strengthen�ng and 
profess�onal development �n order for 
the�r pr�nc�ples to be translated �nto 
pract�ce160.

Many tra�n�ng �nst�tutes, colleges and 
un�vers�t�es are currently approach�ng 
susta�nab�l�ty through campus 
green�ng (offer�ng fac�l�t�es and 
energy and water effic�ency programs) 
and a few through �ntegrat�on of 
env�ronmental knowledge �nto ex�st�ng 
courses/tra�n�ng packages. Volume 5 
of th�s ser�es, wh�ch analyses pract�ce 
w�th�n the sector, argues that wh�le 
these efforts are a first step and should 
be applauded, �nst�tut�ons need to 
address the broader not�ons of learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty. For �nstance, 
�nternat�onally th�s sector �s work�ng 
towards susta�nab�l�ty not only across 
campus management and operat�ons 
but also �n pol�cy, curr�culum, teach�ng 
approaches and research act�v�t�es. A 
hol�st�c process of �nst�tut�onal learn�ng 
for change �s cons�dered best pract�ce. 
There �s much to learn from overseas 
exper�ence �n th�s sector.

The sector �s exper�enc�ng a dr�ve 
towards a gener�c sk�lls agenda wh�ch 
could act as a veh�cle for engag�ng w�th 
susta�nab�l�ty across the d�sc�pl�nes and 
tra�n�ng packages. Th�s agenda offers 
great potent�al for address�ng ‘cr�t�cal’ 
th�nk�ng sk�lls, values clar�ficat�on 
sk�lls and stakeholder engagement 
sk�lls, wh�ch are often assoc�ated w�th 

learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty and are not 
systemat�cally addressed by current 
courses or programs.

Recently, Techn�cal and Further 
Educat�on (TAFE) centres, 
colleges and some un�vers�t�es are 
�ncreas�ngly recogn�s�ng the need to 
engage �ndustry and other external 
stakeholders �n defin�ng course 
outcomes or competenc�es so that 
these address relevant soc�al needs. 
Th�s d�alogue needs to be strengthened 
through more formal partnersh�ps as 
�t has great potent�al to dr�ve changes 
towards susta�nab�l�ty and to ensure 
educat�on and tra�n�ng �s more relevant 
– part�cularly to the needs of employers 
and the chang�ng nature of work.

Further educat�on �s also �ncreas�ngly 
focused on competency based tra�n�ng 
through nat�onal tra�n�ng packages. 
These tra�n�ng packages are created 
by course developers and not by 
those who teach these courses. In 
compar�son, w�th�n un�vers�t�es, 
d�v�s�onal comm�ttees approve the 
general a�ms, subject and gener�c 
outcomes of courses, but �t �s the 
teach�ng staff who pull the course 
together and who exerc�se a great 
deal of control over what and how 
students learn. These d�fferences 
have �mpl�cat�ons for how we bu�ld 
capac�ty for susta�nab�l�ty across 
the sector. Strateg�es for curr�culum 
change �n further educat�on must 
d�ffer from those currently be�ng 
p�loted �n h�gher educat�on.

The educat�on for the next generat�on 
of leaders and profess�onals represents 
a cr�t�cal opportun�ty to address 
susta�nab�l�ty �ssues. The curr�culum 
change needed to se�ze th�s opportun�ty 
requ�res staff tra�n�ng, the development 
of teach�ng and learn�ng resources, and 
the rev�s�on of ex�st�ng courses as well 
as the prov�s�on of new courses (see 
Box 1.72).

■ Box	1.72

For a more �n-depth rev�ew of the 
contr�but�ons further and h�gher educat�on 
�n Austral�a to learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty see 
Volume 5 of th�s Ser�es.

National Review of Environmental 
Education and its contributions to 
Sustainability in Australia: Further and 
Higher Education – Key Findings

‘Understand�ng of the terms ‘susta�nab�l�ty’ 
and ‘learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty’ vary 
cons�derably across the further and h�gher 
educat�on sector h�ghl�ght�ng that these are 
new concepts and that there are no common 
agreed goals. It has been recogn�sed that 
there �s a need for cr�t�cal reflect�on and 
d�scuss�on of the concept to develop shared 
understand�ng and cons�stent approaches 
across the further and h�gher educat�on sector.’

Tilbury, D., Keogh, A., Leighton, A. and Kent, J. 
(2005b, p.2)
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The nat�onal rev�ew of exper�ences �n 
Austral�a, documented �n Volume 5, 
argued that �n order to enhance further 
and h�gher educat�on’s contr�but�on to 
susta�nab�l�ty, EE �n�t�at�ves w�ll need to:

● establ�sh whole of �nst�tut�onal 
approaches to learn�ng based change 
for susta�nab�l�ty. Th�s should 
�nclude campus management, 
curr�culum, research, outreach 
and operat�ons through an 
organ�sat�onal learn�ng approach;

● bu�ld capac�ty of staff (academ�c 
and adm�n�strat�ve as well as fac�l�t�es 
management staff) �n susta�nab�l�ty 
and learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty; and

● establ�sh partnersh�ps between 
�nst�tut�ons and w�th bus�ness 
government and nongovernment 
organ�sat�ons to strengthen and share 
exper�ences �n susta�nab�l�ty and 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty.

Austral�a �s �n a strong pos�t�on to ass�st 
stakeholders to make the sh�ft towards 
susta�nab�l�ty through educat�on. 
There �s �ncreas�ng momentum across 
the sectors and government structures 
to support such �n�t�at�ves. However, 
as the above summary has revealed, 
desp�te the range of efforts, there �s a 
clear need to be more strateg�c �f these 
are to have the des�red �mpact.
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■ Box	1.73
	 A	Dot-to-dot	Masterpiece?

The Royal Soc�ety for the Protect�on of 
B�rds has descr�bed efforts �n educat�on for 
susta�nab�l�ty �n Schools �n the UK:

‘Our fear �s that current pract�ce �s l�ke 
expect�ng a dot-to-dot p�cture to y�eld a 
Rembrandt portra�t’

House of Commons, Environmental Audit 
Committee (2005, para 75. p.30)

■ Box	1.74
	 Strategic	Purpose

‘How we get from… a state of poor 
Educat�on for Susta�nab�l�ty to un�versal 
r�chness of th�nk�ng and pract�ce �s �nev�tably 
a quest�on of strategy, as the ad hoc growth �n 
�nc�dence and qual�ty of educat�on for change 
that has taken place �n the past w�ll be too 
slow and �neffect�ve for the future.’

Sterling (1996b, p.197)

■ Box	1.75
	 Clarifying	terms:

Framework: a h�gh-level structure wh�ch lays 
down a common purpose and d�rect�on for 
plans and programs.

Strategy: a long term plan w�th a defined 
scope that �dent�fies: measurable object�ves; 
key actors and target groups for the 
ach�evement of outcomes al�gned w�th �ts 
declared v�s�on.

Action Plan: a wr�tten plan of 
�mplementat�on often deta�l�ng the t�mel�nes, 
stages, roles and /or respons�b�l�t�es of 
projects related to the strategy’s object�ves.

i) Overview of Strategic 
Frameworks

Why is there a Need to be 
More Strategic?
Desp�te strateg�c efforts over the 
last 30 years EE �n�t�at�ves across 
the world have often been descr�bed 
as well-�ntent�oned but random 
efforts wh�ch have produced ad hoc 
results161. Few agenc�es or educat�on 
prov�ders seek to be synerg�st�c or 
explore opportun�t�es for bu�ld�ng 
upon lessons learnt from ex�st�ng or 
prev�ous programs. Th�s may result �n 
a dupl�cat�on of efforts and the loss 
of mot�vat�on for part�c�pants and 
educators al�ke. Often they operate 
�ndependently of the systems they are 
try�ng to change and barely scratch 
the surface when �t comes to effect�ng 
system�c change (see Box 1.73).

Th�s �neffect�ve and poor strateg�c use 
of EE could threaten �ts very ex�stence 
as people beg�n to quest�on the value 
and �mpact of th�s process and �ts 
contr�but�ons to susta�nab�l�ty.

How EE �s used, and the role �t 
plays �n ach�ev�ng env�ronment and 
susta�nab�l�ty outcomes, often needs 
to be clar�fied to those who are not 
exper�enced or qual�fied �n th�s area 
and who often �nterpret the process 
as mostly one of commun�cat�ng 
�nformat�on or key messages. Dec�s�on-
makers often tag EE �n�t�at�ves onto 
the final phase of programs as end-of-
p�pe commun�cat�on tools. Educat�onal 
approaches are not seen as be�ng part of 
the ma�n plan or strategy and thus fa�l 

to �nform or �nfluence the development 
of susta�nab�l�ty programs. B�od�vers�ty 
and conservat�on programs have 
tended to be l�near �n nature, w�th the 
knowledge generated by conservat�on 
sc�ent�sts be�ng handed to the 
educator who then des�gns brochures, 
posters or events to commun�cate the 
�nformat�on162. Generally th�s approach 
can have the effect of creat�ng a more 
�nformed group of stakeholders but 
does l�ttle to effect change. For change 
to occur stakeholders need to be 
�nvolved from the �n�t�al �nvest�gat�on 
process and the�r capac�ty for change 
needs to be developed163.

Wh�lst an ad hoc approach to EE 
m�ght contr�bute �n some way 
to change, a more focused and 
structured approach w�ll make greater 
contr�but�ons to env�ronmental and 
susta�nab�l�ty outcomes (see Box 1.74). 
For th�s reason some countr�es have 
turned to us�ng strateg�c frameworks �n 
the�r str�ve towards susta�nab�l�ty.

What is a Strategic Framework?
A strateg�c framework �s the 
representat�on of an organ�sat�on’s, 
agency’s, nat�on’s or reg�on’s overall 
plan for the future. It �s often a 
tool for consol�dat�ng �deas and 
commun�cat�ng a rat�onale or v�s�on 
for act�v�t�es. Strateg�c frameworks 
can offer a bas�s for measur�ng, 
analyz�ng, and report�ng the outcomes 
of efforts. There are a number of 
components wh�ch can contr�bute to, 
or �ndependently support, a strateg�c 
framework �nclud�ng strateg�es, pol�c�es 
and act�on plans. In th�s volume we 
are part�cularly �nterested �n the role 
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of strateg�c frameworks �n learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty (see Box 1.75 and ‘Focus 
On: Contents of Strateg�c Frameworks �n 
Learn�ng for Susta�nab�l�ty’ on page 76).

The key goal of a strateg�c framework 
�n EE or learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty �s to 
prov�de gu�dance on more effect�ve use 
of educat�on �n ach�ev�ng env�ronmental 
and susta�nab�l�ty outcomes.

How have governments responded to 
this Need?
Government agenc�es have led the way 
�n develop�ng these frameworks not 
only to coord�nate the�r own efforts 
and �ncrease effect�veness but also to 
encourage others �n NGO, bus�ness, 
formal educat�on and commun�cat�on 
sectors to al�gn themselves w�th 
common goals for change towards 
susta�nab�l�ty. Over the years there 
have been two ma�n pathways that 
nat�ons have chosen �n the�r efforts to 
ma�nstream the process of learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty across stakeholder efforts 
(see Box 1.76).

● Sustainability Strategies with a 
learning dimension: 
One approach many government 
agenc�es have adopted �s to �nclude 
an educat�on and learn�ng focus 
w�th�n the�r ma�n strateg�es for 
susta�nab�l�ty. When �ncorporated �n 
th�s way learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty 
�s g�ven recogn�t�on as an �mportant 
tool for ach�ev�ng susta�nab�l�ty 
goals. It exposes the process to 
a w�der aud�ence, go�ng beyond 
the trad�t�onal educators, to those 
who prev�ously may not have 
understood the value of learn�ng 
based strateg�es for change �n the�r 
work. Wh�lst th�s approach �s good 
for advocat�ng a pos�t�on for learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty approaches there 
�s a r�sk that, �f not understood 
properly, educat�on may be 
reduced to awareness ra�s�ng �n the 
�mplementat�on of the strategy. Thus 

a l�m�tat�on of th�s approach �s that 
�t �s seen as merely one of a myr�ad 
of ‘tools’ for susta�nab�l�ty, along 
w�th regulat�on and technolog�cal 
solut�ons, and the true benefits of 
learn�ng as an agent of change may 
be lost.

● Learning for Sustainability 
Strategies: 
Other nat�ons have developed 
�ndependent, spec�fic strateg�es 
focused on progress�ng learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty approaches across 
the sectors. Spa�n and Jama�ca are 
two nat�ons who have responded 
to the challenge �n th�s way. In 
these cases the process of strategy 
development �tself �s treated as an 
�mportant stakeholder educat�on and 
engagement opportun�ty. Treat�ng 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty �tself 
as the start�ng po�nt, these types 
of strateg�es prov�de a framework 
for pol�cy development and 
plann�ng that effect�vely engages 
mult�ple stakeholder groups both 
hor�zontally and vert�cally �n the 
process164. An �ndependent strategy 
allows for the �dent�ficat�on of 
spec�fic learn�ng goals across the 
sectors wh�ch �s not poss�ble w�th 
a susta�nab�l�ty strategy. Strateg�c 
frameworks focus�ng on learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty can have a range 
of a�ms such as to create a ‘bus�ness 
case’ for learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty, 
ra�se the profile of th�s learn�ng 
and change process, support those 
seek�ng fund�ng for susta�nab�l�ty 
educat�on programs and generally 
create a more coord�nated effort on 
the ground. Th�s type of strategy �s 
generally d�rected at, and supported 
by educators already fam�l�ar w�th 
the d�alogue but who requ�re a 
structured framework to gu�de 
the�r current work. These �nclude 
educators who need a spec�fic 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty strategy to 
reor�ent the�r work �n EE, along w�th 

■ Box	1.76
 Strategic	Frameworks	in	Learning	
	 for	Sustainability

Internat�onally, governments have responded 
�n d�fferent ways to the challenge of 
adopt�ng strateg�c frameworks �n learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty:

a) Sustainability Strategies with a learning 
dimension 

Some countr�es have �ncorporated an 
educat�on and learn�ng d�mens�on �nto 
the�r nat�onal susta�nab�l�ty strateg�es. Th�s 
approach had been adopted by countr�es such 
as New Zealand and Sweden.

● Educat�on �s �dent�fied as a key tool 
for chang�ng how people engage w�th 
susta�nab�l�ty and as a dr�v�ng force �n 
Susta�nable Development for New Zealand �n 
�ts Nat�onal Strategy ‘Creat�ng Our Future’.

● Educat�on �s �dent�fied as play�ng a 
prom�nent role �n the Swed�sh Nat�onal 
Strategy of Susta�nable Development and 
�s a theme �n the ma�n features of global 
pol�cy, soc�al development and secur�ty. 

b) Learning for Sustainability Strategies 
Other countr�es have developed �ndependent 
educat�on or learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty 
strateg�es or act�on plans. These are often 
separate from the nat�onal susta�nab�l�ty 
strateg�es (see append�ces).

c) Learning as a theme in Sustainability 
and LfS Strategies 

A handful of nat�ons have attempted to 
synerg�se the�r learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty 
documents w�th ex�st�ng susta�nab�l�ty 
pol�c�es and programs. Canada and The 
Netherlands are exemplary cases where th�s 
synerg�st�c approach has been used.

● In Canada, after an extens�ve process of 
consultat�on and part�c�pat�on of 
over 5000 people, ‘A Framework for 
Environmental Learning and Sustainability 
in Canada’ was developed. Th�s document 
lay the foundat�ons for the Sustainable 
Development Strategy: 2004-2005 where 
educat�on �s �dent�fied as play�ng an 
�mportant role.

● Educat�on �s seen as a key to change for 
the Netherlands. Its ‘Learning for 
Sustainable Development 2004-07’ 
document promotes effect�ve learn�ng 
processes �n order to enable judgements 
and cho�ces �n favour of susta�nable 
development. Th�s program has been 
�ncorporated �nto the Nat�onal Act�on 
Program on Susta�nable Development to 
ensure the learn�ng process �s more eas�ly 
�ntegrated w�th ma�nstream pract�ces.

d) EE Strategies with a Sustainability focus 
Around the world there have been numerous 
nat�onal strateg�es �n EE that have addressed 
susta�nab�l�ty �ssues. Th�s trend has been 
part�cularly prevalent �n Lat�n Amer�ca. 
Mex�co, Ecuador, Costa R�ca, Cuba, 
Argent�na and Guatemala all prov�d�ng 
examples of th�s approach.
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those who are already engaged �n th�s 
area but who want to synerg�ze the�r 
work and avo�d dupl�cat�on.

A spec�fic learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty 
strategy can prov�de a v�s�on and be 
the source of renewed mot�vat�on for 
those already engaged �n EE but who 
have been struggl�ng to deal w�th 
the complex�t�es wh�ch susta�nab�l�ty 
br�ngs. The strategy can also alert 
others who may not be fam�l�ar w�th 
educat�on processes but are seek�ng 
ways of us�ng them to ach�eve 
env�ronmental and susta�nab�l�ty 
outcomes.

● Combining the two pathways:
Countr�es w�th a strong h�story �n 
susta�nab�l�ty have developed both 
types of strateg�c documents. The 
Un�ted K�ngdom �s an example 
where learn�ng for change �s 
promoted as a way of ach�ev�ng 
susta�nab�l�ty w�th�n �ts ma�n 
strategy. Th�s �s then supported 
by spec�fic educat�on and learn�ng 
strateg�es to strengthen the process 
across all sectors (see ‘Focus 
On: Learn�ng for Susta�nab�l�ty: 
Un�ted K�ngdom’ on page 72). In 
compar�son, those countr�es who 
have a strong EE trad�t�on have 
redeveloped the�r EE frameworks 
to have a focus on learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty. Hungary, Ch�na and 
a number of Lat�n Amer�can nat�ons 
have taken th�s alternat�ve approach.

Who leads the development of 
national strategic frameworks in 
Learning for Sustainability?
The development of nat�onal 
strateg�c frameworks for learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty are generally the 
doma�n of government agenc�es 
w�th the process tend�ng to be led by 
env�ronmental agenc�es (e.g. DEH, 
Austral�an Government; M�n�stry 
for Env�ronment Spa�n; Natural 
Resources Conservat�on Author�ty 

(NRCA), Jama�ca), and less frequently 
by educat�on agenc�es (e.g. DES, 
UK). In the case of reg�onal strateg�es, 
�nternat�onal bod�es (e.g. UNESCO, 
OECD, UNECE) lead the �n�t�at�ve 
and encourage nat�onal agenc�es and 
actors to adapt the frameworks to 
nat�onal pr�or�t�es.

What has been the motivation for 
their development?
The dr�v�ng force or mot�vat�on for 
an agency to develop a framework of 
th�s type �s �n d�rect response to e�ther 
�nternat�onal pressure or nat�onal 
pr�or�t�es (refer also to Sect�on 1.1).

● International Pressure: 
The Canad�an Env�ronmental 
agency developed the�r learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty framework165 as part 
of the lead up to the World Summit 
on Sustainable Development �n 
Johannesburg, 2002. They effect�vely 
leveraged the energy and mot�vat�on 
that th�s �nternat�onal event created 
to focus attent�on on and support 
the efforts of educat�on pract�t�oners 
at home.

The United Nations Decade 
of Education for Sustainable 
Development (2005-2014)166, wh�ch 
was created as a result of �ntense 
lobby�ng at th�s Johannesburg 
Summ�t, has also st�mulated 
act�on �n th�s area. To support the 
�mplementat�on of the Decade �n 
the As�a-Pac�fic reg�on, UNESCO 
As�a and Pac�fic Reg�onal Bureau 
for Educat�on, w�th the support 
of Japanese Funds-�n-Trust have 
recently developed an ‘Asia-Pacific 
Regional Strategy for Education for 
Sustainable Development’167. Th�s 
strategy �s an open document that 
�s adaptable for rev�s�on to the 
chang�ng needs of stakeholders 
throughout the Decade.
The European Commun�ty has also 
responded to the challenge set by 

the Decade by draft�ng a strategy 
for educat�on for susta�nab�l�ty. 
The Un�ted Nat�ons Econom�c 
Comm�ss�on for Europe has produced 
a framework strategy for reg�onal 
�mplementat�on that w�ll also be used 
as a foundat�on for the�r response to 
the Decade168 (see also ‘Focus On: 
The Internat�onal Call for Strateg�c 
Frameworks’ on page 68).

● National Priorities: 
Along w�th �nternat�onal pressure, 
strateg�c frameworks �n learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty have also been 
created �n response to spec�fic 
outcomes requ�red by nat�onal 
susta�nab�l�ty strateg�es. Th�s was the 
case w�th the ‘Learning to Last’169, 
a draft susta�nable development 
educat�on strategy for England. 
Although th�s was never formally 
adopted as a government strategy 
�t d�d add to the pressure wh�ch 
ult�mately led to the development 
of the ‘Sustainable Development 
Action Plan for Education and 
Skills’170 by the UK Department 
of Educat�on and Sk�lls �n 2003. 
These documents demonstrate the 
government’s comm�tment to the 
Decade and were also �nfluenced 
by the government’s comm�tments 
to susta�nab�l�ty as outl�ned �n the 
earl�er UK Susta�nable Development 
Strategy ‘A Better Quality of Life’171. 
Th�s document recogn�sed that 
all people, at home, �n the work 
place and �n the w�der commun�ty 
make dec�s�ons that �mpact on 
susta�nab�l�ty �nd�cators and w�ll 
need to be engaged �f they are to be 
addressed. It also acknowledged that 
th�s engagement w�ll not be effect�ve, 
or even poss�ble, w�thout educat�on 
or learn�ng172.
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■ Box	1.77
 Reorienting	Education

‘(UNESCO) calls on Governments at all 
levels, w�th the ass�stance and part�c�pat�on, 
as appropr�ate, of �nternat�onal organ�zat�ons, 
the educat�onal and sc�ent�fic commun�t�es, 
non-governmental organ�zat�ons and 
local author�t�es, to develop pol�c�es and 
strateg�es for reor�ent�ng educat�on towards 
susta�nable development, �nclud�ng roles and 
respons�b�l�t�es of actors at the local, nat�onal 
and reg�onal levels’.

UNESCO (2004, p.1)

■ Box	1.78
 Agenda	21

‘Governments should str�ve to update or 
prepare strateg�es a�med at �ntegrat�ng 
env�ronment and development as a 
crosscutt�ng �ssue �nto educat�on at all levels 
w�th�n the next three years. Th�s should 
be done �n cooperat�on w�th all sectors of 
soc�ety. The strateg�es should set out pol�c�es 
and act�v�t�es, and �dent�fy needs, cost, means 
and schedules for the�r �mplementat�on, 
evaluat�on and rev�ew.’

UNCED (1992, p.1)

■ Box	1.79
 Planning	Education	for	
	 Sustainability

‘Act�on plans for formal educat�on for 
env�ronment and susta�nab�l�ty w�th concrete 
targets and strateg�es for non-formal and 
�nformal educat�on should be elaborated at 
nat�onal and local levels’.

UNESCO (1997, p.1)

The International Call 
for Strategic Frameworks

Global governance organ�sat�ons, �nternat�onal development �nst�tut�ons and 
NGOs have played a s�gn�ficant part �n demonstrat�ng and commun�cat�ng the 
urgent need for nat�onal learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty strateg�c frameworks. Groups 
such as the Un�ted Nat�ons (UN) and the IUCN – the World Conservat�on 
Un�on have sought to encourage and equ�p nat�onstates to address learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty through the development of nat�onal strateg�es (see Box 1.77).

The �mportance of educat�on �n the ach�evement of susta�nab�l�ty object�ves was 
heav�ly emphas�sed throughout ‘Agenda 21’, part�cularly �n Chapter 36173. The R�o 
Earth Summ�t ‘Agenda 21’ called for nat�onal educat�on strateg�es to be prepared 
wh�ch would promote susta�nab�l�ty as a cross-cutt�ng �ssue w�th�n educat�on 
(see Box 1.78). S�nce then UNESCO has played one of the most p�votal roles �n 
advocat�ng for the development of nat�onal learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty strateg�es.

The Greek Government - UNESCO Conference at Thessalon�k� �n 1997 
also called for nat�onal learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty strateg�es. It recogn�sed that 
few susta�nab�l�ty �ssues had been effect�vely addressed s�nce the R�o Earth 
Summ�t and that nat�onal strateg�es �n learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty were a cr�t�cal 
requ�rement for progress towards susta�nab�l�ty to be made (see Box 1.79).
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This call for national strategies was again reiterated at the 
World Summit for Sustainable Development (WSSD) held 
in Johannesburg in 2002. The Summit recommended the 
development, implementation and monitoring of national action 
plans addressing education for sustainability (see Box 1.80). This 

is supported by the work of UNESCO, whose objective it is to encourage Agenda 
21 signatories to review their policies and to incorporate learning for sustainability 
into national strategies and action plans for sustainability.

Most recently the UN is seeking to encourage nationstates to address 
learning for sustainability by making 2005 to 2014 the Decade for 
Education for Sustainable Development174. There is a recognition that 
the full potential of learning for sustainability has not been tapped 
and that this must be urgently addressed. International agencies such 

as IUCN are seeking, under the banner of the Decade, commitments from 
governments to develop national education for sustainability strategies (see Box 1.81).

In addition, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) also recognises that the pathway to sustainability requires not only a 
reorientation of education but of policy formation itself. This signifies that the 
traditional models of policy formation are in fact impediments to achieving 
sustainability and require a transformation process based on the principles of 
learning for sustainability. This will require significant re-learning, to move 
towards using more adaptive and negotiated processes that are reflective of the 
needs for sustainability (see Box 1.82).

■ Box	1.80
 Action	Plans

‘122. Develop, �mplement, mon�tor 
and rev�ew educat�on act�on plans and 
programmes at the nat�onal, sub-nat�onal 
and local levels, as appropr�ate, that reflect 
the Dakar Framework for Act�on on 
Educat�on for All and that are relevant to 
local cond�t�ons and needs lead�ng to the 
ach�evement of commun�ty development and 
make educat�on for susta�nable development 
a part of those plans.’

United Nations (2002c, p.61)

■ Box	1.81
 Implementing	Strategies

‘As a matter of pr�or�ty the UN Decade �n 
Educat�on for Susta�nable Development 
should promote the development and 
�mplementat�on of nat�onal ESD strateg�es 
– or at least shared act�on plans – wh�ch 
prov�de strateg�c d�rect�on and support the 
efforts of all engaged �n ESD’. 

IUCN Commission in Education and
Communication (2003, p.3)

■ Box	1.82
 Being	Strategic	about	
	 Sustainability

Accord�ng to the Organ�sat�on for Econom�c 
Co-operat�on and Development be�ng 
strateg�c about susta�nab�l�ty �mpl�es a 
d�fferent approach to pol�cy development:

● Move from develop�ng a fixed plan towards 
operat�ng an adapt�ve system that can 
cont�nuously �mprove;

● From state respons�b�l�ty for plann�ng to 
soc�ety as a whole;

● From central�sed and controlled dec�s�on-
mak�ng to transparent negot�at�on and 
cooperat�on;

● From a focus on outputs to outcomes and 
�mpacts;

● From sectoral to �ntegrated plann�ng;

● To a plann�ng process wh�ch accommodates 
mon�tor�ng, learn�ng and �mprovement.

OECD (2001, p16)
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Wh�le there are pockets of good 
pract�ce, such as those ment�oned 
prev�ously, generally an ad hoc 
approach to the formulat�on of 
nat�onal learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty 
pol�c�es and act�on plans �s common175. 
A contr�but�ng factor to th�s could 
be the lack of gu�dance ava�lable on 
what be�ng strateg�c about learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty really means, why 
�t �s �mportant and how strateg�es 
can be effect�vely developed and 
�mplemented176.

The OECD177 argues that the 
development of a un�versally appl�cable 
bluepr�nt for nat�onal strateg�c 
frameworks would be counter-
product�ve; however, a set of gu�del�nes 
�s useful �n that �t can �nform future 
strategy development processes. The 
follow�ng sect�on w�ll rev�ew learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty strateg�c frameworks 
�n order to ass�st w�th th�s task. It 
h�ghl�ghts key components, wh�ch 
underp�n these documents as well as 
focuses on some nat�onal strateg�es 
as examples of good pract�ce. These 
frameworks have been selected from 
around the globe on both nat�onal and 
reg�onal scales.

The soph�st�cat�on of learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty frameworks has 
progressed over the years w�th each 
success�ve document bu�ld�ng on the 
lessons learnt from �ts predecessors. 
As one would expect, wh�lst there are 
many common features to nat�onal 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty strateg�es, 
due to the�r d�fferent contexts these 
documents naturally emphas�se 
d�fferent �ssues and pr�or�t�es for 

d�fferent sectors. For �nstance, 
the Uganda nat�onal strategy on 
educat�on for susta�nab�l�ty focuses 
on commun�ty development, Ch�na’s 
EE document focuses on conservat�on 
and Argent�na emphas�ses learn�ng for 
b�od�vers�ty178. However, �t �s poss�ble 
to �dent�fy the common features 
and components across the range of 
strateg�c frameworks.

What are the Key Components 
Underpinning National Strategies?
A key component �nform�ng learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty strateg�es �s the 
underly�ng �ntent�on wh�ch dr�ves 
them. Those most closely al�gned 
w�th learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty seek to 
develop not just an env�ronmentally 
l�terate c�t�zenry, but a soc�ety capable 
of change towards susta�nab�l�ty. Many 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty frameworks 
clearly art�culate and support the 
concepts of:

● cross-sectoral �nvolvement �n 
educat�on;

● opportun�t�es so that people can 
learn �n a var�ety of contexts and 
throughout the�r l�ves (the latter �s 
often referred to as l�fe-long learn�ng);

● the development of change sk�lls;

● the �mportance of part�c�pat�on at all 
levels; and

● learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty components 
such as futures th�nk�ng; partnersh�ps; 
‘cr�t�cal’ and system�c th�nk�ng.

Append�ces A-G prov�de a summary of 
how these key components have been 
understood and represented �n pract�ce.

Are there any examples of Best 
Practice?
Wh�lst there �s no one nat�onal strateg�c 
framework that stands alone as best 
pract�ce, �t �s �nterest�ng to focus on the 
exper�ence of two lead�ng nat�ons:

● The United Kingdom has released 
a number of educat�on strateg�c 
frameworks wh�ch are landmark 
documents and perhaps the most 
closely al�gned to th�nk�ng and 
pract�ce �n learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty 
(see ‘Focus On: Learn�ng for 
Susta�nab�l�ty Strateg�es: The Un�ted 
K�ngdom’ on page 72).

● The Netherlands have taken a 
strateg�c three-pronged approach to 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty (learn�ng 
�nd�v�dual, the learn�ng organ�sat�on 
and the learn�ng soc�ety). Th�s 
reflects a deep understand�ng of the 
processes assoc�ated w�th change 
towards susta�nab�l�ty and a strong 
al�gnment w�th �nternat�onal 
th�nk�ng �n learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty 
(see ‘Focus On: Learn�ng for 
Susta�nab�l�ty Strateg�es: The 
Netherlands’ on page 77).

Overall �t appears that the strategy 
documents from both these nat�ons 
cover all the key �ssues and �n a 
manner wh�ch reflects a learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty approach. At th�s po�nt 
�t should be noted that the product�on 
of a strategy by a government does not 
necessar�ly automat�cally equate w�th 
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real progress on the ground. It �s too 
early to evaluate the �mpact of these, 
and the major�ty of the learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty strateg�es �n place around 
the world, as they are relat�vely new. 
Wh�lst a deta�led cr�t�cal commentary 
on these strateg�es �s outs�de the scope 
of th�s report we have attempted to 
rev�ew the�r contr�but�on as �t relates to 
susta�nab�l�ty th�nk�ng and pract�ce.

A rev�ew of best pract�ce �n the 
development of strateg�c frameworks 
needs to look at how a learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty approach has been 
appl�ed not only to the content of 
strategy documents but also �n the 
actual process of strategy formulat�on. 
In order to h�ghl�ght the�r �nd�v�dual 
�mportance th�s rev�ew has presented 
each of these areas separately �n the 
follow�ng sect�ons:

a) What lessons can be learnt from the 
content of existing strategies?

b) What lessons can be learnt from 
the process of developing a strategic 
framework?

a) What lessons can be 
learnt from the content of 
existing strategies?
Focus�ng on the �nternat�onal examples 
explored �n the append�ces A-G �t 
has been poss�ble to draw out spec�fic 
lessons learnt about the content of 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty strateg�es 
to help us move forward �n Austral�a. 
Also refer to ‘Focus On: Contents of 
Strateg�c Frameworks �n Learn�ng for 
Susta�nab�l�ty’ on page 76.

What needs to be included to 
maximise the acceptance and 
commitment to the strategy?
The strateg�c frameworks exam�ned 
show ways �n wh�ch strategy fac�l�tators 
can address the �ssue of creat�ng a h�gh 
level of acceptance and comm�tment to 
the �mplementat�on, such as:

● Prov�d�ng an overall strategic vision 
wh�ch mot�vates and �nsp�res 
stakeholders to �ncorporate learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty �nto all educat�on 
systems: formal; non-formal; 
and �nformal (see Box 1.83 and 
Append�x A).

● Includ�ng �n the �n�t�al plann�ng of 
the strategy a process of env�s�on�ng 
or futures th�nk�ng for stakeholders 
as th�s �s a powerful tool wh�ch 
can be used to develop a shared 
understand�ng and �ncreased 
comm�tment to �mplement�ng 
the strategy. A collaboratively 
constructed vision for learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty �s seen to prov�de 
d�rect�on and mot�vat�on for 
coord�nated and comm�tted act�on.

■ Box	1.83
	 CANADA:	Framework	for	
	 Environmental	Learning	and	
	 Sustainability	in	Canada

One of the cr�t�cal dr�vers beh�nd the 
development of the ‘Framework for 
Environmental Learning and Sustainability 
in Canada’187 was the need for a strateg�c 
v�s�on to support the efforts of educat�on 
pract�t�oners and the need to empower those 
respons�ble for the �mplementat�on of that 
v�s�on. The framework has prov�ded a bas�s 
for local act�on plans and seeks to bu�ld 
the capac�ty of all learners and educators 
to ach�eve a susta�nable future. Educat�on 
pract�t�oners �n Canada called for a v�s�on to 
gu�de the�r programs:
‘We have many partners to help us �mplement 
our programs, but what we need �s a strateg�c 
v�s�on to support our efforts.’ Chr�st�an Payeur, 
Centrale des Synd�cats du Québec

Government of Canada (2000, p.7)

■ Box	1.84
	 NEW	ZEALAND:	
	 ‘See	Change:	Learning	and	
	 education	for	sustainability’

Th�s document �s not a strateg�c framework 
but a d�scuss�on paper wh�ch has served 
to encourage debate about learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty reach�ng sectors wh�ch may 
not have seen the relevance of educat�on and 
learn�ng to the ach�evement of susta�nab�l�ty 
goals. It recogn�ses and promotes system�c 
change as a goal of the strategy as well 
as a means of develop�ng learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty approaches.

‘Educat�on for susta�nab�l�ty therefore needs 
to focus on both �nd�v�dual and system�c 
changes to resolve unsusta�nable pract�ces. 
Th�s w�ll requ�re a redes�gn of many systems 
that currently ex�st �n soc�et�es. As a result, 
educat�on for susta�nab�l�ty �s often perce�ved 
as h�ghly pol�t�cal. It a�ms to transform 
�nst�tut�ons �n soc�ety that are promot�ng 
unsusta�nable pract�ces, or hold�ng back 
susta�nable alternat�ves, so that people can 
work towards a better future.’

Parliamentary Commissioner for the
Environment (2004, p.48)
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The Un�ted K�ngdom �s perhaps the most exper�enced �n:

a) �ntegrat�ng learn�ng and educat�on �nto ma�n 
susta�nab�l�ty goals, and 

b) learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty spec�fic documents.

In March 2005 the UK Government launched �ts new 
strategy for susta�nable development, ‘Securing The 
Future’181. Th�s strategy takes �nto account domest�c and 
�nternat�onal developments s�nce the prev�ous strategy 
wh�ch was released �n 1999. These changes �nclude the 
rev�sed structure of government �n the UK w�th devolut�on 
to Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland and a greater 
emphas�s on del�very at reg�onal level. It also h�ghl�ghts the 
renewed �nternat�onal push for susta�nable development 
from the World Summit on Sustainable Development �n 
Johannesburg �n 2002. The lead Department, DEFRA, 
cha�rs a Programme 
Board to oversee del�very of the Strategy, but all UK 
Departments share respons�b�l�ty for mak�ng susta�nable 
development a real�ty. In th�s document the government 
recogn�ses that wh�lst there w�ll cont�nue to be a very 
�mportant role for regulat�on and enforcement, these 
alone w�ll not be able to del�ver the changes requ�red. To 
address th�s, the new strategy focuses on the need to enable, 
encourage and engage people and commun�t�es �n the move 
toward susta�nab�l�ty. Educat�on �s seen as hav�ng a major 
role �n the ach�evement of th�s (see Box 1.85).

In add�t�on to th�s recent strategy the UK Government has 
also released ‘One Future: Different paths’182, wh�ch �s a 
shared framework for susta�nable development between 
England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. The 
framework document sets out the�r common challenges 
and goals, and �s an affirmat�on that they w�ll work towards 
these goals w�thout comprom�s�ng the strengths wh�ch the�r 
d�vers�ty of approach offers (see Box 1.86).

Learning for Sustainability 
Strategies: The United Kingdom

■ Box	1.85
 Securing	the	Future

‘Formal educat�on has a cruc�al role to play �n both ra�s�ng awareness 
among young people of susta�nable development, g�v�ng them the sk�lls 
they need to put susta�nable development �nto pract�ce �n later l�fe; but 
also �n form�ng good hab�ts at an early age.’ 

Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, UK (2005b, p.37)

…Life-long sustainable development

‘The good work started �n schools needs to be cont�nued on �nto 
h�gher educat�on and profess�onal development.…To ma�nta�n a more 
compet�t�ve economy, to compete �nternat�onally and bu�ld ourselves 
susta�nable commun�t�es, we need to �mprove the knowledge and sk�lls 
base of everyone, �nclud�ng profess�onals and others �n the workplace.’

Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, UK (2005b, p.38)

■ Box	1.86
 One	Future:	Different	Paths

UK Strateg�c Framework

UK Govt.
Strategy

Welsh Assembly
Act�on Plan

Scott�sh
Execut�ve
Strategy

Northern
Ireland
Strategy

‘We recogn�se the s�gn�ficance of the susta�nab�l�ty �ssues created as a 
result of our current l�festyles and apprec�ate that �t w�ll requ�re act�on 
by all of us to ensure that the resources we produce and consume 
and the manner �n wh�ch we l�ve reflect the pr�nc�ples of susta�nable 
development. The framework prov�des an opportun�ty for leadersh�p 
and co-operat�on across government w�th a focus for act�on on pr�or�ty 
areas. In support�ng th�s approach and �n progress�ng a susta�nable 
development strategy for Northern Ireland we w�ll work closely w�th 
commun�t�es, the bus�ness sector and env�ronmental groups to negate 
adverse �mpacts, encourage �nnovat�on and grasp the opportun�t�es that 
can effect real change and safeguard the future.”

The Rt Hon Paul Murphy MP, Secretary of State for Northern Ireland.

Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, UK (2005a, p.4)
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England, Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales have 
released, or are plann�ng to release, �ndependent and 
d�ffer�ng documents focus�ng on learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty. 
Of these England has been the most act�ve w�th the 
Susta�nable Development Educat�on Panel (SDEP)183 
develop�ng a number of �mportant documents over the 
years. The most �nfluent�al of these be�ng ‘Learning 
to Last’184 wh�ch was a draft Susta�nable Development 
Educat�on Strategy released �n 2003 (see Box 1.87).

One of the most recent strateg�c documents to be released 
by England �s the ‘Sustainable Development Action Plan 
for Education and Skills’ 185 wh�ch was developed by the 
Department of Educat�on and Sk�lls. Th�s replaces the 
documents prepared by the SDEP on an annual bas�s. Th�s 
�s an act�on plan wh�ch presents a new framework and goals 
for susta�nable development (see Box 1.88). It focuses on the 
role of educat�on for all �n ach�ev�ng susta�nab�l�ty (see Box 
1.89).Th�s act�on plan s�ts w�th�n the w�der aspects of the 
UK Susta�nable Development Strategy.

The plan �s organ�sed around four key object�ves: educat�on 
for susta�nable development; the env�ronmental �mpact of 
the Department and �ts partner bod�es; the env�ronmental 
�mpact of the educat�on estate; and local and global 
partnersh�p act�v�ty. Under each of these the plan �dent�fies a 
number of �ssues to be addressed and then �dent�fies spec�fic 
act�ons (see Box 1.90).

S�nce the release of th�s plan, the Susta�nable Development 
Comm�ss�on led by Jonathan Porr�tt has broadened 
�ts scope to �nclude educat�on. The Comm�ss�on �s 
currently seek�ng a Susta�nable Development Educat�on 
Comm�ss�oner who w�ll have the respons�b�l�ty of 
formal�s�ng and �mplement�ng the educat�on for 
susta�nable development strategy �n England.

■ Box	1.87
 Learning	to	Last

The Engl�sh Government establ�shed the Susta�nable Development 
Educat�on Panel (SDEP) �n 1998 as an adv�sory body that would 
�dent�fy gaps, opportun�t�es, pr�or�t�es and partnersh�ps for act�on �n 
prov�d�ng susta�nab�l�ty educat�on186. The panel was a mult�-stakeholder 
group from bus�ness, local government, educat�on and NGO sectors 
respons�ble for draft�ng the nat�onal learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty strategy. 
Over 5 years the Panel’s 21 members held 52 meet�ngs, establ�shed 
sector-spec�fic sub-groups that produced sector gu�des. 

‘Our final act… was to hand over our draft strategy for Educat�on 
for Susta�nable Development �n England to M�n�sters. Th�s forms the 
bas�s of poss�ble consultat�on and subsequent adopt�on as government 
pol�cy. We bel�eve that th�s w�ll be one of our most s�gn�ficant legac�es. 
It �s fitt�ng that th�s took place just after the Un�ted Nat�ons agreed a 
Decade of Educat�on for Susta�nable Development.’

Sustainable Development Education Panel (2003, p.8)

■ Box	1.88
 Sustainable	Development	Action	
	 Plan	for	Education	and	Skills

In th�s document the Secretary of State for Educat�on states: 

‘we have theor�sed about susta�nable development �n educat�on for long 
enough. That �s why th�s �s not a strategy but a plan for act�on. We need to 
embrace susta�nable development across the educat�on system so that best 
pract�ce becomes common pract�ce. Not as a bureaucrat�c add-on but as an 
�ntegral part of the sk�lls development of th�s country and �ts economy.’

Department for Education and Skills, England (2003, p.3)

■ Box	1.89
 Best	Practice	as	Common	Practice

‘Susta�nable development has �mpl�cat�ons throughout educat�on �n th�s 
country – for all people – of all ages… We need to embrace susta�nable 
development across the educat�on system so that best pract�ce becomes 
common pract�ce, not as a bureaucrat�c add-on but as an �ntegral part of 
the sk�lls development of th�s country and �ts economy’.

Department for Education and Skills, England (2003, p.3)

■ Box	1.90
 Sustainable	Development	Action	
	 Plan	for	Education	and	Skills

The follow�ng �s an example of the type of act�ons conta�ned �n the 
document:

‘The Department w�ll work closely w�th the Nat�onal College of 
School Leadersh�p to ensure that school leaders at all levels, and those 
be�ng tra�ned and prepared for leadersh�p roles, are able to �ntegrate 
susta�nable development �nto all aspects of the�r leadersh�p and 
management of schools.’

Department for Education and Skills, England (2003, p.7)
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● The strateg�c framework needs to 
�nclude input from across the 
sectors to show support for the 
strategy, embrace the d�vers�ty of 
learn�ng opportun�t�es and encourage 
reluctant sectors to �ncorporate 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty approaches 
�nto the�r current pract�ce (see Box 
1.84 and Append�x D).

● The value of cr�t�cal th�nk�ng 
needs to be h�ghl�ghted w�th�n the 
strategy (refer to Append�x C). It 
�s a process wh�ch challenges us 
to exam�ne the way we �nterpret 
the world and how our knowledge 
and op�n�ons are shaped by those 
around us. It has a s�gn�ficant role 
�n help�ng to develop a deeper 
understand�ng of �nterests beh�nd 
our commun�t�es and the �nfluences 
of med�a and advert�s�ng �n our l�ves. 
The Dutch program outl�nes that 
�n order to ach�eve th�s learners at 
all levels need to be encouraged to 
use systemic, critical and creative 
thinking and reflection �n both 
local and global contexts188 (see Box 
1.91).

● Systemic thinking should be 
be h�ghl�ghted �n the strategy as 
a better way to understand and 
manage complex s�tuat�ons (refer 
to Append�x B). It emphas�ses 
�ntegrat�ve approaches, wh�ch take 
�nto account the relat�onsh�ps 
between system components and 
works toward long-term solut�ons 
cr�t�cal to address�ng �ssues of 
susta�nab�l�ty. It �s seen as offer�ng an 
�nnovat�ve approach to look�ng at the 
world and the �ssues of susta�nab�l�ty 
�n a broader, �nterd�sc�pl�nary and 
more relat�onal way.

■ Box	1.91
 THE	NETHERLANDS:
	 Learning	for	Sustainable
	 Development:	from	Margin	to	
	 the	Mainstream

Educat�on �s a key factor for change. 
Therefore the Dutch program ‘Learning for 
Sustainable Development 2004-07’ p�cks 
up prec�sely at th�s po�nt. In l�nes w�th the 
goals of the UNECE strategy on ESD and 
the Decade for ESD, the nat�onal program 
creates effect�ve learn�ng processes �n order 
to enable judgments and cho�ces �n favour of 
susta�nable development. Learners at all levels 
w�ll be encouraged to use system�c, cr�t�cal 
and creat�ve th�nk�ng and reflect�on �n both 
local and global contexts.’

Ministerie van LNV, The Netherlands  
(2004, p.1-3)

■ Box	1.92
 United	Nations	Economic	
	 Commission	for	Europe	
	 (UNECE)

The strategy’s a�m �s to encourage UNECE 
member states to develop and �ncorporate 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty �n the formal 
educat�on sector, as well as non-formal and 
�nformal sett�ngs.

UNECE Strategy for Education for 
Sustainable Development

‘30. It �s �mportant to support non-formal 
and �nformal ESD act�v�t�es, s�nce they are an 
essent�al complement to formal educat�on, 
not least for adult learn�ng. Non-formal 
ESD has a spec�al role as �t �s often more 
learner-or�ented, part�c�patory and promotes 
l�felong learn�ng. Informal learn�ng �n the 
workplace adds value for both employers and 
employees. Therefore, the cooperat�on among 
the d�fferent actors �nvolved �n all forms of 
ESD should be recogn�zed and encouraged.’

UNECE (2005a, p.6)

What needs to be included to ensure 
learning for sustainability reaches the 
whole community?
It �s �mportant to recogn�se that there 
are a range of s�tuat�ons where the 
commun�ty �s exposed to a learn�ng 
exper�ence beyond formal educat�on, 
such as �n the workplace, commun�ty 
groups, the home etc. By keep�ng a 
broad scope for the strateg�c framework 
�t w�ll be poss�ble to �nvolve people �n 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty exper�ences 
regardless of the�r roles, levels, 
respons�b�l�t�es or ava�lab�l�ty (refer to 
Append�x G).

● The strategy should encourage 
the �ncorporat�on of learning for 
sustainability approaches in the 
non-formal and informal settings 
as well as the trad�t�onal formal 
education sectors �.e. schools and 
further and h�gher �nst�tut�ons (see 
Box 1.92)

What should be included to ensure 
the approach is effective?
S�nce the major�ty of these frameworks 
have been �ntroduced relat�vely 
recently, there �s no documented 
ev�dence of the�r effect�veness. Thus 
th�s h�ghl�ghts the �mportance of 
mon�tor�ng and evaluat�on (refer to 
Append�x F). These are �mportant 
both as components of all learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty initiatives as well as 
the strategic frameworks themselves. 
The strateg�c frameworks rev�ewed 
are currently wrestl�ng w�th how 
to undertake the latter task. The 
development of �nd�cators are seen 
as one way to mon�tor progress and 
evaluate effect�veness but these have 
not been ut�l�sed as yet (see Box 1.93).



■ Box	1.93
 ENGLAND:	Environmental	
	 Education:	Follow-up	to	Learning
	 the	Sustainability	Lesson

Mon�tor�ng and evaluat�on of progress 
have been h�ghl�ghted �n England as an 
�mportant part of a learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty 
approach but one wh�ch has been repeatedly 
neglected. In �ts rev�ew of the UK Susta�nable 
Development Strategy the House of 
Commons Env�ronmental Aud�t Comm�ttee 
felt that a very �mportant add�t�on wh�ch 
should be �ncorporated �nto the Strategy 
was the �nclus�on of ESD as a headl�ne 
�nd�cator191. The comm�ttee was part�cularly 
cr�t�cal of the lack of progress made by DfES 
and DEFRA �n develop�ng ESD �nd�cators 
s�nce the first �nqu�ry �n 2003.

‘It �s unclear why there �s a delay �n the 
development of the ESD �nd�cator, more than 
twelve months after we ra�sed the �ssue w�th 
the Secretary of State �n DfES. We are left to
speculate on whether �t �s yet another 
example of the low pr�or�ty afforded to ESD, 
or whether �t �s an �nd�cat�on that DEFRA 
and DfES s�mply don’t know what to do 
w�th �t. Whatever the reason for the delay, 
�t �s extremely d�sappo�nt�ng and we would 
urge DEFRA and DfES to agree a su�table 
�nd�cator as soon as poss�ble.’

House of Commons Environmental Audit 
Committee (2005, p.44)
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● Effect�ve monitoring and 
evaluation w�ll requ�re the 
�dent�ficat�on of su�table, relevant 
and measurable �nd�cators at every 
level – local, nat�onal, reg�onal and 
�nternat�onal - for each �n�t�at�ve and 
program189.

● Part of the act�on plan should 
�nclude the capac�ty bu�ld�ng of 
those �nvolved �n the des�gn and 
del�very of learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty 
�n�t�at�ves to be able to undertake 
some form of self-evaluation. Th�s 
would reduce the t�me taken to react 
to gaps �dent�fied and �ncrease the 
�mpact of these �n�t�at�ves.

● From the outset the strateg�c 
framework should allow for the 
establ�shment of a spec�fic working 
group on indicators.

The reg�onal and nat�onal strateg�c 
frameworks rev�ewed also reflect the 
�nternat�onal partnersh�ps agenda. 
Partnersh�ps play a key role �n the 
ab�l�ty to develop and �mplement 
strateg�c frameworks. As UNECE 
advocates, partnersh�ps w�ll allow 
a faster trans�t�on from theory to 
pract�ce, as the �nvolvement of 
the pr�vate sector and �ndustry �n 
educat�onal processes w�ll help 
to address rap�d technolog�cal 
development and chang�ng work�ng 
cond�t�ons190.

● Partnerships need to be h�ghl�ghted 
w�th�n the content of the framework 
to support the�r �nclus�on �n all 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty �n�t�at�ves 
(refer to Append�x E). Just as the 
�ssues of susta�nab�l�ty need to be 
v�ewed system�cally, so too does the 
�mplementat�on of the solut�ons. 
The use of partnersh�ps fac�l�tates 
network-bu�ld�ng and �mproves 
commun�cat�on across mult�ple 
stakeholder groups and �ncreases 
susta�nab�l�ty outcomes.
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■ Box	1.94
 Content	Covered	in	National	
	 Learning	for	Sustainability	
	 Strategies

● Why?: Ident�fy�ng the need addressed by 
the strategy;

● Regulation: Its governmental mandate and 
terms of reference;

● Process: Deta�ls of the process by wh�ch �t 
was developed and how capac�ty was bu�lt 
for part�c�pat�on;

● People: The partners and part�c�pants 
engaged dur�ng the process;

● Vision: The development process and
content of the framework �s gu�ded by a 
clear v�s�on of learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty. 
Th�s h�ghl�ghts what �t looks l�ke and what 
�t can ach�eve for susta�nab�l�ty; 

● Scope: Length and breadth of the strategy;

● Objectives: Clear and �dent�fiable. These 
object�ves are tang�ble, measurable, 
real�st�c and ach�evable. Alternat�vely the 
framework recommends the development 
of plans of �mplementat�on by spec�fic 
sectors or reg�ons;

● Action Plan: Deta�l�ng the strategy’s 
�mplementat�on, although somet�mes 
a separate outcome of the strategy’s 
recommendat�ons;

● Responsibilities: Outl�ne of roles and 
respons�b�l�t�es (usually part of the act�on 
plan);

● Recommendations: H�ghl�ght�ng the 
prov�s�on of financ�al, human and phys�cal 
resources necessary for the �mplementat�on 
of the strategy;

● Monitoring and Evaluation: Mechan�sms 
are �dent�fied and outl�ned by the framework 
to fac�l�tate the easy mon�tor�ng and 
evaluat�on of progress towards the object�ves.

An analys�s of several reg�onal and nat�onal strateg�c frameworks �n learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty has revealed that there are a number of common components 
that const�tute these strateg�c frameworks. The key components l�sted below 
prov�de an overall gu�del�ne to �nform future learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty strategy 
formulat�on. Th�s analys�s has also �dent�fied the typ�cal content covered �n 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty strateg�es and �s presented �n Box 1.94

A learning for sustainability approach: In most cases the components of 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty �nform the development and content of the framework. 
Such components �nclude the development of ‘cr�t�cal’ and reflect�ve th�nk�ng 
sk�lls; system�c th�nk�ng sk�lls; futures th�nk�ng; and the capac�ty bu�ld�ng of 
act�on sk�lls for susta�nab�l�ty.

Process Focus: Some strateg�es support partnersh�ps, part�c�pat�on and capac�ty 
bu�ld�ng and other learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty components as part of the process of 
develop�ng the strategy as well as �n the content (for further deta�ls refer to page 80).

Cross-sectoral: The strateg�es all �dent�fy and �nvolve a broad range of 
stakeholders, key actors and target groups.

Reflects the Diversity: Most strateg�es take �nto cons�derat�on geograph�cal and 
cultural trends �n order to address d�vers�ty and nat�onal/reg�onal pr�or�t�es.

Co-ordination not duplication: The strateg�c frameworks seek to leverage 
upon the work of prev�ous and ex�st�ng �n�t�at�ves. Support �s sought to promote 
convergence between ex�st�ng plann�ng frameworks.

Structural support: In many cases the framework �s supported and fac�l�tated 
by government (through both pol�cy and financ�al means) to prov�de the most 
effect�ve results.

Timeframe: Many strateg�c frameworks are developed on t�mel�nes wh�ch allow for 
the development process as �t prov�des an �mportant learn�ng opportun�ty �n �tself.

Contents of Strategic Frameworks
in Learning for Sustainability
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The Dutch Learn�ng for Susta�nab�l�ty strategy d�v�des �ts 
focus and comm�tments �nto three levels: 

a) the learn�ng �nd�v�dual;

b) the learn�ng organ�sat�on; and 

c) the learn�ng soc�ety.

These three levels form the structure of the program. Each 
level �s focused on spec�fic target groups and s�tuat�ons.

Level 1: The learning individual Focus: formal education

‘Act�v�t�es w�th�n th�s level are a�med at v�s�on-development 
and agenda sett�ng of susta�nable development �n the ent�re 
(formal) educat�onal systems. Th�s means pr�mary and 
secondary school educat�on, vocat�onal and tra�n�ng and 
un�vers�ty educat�on. The program also a�ms to engender 
teachers and other educators w�th the knowledge and 
competenc�es to deal w�th susta�nable development �ns�de 
and outs�de of the classroom. It also bu�lds on numerous 
projects, p�lots, mater�als and tra�n�ng that were developed 
�n preced�ng programs on ESD and other educat�ons as 
env�ronmental educat�on and development educat�on.’ 

Level 2: The learning organisation Focus: government(s) 
and policy-making

‘The object�ve here �s to �mplement more susta�nable 
dec�s�ons, mak�ng susta�nable development an �ntegral 
part of governmental dec�s�on-mak�ng processes. In th�s 
focus-area, nat�onal, prov�nc�al and local governments learn 
how to deal w�th �ntegral pol�cy-mak�ng, the part�c�pat�on of 
c�t�zens and organ�sat�ons and how to �mprove the qual�ty of 
the�r own structure and performances.’

Level 3: The learning society Focus: complex decision-
making processes in society

‘W�th�n th�s level, learn�ng processes are connected to 
s�tuat�ons �n wh�ch several stakeholders - w�th the�r own 
perspect�ve - work towards a collect�ve solut�on (for example 
�n the development of an �ndustr�al area, or the plann�ng of 
a commun�ty publ�c area). In th�s way, so called ‘learn�ng 

arrangements’ are created, allow�ng several stakeholders 
to contr�bute to and to learn from the dec�s�on-mak�ng 
process. In th�s, the role of the NGOs, bus�nesses, c�v�l 
soc�ety, are �n the centre. Informal and non-formal 
educat�on �s �mportant �n th�s perspect�ve, and soc�al 
learn�ng �s the way to g�ve structure.’

The Dutch nat�onal strategy ‘Learn�ng for Susta�nable 
Development’ �s supported by a program wh�ch has 
been ass�gned by the Parl�ament of the Netherlands. 
A d�st�nct�ve feature of these documents �s that the 
respons�b�l�ty �s seen as �nter-departmental and 
�nter-governmental. The act�v�t�es of the program 
wh�ch arose out of the strategy, w�ll be developed by 
partnersh�ps of governments (several m�n�str�es and 
departments - nat�onal, prov�nc�al and local) and 
stakeholders. Representat�ves of the M�n�str�es and 
var�ous governments form a Steer�ng Comm�ttee wh�ch 
�s respons�ble for oversee�ng the program’s execut�on.

The key federal agenc�es �nvolved �n the �n�t�al strategy 
�ncluded:

● The M�n�stry of Agr�culture, Nature Management 
and Food Qual�ty

● The M�n�stry of Hous�ng, Spat�al Plann�ng and the 
Env�ronment

● The M�n�stry �f Educat�on, Culture and Sc�ence

● The M�n�stry of Transport, Publ�c Works and Water 
Management

● The Netherlands M�n�stry of Fore�gn Affa�rs

● The M�n�stry for Econom�c Affa�rs

● The Dutch Prov�nces represented by the Assoc�at�on 
of the Prov�nces of The Netherlands

● The Dutch Water Boards represented by the 
Assoc�at�on of Water Boards

Ministerie van LNV, The Netherlands (2004, p.4-6)

Learning for Sustainability 
Strategies: The Netherlands
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The Swed�sh Comm�ttee on Educat�on for Susta�nable 
Development calls for the follow�ng act�ons:

● Instruct�ons to agenc�es �n the field of educat�on should 
be amended so that the�r act�v�t�es promote educat�on for 
susta�nable development.

● D�alogue on educat�on for susta�nable development 
between stakeholders w�th�n, as well as outs�de, the field of 
educat�on needs to be developed and deepened.

● Inqu�r�es should be conducted to shed l�ght on the 
�mportance of �nformal and non-formal learn�ng for 
susta�nable development.

● Publ�c research funders should be asked to prov�de 
further support to �nterd�sc�pl�nary research, part�cularly 
on susta�nable development and educat�on for susta�nable 
development.

● Bas�c tra�n�ng and �n-serv�ce tra�n�ng for those engaged 
�n teach�ng act�v�t�es �n the field of educat�on should a�m 
to strengthen knowledge of susta�nable development and 
how educat�on can promote susta�nable development.

● The Educat�on Act (1985) w�ll be amended to spec�fy 
that educat�on w�ll promote soc�ally, econom�cally and 
env�ronmentally susta�nable development. Th�s means 
development to guarantee present and future generat�ons 
a good env�ronment, good health, econom�c and soc�al 
welfare and just�ce.

● The H�gher Educat�on Act (1992) w�ll be amended to 
spec�fy that act�v�t�es w�ll promote soc�ally, econom�cally 
and env�ronmentally susta�nable development. Th�s means 
development to guarantee present and future generat�ons a 
good env�ronment, good health, econom�c, soc�al welfare 
and just�ce.

● The Decree on Government Subs�dy for L�beral 
Adult Educat�on (1991) w�ll be clar�fied so as to ensure that 
act�v�t�es promote soc�ally, econom�cally and env�ronmentally 
susta�nable development, wh�ch means that present and 
future generat�ons are guaranteed a good env�ronment, good 
health, econom�c and soc�al welfare and just�ce.

● School curr�cula need to be rev�ewed so they 
prov�de better support for educat�on for susta�nable 
development.

● Append�x 2 to the H�gher Educat�on Ord�nance 
(1993), the Degree Ord�nance, should be rev�ewed w�th 
regard to susta�nable development knowledge becom�ng 
a requ�rement for the �ssue of a degree cert�ficate.

● The cr�ter�a for sc�ence centre grants should be 
rev�ewed so the centres are better able to support 
learn�ng for susta�nable development.

● UNESCO should be �nv�ted to establ�sh an �nst�tute 
�n Sweden to act as a node �n an �nternat�onal 
network for educat�on for susta�nable development.

● A long-term strategy and act�on plan for work on 
educat�on for susta�nable development over the next 
ten years should be establ�shed.

● A p�lot scheme should be establ�shed to prov�de 
opportun�t�es for stakeholders �n the school sector, the 
h�gher educat�on sector and l�beral adult educat�on to 
produce methods to permeate the educat�on system 
w�th a susta�nable development perspect�ve.

● The Government should cons�der whether there �s a 
need to set up a spec�al proact�ve coord�nat�ng body 
dur�ng the Un�ted Nat�ons Decade of Educat�on for 
Susta�nable Development.

Adapted from the Swedish Committee on Education for 
Sustainable Development (2004)

Proposals and Actions contained 
in Learning for Sustainability 

Strategies: An Example



■ Box	1.95
 The	Importance	of	Process

‘The emphas�s… should be on process, on 
strategy and capac�ty bu�ld�ng and on ga�n�ng 
a broader mandate, rather than exclus�vely 
on a product such as wr�t�ng a strategy 
document.’

Sterling (1996b, p. 203)
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● greater support and commitment 
ga�ned to ach�eve the shared v�s�on;

● �ncreased understanding of 
sustainability;

● generat�on of dialogue for 
sustainability between part�c�pants 
and the w�der commun�ty;

● development of new working 
relationships and partnerships wh�ch 
w�ll be requ�red to �mplement the 
changes for susta�nab�l�ty; and

● increased capacity of part�c�pants to 
engage �n the dec�s�on-mak�ng 
process and thus be effect�ve agents 
of change for susta�nab�l�ty.

Ach�ev�ng these can be a d�fficult 
task. One way of ga�n�ng a better 
understand�ng of what these 
character�st�cs mean and how they 
can be effect�vely ut�l�sed �s through 
exam�n�ng the exper�ences of others 
�n develop�ng strateg�c frameworks 
(see ‘Focus On: Process of Develop�ng 
Strateg�c Frameworks �n Learn�ng 
for Susta�nab�l�ty’ on page 83). The 
follow�ng sect�on rev�ews several of the 
ma�n �ssues assoc�ated w�th develop�ng 
strateg�es to h�ghl�ght the var�ous 
lessons that can be learnt from how 
they have been �mplemented.

Why involve stakeholders?
Stakeholders are those who are affected 
by an �ntended act�on or those who 
can affect the �mplementat�on of a 
plan, e�ther pos�t�vely or negat�vely. The 
process of creat�ng a collect�ve v�s�on 
for susta�nab�l�ty requ�res the �nput 
of people from all walks of l�fe. The 
ach�evement of that v�s�on also requ�res 
the comm�tment and part�c�pat�on 
of the same var�ety of people. Thus 
mult�-stakeholder part�c�pat�on 
refers to prov�d�ng the opportun�ty 
for part�c�pat�on by all those people 
who have a part to play �n ach�ev�ng 
susta�nab�l�ty, those who w�ll be affected 
by the planned changes or who can have 

b) What lessons can be 
learnt from the process 
of developing a Strategic 
Framework?
Exper�ence �s show�ng that the process 
of strateg�c framework development 
�s as �mportant as the content of the 
documents themselves192 (see Box 1.95). 
When the character�st�cs of learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty are �ncorporated 
�nto the process of develop�ng the 
strategy opportun�t�es ar�se to �ncrease 
stakeholders’ understand�ng of 
susta�nab�l�ty and bu�ld capac�ty to 
enact change towards susta�nab�l�ty. 
Act�vely engag�ng mult�ple stakeholders 
�n strateg�c framework formulat�on 
also ensures greater ownersh�p and 
comm�tment to the strategy, part�cularly 
when the process �nvolves not just 
consultat�on, but part�c�patory dec�s�on-
mak�ng. The result �s that susta�nab�l�ty 
outcomes �dent�fied �n the strategy are 
more l�kely to be real�sed.

A rev�ew of exper�ence �n strateg�c 
framework formulat�on for 
susta�nab�l�ty shows that successful 
approaches share the follow�ng 
character�st�cs193:

● mult�-stakeholder �nvolvement;

● transparency;

● part�c�pat�on;

● capac�ty bu�ld�ng for dec�s�on-
mak�ng;

● comb�nat�on of top-down and 
bottom-up approaches; and

● a focus on fac�l�tat�on rather 
than d�rect�on.

By adopt�ng these character�st�cs, 
the strateg�c development process 
benefits from:

● a shared vision of a susta�nable 
future �s developed by all 
part�c�pants;
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�mportant for ga�n�ng trust of the 
stakeholders wh�ch �n turn results �n 
mean�ngful part�c�pat�on.

● A strateg�c framework that �nvolves 
cross-sectoral involvement in its 
development prov�des an �mportant 
platform for stakeholder educat�on 
�n �tself, and the development of the 
strategy should not be seen just as 
an obl�gat�on to del�ver a document. 
Th�s part�cpat�on bu�lds a sense of 
ownersh�p and prov�des the �n�t�al 
l�nk to further engage stakeholder 
groups �n d�alogue and dec�s�on-
mak�ng processes. The collaborat�ve 
development of the strategy should 
�nvolve m�n�str�es/agenc�es across 
the sectors. In the rev�ewed strateg�es 
th�s has been �mplemented �n the 
form of a steer�ng comm�ttee or a 
network. The respons�b�l�ty of these 
groups �s the fac�l�tat�ve development 
of the strategy - the creat�on of 
collaborat�vely negot�ated documents.

● The role of th�s network/steer�ng 
comm�ttee �s pr�nc�pally to 
encourage broader participation 
in the process at a local level. Th�s 
could be done e�ther on a reg�onal 
bas�s (�.e. states and terr�tor�es) 
or through the establ�shment of 
work�ng groups �n each sector 
(commun�ty, school educat�on, 
h�gher educat�on etc.)

● The �mplementat�on of the strategy 
�s essent�ally devolved to the reg�ons 
or work�ng groups. The network/
steer�ng comm�ttee should also be 
respons�ble for the establ�shment of 
mechanisms for monitoring and 
evaluation of progress.

a major �nfluence on the outcomes. 
Prov�d�ng a platform for mult�-
stakeholder part�c�pat�on �s a cr�t�cal 
factor �n �ncreas�ng the potent�al success 
of the strategy and final �mplementat�on 
of change for susta�nab�l�ty.

W�thout a d�verse range of stakeholders 
part�c�pat�ng �n the strateg�c framework 
development process the final 
outcomes w�ll be s�gn�ficantly l�m�ted. 
Th�s has been h�ghl�ghted �n the case 
of Hungary, where the Hungar�an 
Soc�ety for Env�ronmental Educat�on 
developed �ts nat�onal EE strategy 
subsequent to a nat�onal conference196. 
Although th�s was a transparent 
process, �t �s unclear to what extent 
the process �nvolved the part�c�pat�on 
of dec�s�on-makers or stakeholders 
outs�de EE c�rcles. The or�g�nal 
�ntent�on of th�s document was to act 
as a catalyst for further d�scuss�on and 
�mplementat�on. Unfortunately the 
a�ms of th�s strategy have not been 
real�sed as th�s document lacks deta�led 
act�on plans outl�n�ng roles and 
respons�b�l�t�es wh�ch would support 
the ach�evement of th�s strategy. The 
process d�d not engage w�th a broad 
range of stakeholder groups dur�ng 
the strategy development, �nclud�ng 
governmental dec�s�on-makers, who 
st�ll have not rat�fied the strategy197 or 
actors who could take the respons�b�l�ty 
for enact�ng the change.

How can we ensure the involvement 
of stakeholders?
The process by wh�ch the Western 
Austral�a government recently 
developed �ts state susta�nab�l�ty 
strategy ‘Hope for the Future’198 
represents good pract�ce �n mult�-
stakeholder d�alogue and part�c�patory 
plann�ng that act�vely engages mult�ple 
stakeholders199 (see Box 1.96). 
Although not spec�fically a learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty strategy �t prov�des a 
good case study. In�t�ally a consultat�on 
paper ‘Focus on the Future’ was �ssued 
by the state government, �nv�t�ng 
contr�but�ons from commun�ty groups, 
profess�onal assoc�at�ons, the formal 

educat�on sector, bus�ness and �ndustry 
as well as local government and 
�nd�genous groups200. Th�s was followed 
by meet�ngs w�th key stakeholder 
groups w�th an object�ve of form�ng 
partnersh�ps for the collaborat�ve 
development of the strategy. In 
tandem w�th th�s, a ser�es of publ�c 
susta�nab�l�ty sem�nars and workshops 
was held to encourage d�alogue on 
susta�nab�l�ty and bu�ld a broad base 
of publ�c understand�ng for the �ssues 
�nvolved.

The Baltic 21 Education Program, the 
Dutch ‘Learning for Sustainability’ 
program and the Span�sh Nat�onal EE 
Strategy also prov�de lessons �n how 
to �nclude stakeholders from the grass 
roots level though to nat�onal agenc�es. 
These strateg�c frameworks art�culated 
the �mportance of develop�ng 
part�c�pat�on sk�lls �n dec�s�on-mak�ng 
as well as prov�d�ng opportun�t�es for 
cross-sectoral engagement through 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty �n�t�at�ves. 
The part�c�patory process �s seen as 
�mportant for the development of 
personal and �nst�tut�onal comm�tment 
to work together and w�th stakeholders 
from other sectors to address 
susta�nab�l�ty �ssues (refer to Append�x 
D). Lessons learnt from the rev�ew of 
strateg�es �nclude:

● Mult�-stakeholder �nvolvement �n 
the process �s �mportant as �t allows 
a recogn�t�on of the value of local 
(or context-spec�fic) knowledge. 
If �ncluded at the r�ght level �t can 
mean that local knowledge �s part 
of the dec�s�on-mak�ng process, 
and we�ghed up w�th knowledge 
from other sources. Rather than 
be�ng �mposed by external experts, 
solut�ons can be developed wh�ch 
are relevant to each commun�ty201. 
However, th�s approach would not 
work unless �t offered a transparent 
process wh�ch enabled stakeholders 
to know how and when to �nput 
�nto the process. Transparency �s very 
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■ Box	1.96
 ‘Hope	for	the	Future’195

WA’s state susta�nab�l�ty strategy was released 
�n 2003. It �nvolved stakeholders �n the 
follow�ng ways:

● Consultat�on paper released.

● Contr�but�ons and responses to the paper 
�nv�ted from all sectors.

● Key stakeholder group meet�ngs w�th a v�ew 
of form�ng partnersh�ps for collaborat�on �n 
the development of the strategy.

● Publ�c susta�nab�l�ty sem�nars and 
workshops were held to encourage d�alogue 
on susta�nab�l�ty.

■ Box	1.97
 Synthesis	of	Process	and	Change

‘People are engaged �n all aspects 
s�multaneously and there �s no hard 
d�st�nct�on made between mak�ng pol�cy 
dec�s�ons and learn�ng for change. 
The emphas�s �s on capab�l�ty and 
confidencebu�ld�ng, part�c�pat�on, ownersh�p 
empowerment and the generat�on of mean�ng 
(such as local susta�nab�l�ty �nd�cators)’.

Sterling (1996b, p.200)

How can we equip stakeholders to 
make changes for sustainability?
There �s a general consensus across 
the susta�nab�l�ty l�terature that 
the most effect�ve strateg�es are 
those that �nvolve capac�ty bu�ld�ng 
for part�c�pat�on �n strategy 
development204. In th�s way the very 
process of strategy development equ�ps 
stakeholders w�th cr�t�cal sk�lls requ�red 
for change towards susta�nab�l�ty such 
as part�c�patory problem-solv�ng and 
shared dec�s�on-mak�ng.

Capac�ty bu�ld�ng for dec�s�on-mak�ng 
has the benefit of more deeply 
engag�ng �nd�v�duals and groups �n the 
process of change for susta�nab�l�ty (see 
Box 1.97). Th�s approach embraces 
the concept of strategy formulat�on as 
a process of learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty. 
In th�s way, not only the content 
of the document, but the stages of 
�ts development are ut�l�sed as an 
opportun�ty to ach�eve susta�nab�l�ty 
outcomes. Through th�s the potent�al 
to �ntegrate learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty 
�nto governmental dec�s�on-mak�ng 
�s grasped and the nature of change 
towards susta�nab�l�ty as an ongo�ng 
learn�ng process for �s acknowledged. 
Some have sa�d that the process is the 
strategy, wh�lst the document �s only a 
tool. But commonly, �ts seen the other 
way round205.

● The prov�s�on of opportunities 
for participants to be involved in 
the decision-making process �s key 
to act�vely engag�ng stakeholders 
and ensur�ng the ach�evement of 
greater support and comm�tment for 
the strategy. Through part�c�pat�on, 
learners bu�ld sk�lls to take control 
of both the dec�s�on-mak�ng process 
and respons�b�l�ty for �ts outcomes. 
Th�s greater control leads to greater 
mot�vat�on to part�c�pate �n act�ons, 
whether they are commun�ty projects, 
pol�t�cal act�on, democrat�c dec�s�on-
mak�ng or commun�ty leadersh�p 
roles. By becom�ng competent �n 
mak�ng cho�ces, dec�s�ons and cr�t�cal 
reflect�on, learners bu�ld l�fe-long 
sk�lls to both fac�l�tate and part�c�pate 

�n the process of work�ng toward 
susta�nab�l�ty.

● For these processes to be effect�ve 
the development of part�c�pat�on 
sk�lls �n dec�s�on-mak�ng need to be 
focused initially on those involved 
in the design and facilitation of the 
strategy development.

● Many of the strateg�c frameworks 
incorporate elements of systemic 
thinking in their planning and 
approach to change for susta�nab�l�ty 
as well as advocate �t as a learn�ng 
tool. The process of develop�ng the 
strategy offers an opportun�ty to 
present these concepts �n a pract�cal 
manner. Hands-on exper�ence of these 
approaches to educat�on w�ll prov�de 
pract�t�oners and pol�cy makers w�th a 
greater understand�ng of the�r benefits 
and bu�ld the�r capac�ty to use these 
techn�ques �n the�r work.

● The strategy development process 
should facilitate the development 
of stakeholder relationships. 
It can catalyse partnersh�ps that 
serve �mportant purposes for the 
ach�evement of susta�nab�l�ty, both 
w�th�n and beyond the bounds 
of the strategy. Adopt�ng an open 
part�c�patory approach fac�l�tates 
network-bu�ld�ng and �mproves 
commun�cat�on across mult�ple 
stakeholder groups207. Th�s has 
been the case �n the Netherlands 
where a nat�onal steer�ng comm�ttee 
compr�s�ng of representat�ves from a 
range of government departments are 
respons�ble for the nat�onal learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty strategy208.

What kind of Approach is best, 
Top-down or Bottom-up?
Stephen Sterl�ng, a lead�ng EE 
th�nker, has d�st�ngu�shed between 
two approaches to learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty strateg�c framework 
development209. The first �s top-down 
and tends to v�ew educat�on as a pol�cy 
tool along w�th other �nstruments 
such as regulat�on and econom�c 
�ncent�ves. The approach prov�des a 
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■ Box	1.98
 The	NETHERLANDS

The Dutch Nat�onal Susta�nab�l�ty 
Strategy subt�tled ‘To Make Sustainability 
a Second Nature’ adopted the pr�nc�ples of 
part�c�patory dec�s�on-mak�ng and as a pol�cy 
was �ntegrated both hor�zontally (across 
sectors) and vert�cally (comb�n�ng a top-down 
and bottom-up approach). Th�s collaborat�on 
resulted �n broad consensus and comm�tment 
across stakeholder groups although there was 
some lack of clar�ty regard�ng outcomes as 
these were to evolve dur�ng the process.

The strategy formulat�on process �nvolved 
seven m�n�str�es �n analyz�ng the relevance of 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty to the�r own pol�c�es. 
Th�s reflected a concern to �ntegrate the work 
of government departments and �nvolve them 
�n the process. Bottom-up dec�s�on-mak�ng 
approaches were seen to be as �mportant 
as top-down ones and therefore publ�c 
part�c�pat�on was engaged through round-table 
d�scuss�ons and other events des�gned to 
�ncrease commun�cat�on and consultat�on.

The Dutch have addressed the need 
for an �ntegrated approach to strategy 
development, through wh�ch all government 
m�n�str�es collaborate to develop pol�c�es 
and programs address�ng learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty. A nat�onal learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty steer�ng comm�ttee �s 
made up of representat�ves from every 
major government department and 
�mplementat�on of the strategy �s devolved 
to prov�nc�al agenc�es203. Th�s has the 
benefit of creat�ng a broad sense of 
ownersh�p for the strategy, not just �n the 
sense that mult�ple stakeholders or�g�nate 
�ts content, but that �t �nvolves a process 
of shared understand�ng, comm�tment and 
part�c�patory dec�s�on-mak�ng.

good opportun�ty to plan strateg�c 
and w�de change across stakeholders 
part�cularly �f �t �ncorporates learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty components. 
However, �n pract�ce, the approach 
has somet�mes been character�sed by 
an �nstruct�ve and �nformat�on-led 
approach to EE, wh�ch sees soc�ety as 
a target aud�ence whose ‘behav�our’ 
needs to be changed210. The fatal 
weakness of th�s approach �s often that 
�t lacks ownersh�p amongst those �t �s 
meant to �nvolve or galvan�se211.

The second approach outl�ned by 
Stephen Sterl�ng treats pol�cy as 
someth�ng that �s shaped, owned 
and enacted by stakeholders212. 
Here, the role of government 
�s that of fac�l�tat�on w�th an 
emphas�s on encourag�ng and 
support�ng transparent, part�c�patory 
mult�stakeholder processes support�ng 
local �dent�ficat�on of needs, �nterests 
and goals. Th�s approach was 
�mplemented �n the Scott�sh EE 
strategy development process, wh�ch 
sought to �nvolve as many players as 
poss�ble. D�scuss�ons, conferences 
and �nter-sectoral workshops were all 
used as a means to act�vely engage a 
broad range of actors. Th�s process 
generated d�alogue, new work�ng 
relat�onsh�ps and catalysed partnersh�ps 
that extended beyond the strategy 
formulat�on process213.

● Most nat�onal strateg�es �nvolve 
a synerg�st�c comb�nat�on of both 
approaches that maximises the 
strengths of both top-down and 
bottom-up strategy development 
processes. The Netherlands’ 
susta�nab�l�ty strategy prov�des an 
example of th�s type of approach. 
The Dutch government has 
addressed the need for an �ntegrated 
approach to strategy development, 
through wh�ch all government 
m�n�str�es collaborate to develop 
pol�c�es and programs address�ng 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty (see Box 
1.98). Th�s has the benefit of creat�ng 
a broad sense of ownersh�p for the 
strategy, not just �n the sense that 

mult�ple stakeholders or�g�nate 
�ts content, but that �t �nvolves a 
process of shared understand�ng, 
comm�tment and part�c�patory 
dec�s�on-mak�ng214. Furthermore, the 
strategy has the support of cross-
government departments, who have 
taken the respons�b�l�ty of oversee�ng 
the �mplementat�on of the strategy.

What is the main role of those 
coordinating the strategy?
The ab�l�ty to �mplement mult�-
stakeholder part�c�pat�on and �nclude 
capac�ty bu�ld�ng for dec�s�on-mak�ng 
�n the process of strateg�c framework 
development �s dependent on the 
role played by the agency or group 
coord�nat�ng the strategy.

● The coord�nators need to build trust 
through transparency but also 
prov�de genu�ne opportun�t�es for 
�nput and learn�ng. Exper�ence 
suggests that when the coord�nat�ng 
agency or group fac�l�tate rather than 
d�rect the process, better outcomes 
are ach�eved215.

● On some occas�ons, the nat�onal 
agency respons�ble for develop�ng 
the strategy may dec�de to employ 
an independent facilitator to plan 
and dr�ve the strategy development 
process216. The fac�l�tator �s often 
well-respected across the stakeholder 
groups and perce�ved to be neutral 
- hav�ng no spec�fic agenda. 
Somet�mes, the nat�onal agency 
passes on the respons�b�l�ty to a 
representat�ve stakeholder group 
wh�ch dr�ves and fac�l�tates the 
process217.

● The part�c�patory process of 
develop�ng a v�s�on should be the 
focus of the early stages of strategy 
development. In many strateg�c 
frameworks th�s has been seen as 
cr�t�cal as �t encourages d�alogue and 
collaborat�on wh�ch exped�tes the 
acceptance and �mplementat�on of 
strategy �n later stages.
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■ Box	1.99
 Participation	in	Strategy	
	 Development

‘Part�c�pat�on of mult�ple stakeholders at 
an early stage [of strategy development] 
�ncreases the l�kel�hood of pol�cy or program 
success. Act�vely �nvolv�ng stakeholders from 
var�ous levels, sectors and d�sc�pl�nes develops 
consensus among d�verse and somet�mes 
d�sparate �nterests’.

Scriabine & Day (2000, p.4)

‘Susta�nable development needs to �nvolve the 
part�c�pat�on and engagement of the people, 
and of a w�de range of c�v�l soc�ety throughout 
Europe…. Stakeholders of all k�nds should be 
consulted and �nvolved �n the �mplementat�on 
of a comprehens�ve strategy’.

European Environmental Advisory Councils 
(EEAC) Working Group Sustainable 
Development (2002, p.2)

‘What matters �s to have a locally appropr�ate 
and workable pol�cy process and document 
that has evolved through broad part�c�pat�on 
and wh�ch enables people to atta�n or reta�n 
power over the�r own resources’.

SADC-ELMS (1999, p.9)

An analys�s of several reg�onal and nat�onal strateg�c frameworks �n learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty has �dent�fied some common character�st�cs �n the process of 
develop�ng strateg�c frameworks: 

Multi-stakeholder: The process act�vely engages mult�ple stakeholders from a 
w�de range of areas and sectors of soc�ety. Th�s �ncludes sectors of soc�ety such 
as government and non-government organ�sat�ons, bus�ness and �ndustry and 
�nclus�ve of gender and cultural d�vers�ty. It also �ncludes part�c�pants from 
all levels of these sectors, such as those �nvolved �n formulat�ng pol�cy, those 
�nvolved �n plann�ng and del�ver�ng educat�on, env�ronment and/or susta�nab�l�ty 
programs. The process spec�fically �ncludes part�c�pat�on from the dec�s�on-makers 
who are �n a pos�t�on to support and �mplement the outcomes of the process.

Transparent: At all stages the process be�ng used to develop the strateg�c 
framework �s clearly art�culated and open to publ�c �nput.

Participation: The process �s part�c�patory �n a sense wh�ch goes beyond pure 
consultat�on. Th�s �s where the act�on of part�c�pat�ng has an �mpact on the final 
outcome of the process (also see sect�on 1.3 and Box 1.99).

Capacity building for decision-making: Part�c�pat�on �n the development 
process prov�des part�c�pants w�th opportun�t�es to �ncrease the�r knowledge, 
sk�lls and ab�l�ty to be �nvolved �n dec�s�on-mak�ng processes. The developers 
of the framework acknowledge that certa�n part�c�pants may requ�re support 
to ach�eve th�s goal and th�s �s planned for �n the �n�t�al stages. Support may be 
prov�ded through �nformal opportun�t�es where part�c�pants further develop the�r 
understand�ng, learn how to �nfluence dec�s�on-mak�ng and/or develop sk�lls to 
part�c�pate effect�vely �n change.

Combination top-down and bottom-up approaches: In acknowledgement of 
the strengths and weaknesses of each of these approaches the use of a comb�nat�on 
of both approaches prov�des stronger outcomes. A top-down approach cap�tal�ses 
on the benefits of strong leadersh�p support and comm�tment to the strategy. A 
bottom-up approach ensures that on-the-ground support for the strategy ex�sts. 
Th�s creates un�fied understand�ngs and develops the partnersh�ps wh�ch w�ll 
be requ�red to �mplement the act�ons for susta�nab�l�ty outl�ned �n the strateg�c 
frameworks.

Facilitation: The ma�n role for those who lead the development of the strateg�c 
framework �s to be fac�l�tators of the process. The focus �s on prov�d�ng the 
part�c�pants w�th encouragement, support and the structural base to ensure all of 
the above po�nts can be ach�eved.

Process of Developing Strategic 
Frameworks in Learning 

for Sustainability
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Austral�a’s response, to learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty at the nat�onal pol�cy 
level, has m�rrored a common approach 
adopted around the world. In�t�ally, 
many nat�ons env�saged a susta�nab�l�ty 
framework that �ncorporated not�ons 
of educat�on and learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty as a strateg�c tool for 
meet�ng susta�nab�l�ty object�ves would 
be the most appropr�ate response. As 
�mplementat�on of these frameworks 
began, the value and �mportance of 
educat�on and learn�ng was soon 
apprec�ated. As a result many nat�ons 
have s�nce developed spec�fic learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty strateg�es to advance 
the process more rap�dly and �n a 
supported manner.

To exam�ne the current status of 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty �n Austral�a’s 
strateg�c frameworks �t �s necessary 
to exam�ne two d�fferent types of 
documents �ndependently:

(a) Susta�nab�l�ty Frameworks; and

(b) Learn�ng for Susta�nab�l�ty 
Frameworks.

a) Sustainability 
Frameworks
The Austral�an susta�nab�l�ty agenda �s 
framed by the ‘The National Strategy 
for Ecologically Sustainable Development’ 
(NSESD)218. Th�s document addresses 
many key areas for act�on �dent�fied 
�n ‘Agenda 21’ and was adopted, �n 
pr�nc�ple, by all levels of Austral�an 
government �n 1992. Its �ntent�on was 
to prov�de broad strateg�c d�rect�ons 
and a framework for governments to 
d�rect pol�cy and dec�s�on-mak�ng.

Wh�lst th�s document does spec�fically 
ment�on the role of educat�on and 
part�c�pat�on �n �ts object�ves (see 
Box 1.100) these are l�m�ted �n that 
they are only referred to as processes 
of �nformat�on and awareness ra�s�ng 
rather than reflect�ve learn�ng and 
engagement. Th�s �nterpretat�on of 
‘educat�on’ reflected the contemporary 
understand�ng of th�s term (see 
Sect�on 1.1). S�nce �ts development �n 
the early 1990s our percept�on of the 
role of educat�on and learn�ng �n the 
process of susta�nab�l�ty has evolved. 
These days the focus �s more on change 
strateg�es and capac�ty bu�ld�ng219.

The ‘NSESD’ prov�ded the framework 
for each state and terr�tory to develop 
the�r �nd�v�dual and contextual 
response to th�s v�s�on. It �s 
therefore, not surpr�s�ng to find th�s 
�nterpretat�on reflected �n the strateg�es 
�t was des�gned to gu�de. The most 
recent state susta�nab�l�ty strateg�es 
from Western Austral�a and V�ctor�a 
reflect th�s more narrow v�ew of the 
role of educat�on.

■ Box	1.100
 National	Ecological	Sustainable	
	 Development	Policy

The Nat�onal Strategy for Ecolog�cally 
Susta�nable Development (NSESD) prov�des 
broad strateg�c d�rect�ons and framework for 
governments to d�rect pol�cy and dec�s�on-
mak�ng. The Strategy fac�l�tates a coord�nated 
and cooperat�ve approach to ecolog�cally 
susta�nable development (ESD) and 
encourages long-term benefits for Austral�a 
over short-term ga�ns.

Throughout the pol�cy there are repeated 
references to educat�on and part�c�pat�on �n 
�ts object�ves:

i) Objective 32.1
● to develop a h�gh level of commun�ty 

awareness and understand�ng of the goal, 
object�ves and pr�nc�ples of th�s ESD 
Strategy.

ii) Objective 32.2
● to promote open and effect�ve 

commun�cat�on on ESD �ssues and 
pol�c�es between governments, �ndustry, 
conservat�on groups, un�ons and 
commun�ty groups.

iii) Objective 32.3
● to ensure t�mely and �nformed 

contr�but�ons from stakeholders to the 
�mplementat�on of �n�t�at�ves outl�ned 
�n th�s Strategy and �n �ts further 
development, mon�tor�ng and rev�ew.

Commonwealth of Australia (1992)
Available at: http://www.deh.gov.au/esd/
national/nsesd/strategy/index.html
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Western Australia
The Western Austral�an strategy ‘Hope 
for the Future’220 �s a comprehens�ve 
and deta�led susta�nab�l�ty plan. It 
acknowledges ‘susta�nab�l�ty educat�on’ 
as one of the ‘tools for susta�nab�l�ty’221. 
Although a descr�pt�on of th�s type 
of educat�on �s absent from the 
document, the language used to refer 
to educat�on focuses on awareness 
ra�s�ng and the need to mod�fy 
behav�our (see Box 1.101).

Victoria
The V�ctor�an strategy ‘Our Environment, 
Our Future’222 sets clear d�rect�ons �n 
the areas of manag�ng natural assets, 
�mprov�ng resource use and reduc�ng 
env�ronmental �mpact. Wh�lst th�s 
framework �s less deta�led than that of 
Western Austral�a �t does have object�ves 
and targets, based on pre-ex�st�ng 
agreements wh�ch have a heavy focus 
on technolog�cal advances and changes. 
The language of the framework �nd�cates 
that to ach�eve these targets V�ctor�ans 
w�ll need to th�nk d�fferently, des�gn 
d�fferently, plan and use resources 
d�fferently although there �s no �nd�cat�on 
of how these changes can be supported 
and act�oned223. The only reference to th�s 
process of change can be found �n page 28 
of the document, where �t recommends 
that people are prov�ded w�th ‘better 
�nformat�on’ so that they can make 
d�fferent dec�s�ons224 (see Box 1.102).

The type of educat�onal approach 
promoted �n both the Western 
Austral�an and V�ctor�an strateg�es, 
�s based on the assumpt�on that the 
prov�s�on of �nformat�on w�ll naturally 
lead to changes �n organ�sat�onal, 
workplace and l�festyle pract�ce. 
However, th�s assumpt�on has been 
shown to be �ncorrect225. These types 
of strateg�es take a s�mpl�st�c ‘awareness 
ra�s�ng’ v�ew of EE where as a much 
more soph�st�cated approach �s that 
of the Swed�sh nat�onal strateg�es 
wh�ch prov�des a capac�ty bu�ld�ng and 
learn�ng for change led v�ew of EE226.

■ Box	1.101
 Hope	for	the	Future

WA’s state susta�nab�l�ty strategy advocates 
for �nnovat�on �n �ts approach to 
susta�nab�l�ty and supports p�lot projects 
pr�or to the�r broader appl�cat�on or support 
by pol�c�es and leg�slat�on. The strategy 
encourages programs and tools such as: 
ecolog�cal econom�cs; ecolog�cal footpr�nt; 
eco-effic�ency; �ndustr�al ecology and waste 
m�n�m�sat�on; The Natural Step; fac�l�tat�ng 
susta�nable technology opt�ons; regulat�on, 
enforcement and opportun�ty; susta�nab�l�ty 
checkl�sts; commun�ty development 
processes; art�st�c �nnovat�on; scenar�o 
plann�ng; commun�ty v�s�on�ng and research, 
�nnovat�on and demonstrat�on.

In reference to educat�on, �t recommends 
that susta�nab�l�ty educat�on (formal and 
�nformal) prov�des ‘tra�n�ng and accred�tat�on 
of all profess�onal act�v�ty that recogn�ses and 
�ncreases awareness of susta�nab�l�ty pr�nc�ples 
and how they can be appl�ed �n da�ly l�fe.’

Government of Western Australia (2003, p. 35)

■ Box	1.102
 Our	Environment,	Our	Future

Th�s framework sets out the challenge ahead 
for V�ctor�a to become a world leader �n 
susta�nab�l�ty. It prov�des d�rect�ons for 
government, bus�ness and the commun�ty to 
bu�ld env�ronmental cons�derat�ons �nto the 
way they work and l�ve.

It suggests that �n order to reduce the�r 
everyday env�ronmental �mpacts, V�ctor�ans 
need a d�fferent k�nd of �nformat�on:

‘To help people make better cho�ces 
they need better �nformat�on about the 
env�ronmental �mpact the�r dec�s�ons 
ult�mately produce.’

Government of Victoria (2005, p. 28)

b) Learning for 
Sustainability Strategies

In 2000, the Austral�an Government 
released the ‘Environmental Education 
for a Sustainable Future: National Action 
Plan’227. Th�s act�on plan has been the 
catalyst for strateg�c nat�onal �n�t�at�ves 
wh�ch have �ncluded the format�on of 
the Nat�onal Env�ronmental Educat�on 
Counc�l (NEEC), the establ�shment 
of the Austral�an Research Inst�tute �n 
Educat�on for Susta�nab�l�ty (ARIES) 
and the most recent development 
of the ‘The National Statement for 
Environmental Education’ (NEES)228 
(see sect�on 1.4 for a deta�led rev�ew).

S�nce the release of th�s act�on plan, the 
states of New South Wales and V�ctor�a 
have recogn�sed the need to develop 
spec�fic learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty 
strateg�es and/or plans that reflect the�r 
local contexts and needs.

New South Wales
‘Learning for Sustainability’229 was the 
first three-year EE strategy adopted �n 
NSW. The ma�n a�m of the document 
was to bu�ld the capac�ty of the whole 
commun�ty to be engaged �n mak�ng 
env�ronmental �mprovements and 
l�v�ng susta�nably. The strategy also 
�dent�fied spec�fic roles and act�ons for 
stakeholders to ach�eve �ts outcomes 
(see Box 1.103). It adopts and 
promotes most of the key components 
assoc�ated w�th learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty. Currently th�s strategy �s 
be�ng rev�ewed and a 2006-2009 plan 
�s expected to be released �n late 2005.

Victoria
The V�ctor�an Government 
Department of Susta�nab�l�ty and 
Env�ronment (DSE) has commenced 
the development of a strategy for 
‘Sustainability Education and Behaviour 
Change’ as a key element of V�ctor�a’s 
overall approach to susta�nab�l�ty. 
There are plans for the draft document 
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■ Box	1.103
 Learning	for	Sustainability

Th�s plan was developed through w�de 
consultat�on and �nvolvement by the NSW 
EE commun�ty. Th�s process �ncluded an 
extens�ve rev�ew of EE, expert contr�but�ons 
from members of the NSW Counc�l on 
Env�ronmental Educat�on and �nputs from 
stakeholders. The Environmental Education Plan 
2002–05 �s founded on a v�s�on to ach�eve:

‘Effect�ve and �ntegrated env�ronmental 
educat�on wh�ch bu�lds the capac�ty of the 
people of NSW to be �nformed and act�ve 
part�c�pants �n mov�ng soc�ety towards 
susta�nab�l�ty.’

NSW Government (2002, p.8)

The Plan �dent�fies roles for all stakeholders 
�n ach�ev�ng �ts outcomes. Poss�ble act�ons �n 
response to the Plan �nclude EE �n corporate 
pol�c�es and work pract�ces, �mprov�ng 
program plann�ng and del�very, bu�ld�ng 
knowledge of env�ronmental educat�on and 
contr�but�ng to spec�fic NSW h�gh pr�or�ty 
act�ons �dent�fied �n the Plan.

Dur�ng 2005, the Counc�l w�ll be rev�ew�ng 
and updat�ng the Plan for 2006-09. A publ�c 
consultat�on process was held earl�er th�s year 
and the NSW Counc�l on Env�ronmental 
Educat�on �s currently address�ng the w�de 
range of subm�ss�ons rece�ved. A draft of 
the updated Plan w�ll be ava�lable for publ�c 
comment towards the end of 2005.

NSW Government (2005b)
Available at: 
http://www.epa.nsw.gov.au/cee/lfs.htm

to be released for consultat�on late 
�n 2005. S�gn�ficantly, the DSE 
has recogn�sed, that the strategy 
w�ll need to not only address 
the development of knowledge 
and awareness but also values, 
att�tudes, sk�lls as well as the 
empowerment of �nd�v�duals and 
groups to part�c�pate �n change for 
susta�nab�l�ty230 (see Box 1.104).

Western Australia
WA’s Department of Env�ronment 
released an ‘Environmental 
Education Strategy and Action 
Plan’ �n December 2004. The 
document has a clear susta�nab�l�ty 
mandate but not a strong 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty focus. 
The Strategy �s cons�stent w�th 
WA’s susta�nab�l�ty strategy and 
has led to the format�on of an 
EE Adv�sory Comm�ttee wh�ch 
coord�nates the �mplementat�on of 
the strategy and prov�des spec�fic 
adv�ce to government on EE 
resource allocat�on, pr�or�t�es and 
research �ssues.

The strategy prov�des a very clear 
framework on how to be more 
strateg�c and seek more effect�ve 
del�very and better coord�nat�on 
of EE �n�t�at�ves. It recogn�ses that 
there are unnecessary overlaps and 
large gaps wh�ch could be avo�ded.

The focus, however, �s on ‘ra�s�ng 
awareness and encourag�ng 
respons�ble env�ronmental 
behav�our’ rather than on capac�ty 
bu�ld�ng or the use of learn�ng 
based strateg�es for change. It 
supports trad�t�onal models of EE, 
�nterpret�ng the outcomes of EE as:

a) exposure to messages;

b) retent�on of messages;

c) understand�ng of messages;

■ Box	1.104
 Learning	to	Live	Sustainably

The V�ctor�an strategy, ‘Learning to Live 
Sustainably’, currently be�ng drafted, w�ll 
focus on ‘susta�nab�l�ty educat�on and 
behav�our change’. The document �s expected 
to be released for consultat�on �n 2005.

DSE has adopted the follow�ng as gu�d�ng 
po�nts for the development of the strategy: 

The Strategy should:
● be for the whole commun�ty;

● embrace all the d�fferent ways �n wh�ch 
people learn and change;

● address the need for commun�ty-w�de 
reth�nk�ng, �nnovat�on and change;

● develop not only knowledge and 
awareness but also values, att�tudes, sk�lls 
and the �nvolvement and empowerment 
of �nd�v�duals and groups; and

● be for change toward env�ronmental 
susta�nab�l�ty �n the hol�st�c sense.

VAEE (2005)
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d) att�tud�nal change; and

e) behav�our change.

The strategy does not prov�de adv�ce on 
how EE �s challenged by the learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty agenda or gu�dance 
on how to use educat�on to ach�eve 
susta�nab�l�ty outcomes.

Desp�te th�s, the EE Adv�sory 
Comm�ttee has used the document 
as a spr�ngboard �n an attempt to 
focus on capac�ty bu�ld�ng across 
the ent�re commun�ty (see Box 
1.105). The sectors targeted �nclude 
�ndustry and commerce, formal 
educat�on (�nclud�ng TAFE and h�gher 
educat�on), government agenc�es, 
natural resource management and the 
general commun�ty.

The Need for a Strategic 
Framework to Guide EE 
Policy and Practice in 
Australia
Overall there has been a percept�on 
that approaches to plann�ng and 
�mplement�ng EE �n Austral�a 
have suffered from the lack of an 
overarch�ng framework to co-ord�nate 
efforts231. Some programs have been 
conducted �n a non-�ntegrated and 
�nsular fash�on, wh�ch has led to 
dupl�cat�on of effort, and �n the worst 
cases have confused and de-mot�vated 
aud�ences232.

The V�ctor�an Assoc�at�on of 
Env�ronmental Educat�on undertook 
an evaluat�on of the �mplementat�on 
of EE and what �t refers to as 
‘susta�nab�l�ty educat�on’ strateg�es �n 
V�ctor�a233. Th�s report found that there 
�s no common v�ew about the state of 
susta�nab�l�ty educat�on �n V�ctor�a. 
Lead�ng pract�t�oners contacted for the 
evaluat�on bel�eved several goals had 
been ach�eved �n, and through, learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty, although these changes 

were seen as ‘patchy’. The lack of a 
common strateg�c v�s�on for learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty �n the state may help 
expla�n th�s result. The report �dent�fied 
that there are many uncoord�nated 
efforts and a lack of strong leadersh�p or 
commonly agreed goals.

The requ�rement for long-term 
strateg�c plann�ng for Austral�a’s future 
has also recently been h�ghl�ghted 
by the publ�cat�on of ‘Imagining 
Australia’234. Th�s far-s�ghted and 
sp�r�ted book was jo�ntly wr�tten by 
four young Austral�ans: Macgregor 
Duncan, Andrew Le�gh, Dav�d 
Madden and Peter Tynan. As a react�on 
to the lack of v�s�on and leadersh�p �n 
Austral�an pol�t�cs these authors have 
offered a construct�ve alternat�ve of 
the�r own. The book creates a v�s�on 
for Austral�a wh�ch makes an excellent 
start�ng po�nt for a new debate about 
where our country �s head�ng and what 
sort of soc�ety we are becom�ng235.

These �ssues �nd�cate that �n Austral�a 
�t �s no longer adequate to merely call 
for ‘more and better’236 Env�ronmental 
Educat�on. What �s requ�red �s a 
strateg�c and �ntegrated approach that 
prov�des a cons�stent sense of d�rect�on 
and leverages sk�lls and resources237. 
A nat�onal learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty 
strateg�c framework would address 
that need by mapp�ng out a v�s�on and 
prov�d�ng a coord�nated framework 
for coherent act�on plans (see ‘Focus 
On: Lessons for Austral�a’ on page 88). 
It would ass�st �n �dent�fy�ng gaps �n 
pract�ce; avo�d dupl�cat�on of efforts; 
learn from exper�ence and strateg�cally 
al�gn �n�t�at�ves so that they contr�bute 
to s�m�lar goals.

■ Box	1.105
 The	Western	Australian	
	 Environmental	Education	
	 Advisory	Committee

In response to the �ssues �dent�fied by the 
‘Environmental Education Strategy and Action 
Plan’ the EE Adv�sory Comm�ttee released an 
aud�t of all EE programs �n Western Austral�a 
�n July 2005. Th�s prov�des as a way of 
�dent�fy�ng potent�al partnersh�ps and l�nkages, 
as well current gaps �n the prov�s�on of EE.

The EE Adv�sory Comm�ttee �s currently 
develop�ng a comprehens�ve behav�our 
change matr�x across all sectors outl�ned 
above. The framework focuses on capac�ty 
bu�ld�ng around educat�on for susta�nab�l�ty 
and �nvolves the follow�ng d�mens�ons for 
bu�ld�ng th�s capac�ty:

● leadersh�p and respons�b�l�ty

● barr�ers and benefits

● behav�our changes sought and change 
agents

● scope of behav�our change sought

● measures to be appl�ed

● the EE strategy and act�on plan �ssues 
addressed

● support resources ava�lable (�nclud�ng 
capac�ty bu�ld�ng)

● the gaps, needs, resources st�ll requ�red

● pol�cy and regulatory �mpl�cat�ons

● research and evaluat�on 

A ser�es of forums wh�ch br�ng together 
�ndustry, government, commun�ty leaders 
and EE pract�t�oners are be�ng conducted 
throughout 2005. One of the outcomes of 
these forums �s best pract�ce case stud�es �n 
EE for susta�nab�l�ty.

Hodge (2005)
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Lessons for Australia

A proposed v�s�on for effect�ve learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty �n 
Austral�a would be a nat�on where learn�ng and educat�on 
are v�ewed as a prerequ�s�te �n ach�ev�ng susta�nab�l�ty. 
Learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty �s cons�dered an essent�al tool 
for good governance, �nformed dec�s�on-mak�ng and the 
promot�on of democracy. In order to ach�eve th�s v�s�on �t 
�s necessary to develop a nat�onal learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty 
strateg�c framework wh�ch �ncorporates the lessons learnt 
from strateg�c frameworks both �n Austral�a and across the 
globe, wh�ch �nclude:

● The �mportance of recognising and building on the 
existing work in the area �n�t�ated by the Austral�an 
Nat�onal Act�on Plan, as well as by the exper�ence of the 
States and Terr�tor�es �n �mplement�ng frameworks �n 
th�s area.

● As an example and role model to all the sectors, a first step 
�s to ensure endorsement and commitment by the whole 
of government to the development and �mplementat�on 
of the strategy.

● The role of the coord�nat�ng agency or group �s to 
facilitate the process rather than to d�rect the 
process. Opt�on to have an �ndependent fac�l�tator or 
representat�ve stakeholder group to dr�ve the process.

● The strateg�c framework should prov�de an overall 
v�s�on wh�ch creates the mot�vat�on and �nsp�rat�on for all 
stakeholders to �ncorporate learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty �nto 
all education systems: formal; non-formal; and informal.

● Dur�ng both the strategy development and 
�mplementat�on stages target key multipliers to 
spread and maximise the impact.

● Focus on develop�ng a process wh�ch encourages and 
allows part�c�pants to build partnerships and 
strategic alliances.

● The strateg�c framework needs to �nclude 
cross-sectoral participation to show support 
for the strategy, embrace the d�vers�ty of learn�ng 
opportun�t�es, to encourage and bu�ld the capac�ty 
of reluctant sectors to �ncorporate learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty approaches �nto the�r current pract�ce.

● Outl�ne why and how learners at all levels need to 
be encouraged to use systemic, and creative 
thinking as well as critical reflection �n both local 
and global contexts.

● Prov�d�ng opportunities for participants to be 
involved in the decision-making process �s key 
to act�vely engag�ng stakeholders and ensur�ng the 
ach�evement of greater support and comm�tment for 
the strategy.

● Support the development of systems to monitor 
and evaluate the effectiveness of both learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty �n�t�at�ves as well as the strateg�c 
framework.
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In response to �nternat�onal calls 
for �mprovement to qual�ty of l�fe 
assoc�ated w�th ecolog�cal protect�on, 
soc�al just�ce and econom�c equ�ty, 
thousands of susta�nab�l�ty �n�t�at�ves 
have emerged across the globe s�nce 
the m�d-1980s. Desp�te th�s �ncreased 
act�v�ty, many experts have po�nted out 
that there �s l�ttle ev�dence of pos�t�ve 
ach�evement and progress has been 
modest measured aga�nst trends of 
unsusta�nab�l�ty.

An �ncreas�ng number of reg�onal 
and nat�onal susta�nab�l�ty strateg�es 
are emerg�ng as the need to focus, 
coord�nate and d�rect energ�es towards 
spec�fic goals �s recogn�sed. However, 
the profile of educat�on and learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty has rema�ned low w�th�n 
nat�onal susta�nab�l�ty frameworks.

In Austral�a the �ncorporat�on of 
learn�ng susta�nab�l�ty concepts �nto 
pol�cy and strategy format�on has 
been slowly follow�ng �nternat�onal 
trends and approaches. Th�s volume 
prov�des the conceptual context 
for understand�ng Env�ronmental 
Educat�on’s contr�but�on to 
susta�nab�l�ty. It attempts to define 
the components of learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty and �dent�fy the rat�onale 
and pract�ce of these components 
wh�ch have the potent�al to transform 
how people th�nk and act. Through a 
rev�ew of �nternat�onal and nat�onal 
frameworks wh�ch have sought to 
�mplement th�s approach, �t prov�des 
analys�s as well as recommendat�ons 
to �mprove strateg�c plann�ng and 
act�ons for susta�nab�l�ty through 
Env�ronmental Educat�on �n Austral�a.

Th�s volume forms part of a 
ser�es, prepared by the Austral�an 
Research Inst�tute �n Educat�on 

for Susta�nab�l�ty (ARIES) for the 
Austral�an Government Department 
of the Env�ronment and Her�tage. 
The accompany�ng volumes prov�de a 
rev�ew of ex�st�ng trends, and programs 
wh�ch w�ll ass�st �n �dent�fy�ng gaps to 
be addressed by strateg�c frameworks.

Over the last few decades the 
�nternat�onal commun�ty has come 
to recogn�se that susta�nab�l�ty �s 
essent�ally an ongo�ng learn�ng 
process that act�vely �nvolves mult�ple 
stakeholders �n change across every 
aspect of soc�ety. G�ven th�s learning 
and change focus there has been an 
�nternat�onal call for the development 
of learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty strateg�c 
frameworks. Groups such as the 
Un�ted Nat�ons (UN) and the World 
Conservat�on Un�on (IUCN) have 
played the most p�votal roles �n 
advocat�ng, encourag�ng and equ�pp�ng 
nat�on-states to address learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty through the development 
of nat�onal strateg�es.

In response, many governments 
have led the way �n develop�ng these 
frameworks not only to coord�nate 
the�r own efforts and �ncrease 
effect�veness but also to encourage 
others �n NGO, bus�ness, formal 
educat�on and commun�cat�on sectors 
to al�gn themselves w�th common 
goals for change towards susta�nab�l�ty. 
However, these nat�onal educat�on 
and learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty plans 
are often not al�gned w�th the nat�onal 
susta�nab�l�ty strateg�es. They offer a 
framework for th�nk�ng about capac�ty 
bu�ld�ng and learn�ng based change for 
susta�nab�l�ty but few �nclude targets, 
t�meframes or report�ng structures. 
Env�ronmental Educat�on strateg�es 
w�th a focus on susta�nab�l�ty also 
ex�st, but many have fa�led to make 

the trans�t�on between the old models 
of educat�on, based on awareness 
ra�s�ng, transm�ss�on of key messages 
and behav�or change goals and the new 
model based upon a capac�ty bu�ld�ng 
and learn�ng based change focus.

Most learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty 
frameworks have been gu�ded by 
a nat�onal v�s�on for susta�nab�l�ty 
wh�ch has dr�ven some commun�t�es 
and stakeholders to work towards 
susta�nab�l�ty. In Austral�a the closest 
we have come to a nat�onal v�s�on for 
susta�nab�l�ty �s the ‘National Strategy 
for Ecological Sustainable Development’ 
developed �n 1992 and endorsed by the 
Counc�l of Austral�an Governments. 
However, the National Strategy has not 
been as �nfluent�al as ant�c�pated, as cr�t�cs 
po�nt out, �t d�d ‘not tell us what we have 
to do to ach�eve ecolog�cal susta�nab�l�ty.’

In 2000, the Austral�an Government 
released the ‘Environmental Education 
for a Sustainable Future: National Action 
Plan’. The Government’s comm�tment 
to �mplement�ng th�s act�on plan has 
resulted �n a number of �n�t�at�ves 
wh�ch are well pos�t�oned to �nfluence 
EE pract�ce �n Austral�a wh�ch �s st�ll 
struggl�ng to embrace learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty. The establ�shment of the 
Nat�onal Env�ronmental Educat�on 
Counc�l, the Nat�onal Env�ronmental 
Educat�on Network, the Austral�an 
Research Inst�tute �n Educat�on for 
Susta�nab�l�ty and the release of the 
Nat�onal Env�ronmental Educat�on 
Statement for Schools prov�de a sound 
bas�s for strateg�c development of EE 
for susta�nab�l�ty �n Austral�a. However, 
as �nternat�onal exper�ence has shown, 
ma�nta�n�ng ex�st�ng structures w�ll 
not be enough to address the new 
approaches to Env�ronmental Educat�on 
prompted by the susta�nab�l�ty agenda.
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A Vision of Learning for 
Sustainability in Australia

A proposed v�s�on for effect�ve learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty �n Austral�a would 
be a nat�on where learn�ng and 
educat�on are v�ewed as prerequ�s�tes �n 
ach�ev�ng susta�nab�l�ty. Learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty �s cons�dered an essent�al 
tool for good governance, �nformed 
dec�s�on-mak�ng and the promot�on of 
democracy. Learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty 
�s supported and �mplemented �n 
government, schools, further and 
h�gher educat�on, bus�ness and �ndustry 
as well as commun�ty educat�on 
programs. It strengthens the capac�ty 
of �nd�v�duals and organ�sat�ons to 
make judgements and cho�ces �n favour 
of susta�nab�l�ty. The development of 
sk�lls �n cr�t�cal and reflect�ve th�nk�ng 
are promoted as they allow people to 
create alternat�ve m�ndsets. As a result, 
new v�s�ons and concepts are explored 
and new approaches developed and 
�mplemented wh�ch wh�ch �mprove 
qual�ty of l�fe. 

In order to ach�eve th�s overall v�s�on 
each sector has �ts own set of goals 
wh�ch have been �dent�fied as a result 
of the needs h�ghl�ghted �n the five 
volumes wh�ch make up th�s ser�es. A 
proposed v�s�on, �n l�ne w�th learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty for each sector, �s 
outl�ned below.

Government
● A nat�onal learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty 

strategy for Austral�a gu�des all 
efforts w�th�n and across sectors 
through �ts v�s�on and act�on plan.

● Strateg�c frameworks for each state 
and terr�tory have been developed 
and are al�gned to the nat�onal 
strategy so that all act�ons are 
congruent and work�ng towards the 
same overarch�ng goals.

● Strateg�c networks w�th�n the sectors 
are supported so that goals �dent�fied 
by strateg�c frameworks can be 
effect�vely �mplemented. 

Further and Higher Education
● Whole of �nst�tut�on approaches to 

learn�ng based change for 
susta�nab�l�ty have been establ�shed 
w�th�n the areas of campus 
management, curr�culum, research, 
outreach and operat�ons.

● Academ�c, adm�n�strat�ve and 
fac�l�t�es management staff have been 
exposed to educat�on and tra�n�ng 
�n susta�nab�l�ty and learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty.

● Partnersh�ps between �nst�tut�ons 
and w�th bus�ness, government 
and non-government organ�sat�ons 
have been establ�shed wh�ch allow 
the strengthen�ng and shar�ng of 
exper�ences �n susta�nab�l�ty and 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty

School based Environmental 
Education
● All educators (�nclud�ng early 

ch�ldhood educators) have been 
exposed to learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty 
approaches e�ther through the�r 
tra�n�ng or school exper�ence.

● Whole-school approaches to learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty are the norm, where 
they cons�der the management, 
curr�culum, pedagog�cal approaches 
and �nfrastructure of the school.

● Strateg�c networks ex�st between 
educators, teacher educators and 
the schools commun�t�es to work 
towards change for susta�nab�l�ty.

Environmental Education 
initiatives in Business and 
Industry
● Opportun�t�es ex�st to both 

formally and �nformally educate 
and engage sen�or execut�ves �n 
susta�nab�l�ty.

● Managers and employees 
across the organ�sat�on have 
been exposed to educat�on 
and tra�n�ng programs to 
develop the necessary sk�lls 
and knowledge �n aspects of 
susta�nab�l�ty.

● Organ�sat�onal learn�ng �s 
promoted and supported as 
the pathway for buss�ness 
and �ndustry to address 
susta�nab�l�ty �ssues. 

Community based 
Environmental Education
● Commun�ty based educators 

are equ�ped w�th the sk�lls 
to �nclude learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty approaches �n 
the�r programs.

● Incent�ves and support ex�st 
to fac�l�tate the �nclus�on of 
educat�on and learn�ng �n 
commun�ty env�ronmental and 
susta�nab�l�ty programs.

● Strateg�c networks and 
partnersh�p have been developed 
between government, commun�ty 
groups and c�t�zens for more 
coherent and cons�stent educat�on 
act�ons for susta�nab�l�ty.



A Nat�onal Rev�ew of Env�ronmental Educat�on and �ts Contr�but�on 
to Susta�nab�l�ty �n Austral�a: Frameworks for Susta�nab�l�ty

91

A strateg�c, �ntegrated approach 
that prov�des a cons�stent sense of 
d�rect�on and leverages sk�lls and 
resources �s requ�red. A nat�onal 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty strateg�c 
framework would address that need by 
mapp�ng out a v�s�on and prov�d�ng a 
coord�nated framework for cons�stent 
and coherent act�on plans. It would 
ass�st �n �dent�fy�ng gaps �n pract�ce; 
avo�d dupl�cat�on of efforts; learn 
from exper�ence and strateg�cally al�gn 
�n�t�at�ves so that they contr�bute to 
common goals.

Recommendations

The research undertaken by ARIES 
has revealed a number of key needs 
w�th respect to strateg�c frameworks 
�n learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty. The 
follow�ng recommendat�ons have 
been der�ved from these key needs. 
The recommendat�ons �dent�fy 
pract�cal steps at a pol�cy, pract�ce and 
research level that could strengthen 
the contr�but�on of EE towards 
susta�nab�l�ty w�th�n Austral�a. It 
�s recommended that the federal 
government undertake the follow�ng 
act�ons.

Policy:
1.   Prepare a br�ef Nat�onal Statement 

wh�ch h�ghl�ghts the learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty approach and �ts 
�mpl�cat�ons for strateg�c plann�ng 
and pract�ce. To be al�gned 
w�th good pract�ce, learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty strateg�es need to be 
based on capac�ty bu�ld�ng and 
learn�ng based change rather than 
awareness ra�s�ng, transm�ss�on of 
key messages or behav�our change 
models. The statement should 
be developed �n the prel�m�nary 
stages of strategy development as 
�t would be used as an overarch�ng 
document to �nform the 
development of the strateg�es and 
act�on plans at the var�ous levels.

2.   Use the Nat�onal Statement (see 
recommendat�on 1) as the bas�s for 
develop�ng whole-of-government 
understand�ng and endorsement 
of learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty 
approaches.

3.   Fac�l�tate the development of a 
Learn�ng for Susta�nab�l�ty 
Strategy for Austral�a. The strategy 
needs to prov�de: a v�s�on for 
how educat�on can contr�bute to 
change for susta�nab�l�ty; gu�dance 
on what const�tutes effect�ve 
pract�ce; as well as outl�ne act�ons, 
t�mel�nes and respons�b�l�t�es for 
�mplement�ng th�s v�s�on.

4.   Prov�de �ncent�ves (e.g. fund�ng) 
and support (v�a collaborat�ve 
workshops) to the States and 
Terr�tor�es wh�ch are yet to develop 
a learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty 
framework and/or act�on plan. A 
s�m�lar approach to that used �n 
the Austral�an Susta�nable Schools 
In�t�at�ves �s advocated.

5.   Prov�de �ncent�ves (e.g. 
collaborat�ve research support) to 
the States wh�ch have developed 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty 
frameworks and/or act�on plans to 
encourage the�r close mon�tor�ng 
and evaluat�on. Th�s can prov�de 
a valuable learn�ng and capac�ty 
bu�ld�ng exper�ence wh�ch could 
�nfluence the rev�s�on of such 
frameworks and al�gnment 
w�th the nat�onal learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty strategy.

Practice:
6.   Prov�de opportun�t�es through 

roundtable d�scuss�ons and 
part�c�patory sem�nars to develop a 
nat�onal learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty 
strategy �n a way that �nvolves a 
broad range of sectors, so that 
the value of learn�ng �n ach�ev�ng 
susta�nab�l�ty goals �s recogn�sed by 
others who are not �n the field of 
educat�on. If effect�vely fac�l�tated, 
�nformal learn�ng and network�ng 
opportun�t�es would ar�se out of 
these exchanges.

7.   Prov�de opportun�t�es to �nvolve 
State and Terr�tor�es government 
agenc�es from around the country 
�n the development of the strateg�c 
plan. Th�s could be ach�eved 
through fac�l�tated forums and 
part�c�patory workshops wh�ch 
�nclude opportun�t�es for �nformal 
learn�ng and network�ng.

8.   Fund a network�ng and mentor�ng 
program �n learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty programs for 
government departments at the 
federal level. Th�s w�ll enable a 
whole-of-government approach, 
max�m�se cooperat�on and enhance 
the del�very and value of the 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty strategy 
�n Austral�a. Th�s would be framed 
and gu�ded by the ‘Bu�ld�ng 
Government Capac�ty Towards 
Susta�nab�l�ty’ project currently 
be�ng undertaken by ARIES.

Research:
9.   Undertake a needs analys�s based 

on the find�ngs and 
recommendat�ons �dent�fied �n 
volumes 2-5 of th�s ser�es. Th�s 
research would be used to �nform 
the development of the strategy.

10. Fund an act�on research approach 
to strategy development and 
�mplementat�on of the nat�onal 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty strategy 
for Austral�a. Th�s approach 
would enable learn�ng from the 
exper�ence as well as more effect�ve 
�mplementat�on of the strategy.

11. Comm�ss�on a rev�ew to document 
the exper�ences of develop�ng 
the ex�st�ng state learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty strateg�es (e.g. 
NSW and WA) �n support of 
recommendat�on 3. Th�s rev�ew 
should �dent�fy lessons learnt from 
these processes and also �dent�fy 
ways to use and bu�ld on the 
partnersh�ps and �n�t�at�ves that 
currently ex�st.
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Appendix A
Envisioning a better future
The strateg�c frameworks rev�ewed all prov�de a v�s�on for 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty �n the�r country. Many also �nterpret 
the process of envisioning or futures thinking as a powerful 
tool wh�ch can be used to develop a shared understand�ng and 
comm�tment to �mplement�ng the strategy.

The part�c�patory process of develop�ng a v�s�on �s 
understood �n many strateg�c frameworks as �mportant 
for encourag�ng d�alogue and collaborat�on at the early 
stages of strategy development. Th�s �n turn exped�tes 
the acceptance and �mplementat�on of strategy �n later 
stages. A collaborat�vely constructed v�s�on for learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty �s seen to provide direction and motivation 
for coord�nated and comm�tted act�on. V�s�on�n�ng �s also 
perce�ved a cr�t�cal sk�ll �n learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty.

● CANADA: Framework for Environmental Learning 
and Sustainability in Canada
One of the cr�t�cal dr�vers beh�nd the development of the 
‘Framework for Environmental Learning and Sustainability in 
Canada’1 was the need for a strateg�c v�s�on to support the 
efforts of educat�on pract�t�oners and the need to empower 
those respons�ble for the �mplementat�on of that v�s�on.

The framework has prov�ded a bas�s for local act�on plans 
and seeks to bu�ld the capac�ty of all learners and educators 
to ach�eve a susta�nable future. Educat�on pract�t�oners �n 
Canada called for a v�s�on to gu�de the�r programs:

‘We have many partners to help us �mplement our programs, 
but what we need �s a strateg�c v�s�on to support our efforts.’ 

Christian Payeur, Centrale des Syndicats du Québec.
Government of Canada (2000, p.7)

● ENGLAND: Learning to Last: The government’s 
sustainable education strategy for England
The draft susta�nable educat�on strategy for England, 
wh�ch was presented to M�n�sters �n February 2003 by the 
Susta�nable Development Educat�on Panel, outl�ned the 
ma�n challenge ahead, to w�n the hearts and m�nds of the 
people. It proposed that the ma�n way of ach�ev�ng th�s was 
through the development and re�nforcement of a pos�t�ve 
v�s�on. Of the five obstacles to progress that was s�ngled out 
�n the strategy, the first �s the ‘lack of a pos�t�ve v�s�on’2.

‘IV. The key focus for act�on must be at local and 
commun�ty levels. Government’s role �s not to fill gaps but 
to set pr�or�t�es and expectat�ons, to fac�l�tate and support. 

The challenge �s to w�n hearts and m�nds and to mot�vate 
people to take personal act�on. Th�s w�ll not happen 
w�thout mob�l�s�ng channels of �nformal commun�cat�on, 
�nclud�ng the med�a, youth and trade assoc�at�ons, 
nongovernmental organ�sat�ons of all k�nds, museums, 
l�brar�es, galler�es, the arts, sports and many more. What 
�s needed �s a pos�t�ve v�s�on re�nforced by a s�mple, 
cons�stent message expressed �n pla�n language. That �s the 
platform on wh�ch to bu�ld w�th the �ncreas�ng number of 
champ�ons, both �nd�v�duals and organ�sat�ons.’

Sustainable Development Education Panel (2003, p.3)

● UNITED NATIONS: UNECE Strategy for Education 
for Sustainable Development: Vision
The ‘UNECE Strategy for Education for Sustainable 
Development’ prov�des one of the most comprehens�ve 
v�s�ons for the future of the reg�on wh�ch �ncorporates the 
key components of learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty. The a�m of 
th�s v�s�on �s to prov�de the mot�vat�on and �nsp�rat�on 
for UNECE member States to develop and �ncorporate 
ESD �nto the�r formal educat�on systems, �n all relevant 
subjects, and �n nonformal and �nformal educat�on.

‘Our v�s�on �s of a reg�on that embraces common values 
of sol�dar�ty, equal�ty and mutual respect between people, 
countr�es and generat�ons. It �s a reg�on character�zed by 
susta�nable development, �nclud�ng economic vitality, 
justice, social cohesion, environmental protection 
and the susta�nable management of natural resources, so 
as to meet the needs of the present generat�on w�thout 
comprom�s�ng the ab�l�ty of future generat�ons to meet 
the�r needs.’

UNECE (2005, p.1)

● ASIA-PACIFIC Regional Strategy for Education for 
Sustainable Development
A key object�ve of the UN Decade �n ESD, as recogn�sed 
by the As�a Pac�fic Strategy, �s to �mplement ESD act�v�t�es 
and programs at a commun�ty level. Th�s �s seen as 
cr�t�cal as �t �s at th�s level that the �mpact of susta�nab�l�ty 
(and alternat�vely of unsusta�nable development) �s felt 
most keenly. It �s here that l�vel�hoods are enhanced 
or d�m�n�shed and resources regenerated or depleted. 
‘There are several core elements of success for engag�ng 
commun�t�es �n ESD. These �nclude:

● ‘Commun�ty part�c�pat�on �n v�s�on�ng, strateg�c 
plann�ng and resourc�ng d�scuss�ons.’ 

UNESCO Asia and Pacific Regional Bureau for Education 
(2005, p.7)

1  Government of Canada (2002).
2  Susta�nable Development Educat�on Panel (2003, p.7).
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Appendix B 
Systemic Thinking
Many of the strateg�c frameworks �ncorporate elements of 
system�c th�nk�ng �n the�r plann�ng and approach to change 
for susta�nab�l�ty as well as advocate �t as a learn�ng tool.

System�c th�nk�ng �s understood by these documents as a 
better way to understand and manage complex s�tuat�ons 
as �t emphas�ses �ntegrat�ve approaches, wh�ch take �nto 
account the relat�onsh�ps between system components and 
works toward long-term solut�ons cr�t�cal to address�ng 
�ssues of susta�nab�l�ty. It �s seen as offer�ng an �nnovat�ve 
approach to look�ng at the world and the �ssues of 
susta�nab�l�ty �n a broader, �nterd�sc�pl�nary and more 
relat�onal way.

● NEW ZEALAND: See Change: Learning and
education for sustainability
Th�s document �s not a strateg�c framework but a d�scuss�on 
paper wh�ch has served to encourage debate about learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty reach�ng sectors wh�ch may not have seen 
the relevance of educat�on and learn�ng to the ach�evement 
of susta�nab�l�ty goals. It recogn�ses and promotes system�c 
change as a goal of the strategy as well as a means of 
develop�ng learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty approaches.

‘Educat�on for susta�nab�l�ty therefore needs to focus on both 
�nd�v�dual and system�c changes to resolve unsusta�nable 
pract�ces. Th�s w�ll requ�re a redes�gn of many systems 
that currently ex�st �n soc�et�es. As a result, educat�on for 
susta�nab�l�ty �s often perce�ved as h�ghly pol�t�cal. It a�ms 
to transform �nst�tut�ons �n soc�ety that are promot�ng 
unsusta�nable pract�ces, or hold�ng back susta�nable 
alternat�ves, so that people can work towards a better future.’

Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment (2004, p.48)

● JAMAICA: National Environmental Education Action 
Plan for Sustainable Development
System�c th�nk�ng �s one of the 13 key pr�nc�ples �dent�fied 
by the Act�on plan wh�ch are to gu�de Env�ronmental 
Educat�on pract�ce.

‘5) Systemic
Env�ronmental Educat�on for Susta�nable Development treats 
cr�t�cal �ssues as well as the�r causes and �nter-relat�onsh�ps, 
system�cally, tak�ng account of the�r soc�al and h�stor�cal 
contexts. Fundamental �ssues relat�ng to development and the 
env�ronment, �nclud�ng populat�on, health, peace, human 
r�ghts, democracy, hunger, degradat�on of flora and fauna, are 
cons�dered �n th�s manner.’

NRCA (1999, Chapter 2)

● SPAIN: Spanish Federal Strategy for EE 
The Span�sh Federal Strategy for EE, called the ‘Libro 
Blanco de la Educación Ambiental en España’ has a strong 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty focus. It not only encourages 
the development of �ntegrat�ve th�nk�ng sk�lls �n people 
but also strateg�ses �n a way wh�ch recogn�ses the system�c 
way �n wh�ch change needs to happen across the states and 
sectors �n Spa�n.

The Span�sh government also developed a s�mpl�fied 
vers�on of th�s strategy wh�ch was used to commun�cate 
w�th stakeholders the key pr�nc�ples underp�nn�ng EE 
and learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty approaches �n the Federal 
Strategy. System�c th�nk�ng also features �n th�s document.
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Appendix C
Critical (Reflective) Thinking
The strateg�c frameworks rev�ewed, recogn�sed that cr�t�cal 
th�nk�ng �s an essent�al part of learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty 
approaches. Cr�t�cal th�nk�ng �s �nterpreted as a process 
wh�ch challenges us to exam�ne the way we �nterpret the 
world and how our knowledge and op�n�ons are shaped 
by those around us. Its role �n help�ng to develop a deeper 
understand�ng of �nterests beh�nd our commun�t�es and 
the �nfluences of med�a and advert�s�ng �n our l�ves �s 
acknowledged. The frameworks art�culate how cr�t�cal 
th�nk�ng comb�ned w�th system�c th�nk�ng are prerequ�s�tes 
for act�on towards susta�nab�l�ty3.

● BALTIC REGION: An Agenda 21 for Education in
the Baltic Sea Region – Baltic 21E 
The Baltic 21 adopts the defin�t�on and scope of ESD 
prov�ded by the Haga Declarat�on as �ts bas�s. Th�s states 
that ESD should be based on an �ntegrated approach 
to econom�c, soc�etal and env�ronmental development 
and encompass a broad range of related �ssues such as 
democracy, gender equ�ty and human r�ghts.

‘The Haga Declarat�on also emphas�ses that the creat�on 
of knowledge about and awareness of susta�nable 
development must be seen as a l�felong process for the 
�nd�v�dual person. Furthermore, �t states that ESD 
demands an educat�onal culture d�rected towards a 
more �ntegrat�ve, process-or�ented and dynam�c mode 
emphas�s�ng the �mportance of cr�t�cal th�nk�ng, soc�al 
learn�ng and the democrat�c process. The defin�t�on of 
ESD must take �ts start�ng po�nt from the cultural and 
soc�al s�tuat�on �n each country. However, much must 
be left to the educator to make dec�s�ons concern�ng the 
content and method to be used �n the classroom or other 
educat�on s�tuat�ons. Th�s poses a great challenge for 
educators, but at the same t�me prov�des great scope for 
the�r profess�onal�sm.’

Baltic 21 (2002, p.13)

● THE NETHERLANDS: Learning for Sustainable 
Development: from Margin to the Mainstream
Educat�on �s a key factor for change. Therefore the Dutch 
program ‘Learning for Sustainable Development 2004-07’ 
p�cks up prec�sely at th�s po�nt. In l�nes w�th the goals of 
the UNECE strategy on ESD and the Decade for ESD, 
the nat�onal program creates effect�ve learn�ng processes 
�n order to enable judgements and cho�ces �n favour of 
susta�nable development. Learners at all levels w�ll be 
encouraged to use system�c, cr�t�cal and creat�ve th�nk�ng 
and reflect�on �n both local and global contexts.’

Ministerie van LNV, The Netherlands (2004, p.1-3)

● UNITED NATIONS: UNECE Strategy for Education 
for Sustainable Development
The ‘UNECE Strategy for Education for Sustainable 
Development’ prov�des one of the most comprehens�ve 
v�s�ons for the future of the reg�on wh�ch �ncorporates the 
key components of learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty. The a�m of 
th�s v�s�on �s to prov�de the mot�vat�on and �nsp�rat�on 
for UNECE member States to develop and �ncorporate 
ESD �nto the�r formal educat�on systems, �n all relevant 
subjects, and �n non-formal and �nformal educat�on.

‘Educat�on, �n add�t�on to be�ng a human r�ght, �s a 
prerequ�s�te for ach�ev�ng susta�nable development 
and an essential tool for good governance, informed 
decision-making and the promotion of democracy. 
Therefore, educat�on for susta�nable development can help 
translate our v�s�on �nto real�ty. Educat�on for susta�nable 
development develops and strengthens the capacity of 
�nd�v�duals, groups, commun�t�es and organ�zat�ons to 
make judgments and cho�ces �n favour of susta�nable 
development. It can promote a shift �n people’s m�ndsets 
and �n so do�ng enable them to make our world safer, 
health�er and more prosperous, thereby improving the 
quality of life. Educat�on for susta�nable development 
can prov�de critical reflection and greater awareness and 
empowerment so that new v�s�ons and concepts can be 
explored and new methods and tools developed.’

UNECE (2005, p.1)

3  UNECE (2004, p.1)
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Appendix D 
Participation in 
Decision-Making and 
Cross-Sectoral Engagement
The strateg�c frameworks rev�ewed art�culated the 
�mportance of develop�ng part�c�pat�on sk�lls �n dec�s�on-
mak�ng as well as prov�d�ng opportun�t�es for cross-sectoral 
engagement through learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty �n�t�at�ves. 
The part�c�patory process �s seen as �mportant for the 
development of personal and institutional commitment to 
work together and w�th stakeholders from other sectors to 
address susta�nab�l�ty �ssues.

● THE NETHERLANDS: Learning for Sustainability4
The �nterm�n�ster�al collaborat�on wh�ch underp�ns th�s 
strategy �s h�ghly �nnovat�ve and closely al�gned to learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty th�nk�ng.

The Dutch have addressed the need for an �ntegrated 
approach to strategy development, through wh�ch all 
government m�n�str�es collaborate to develop pol�c�es and 
programs address�ng learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty. A nat�onal 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty steer�ng comm�ttee �s made up of 
representat�ves from every major government department 
and �mplementat�on of the strategy �s devolved to prov�nc�al 
agenc�es5. Th�s has the benefit of creat�ng a broad sense 
of ownersh�p for the strategy, not just �n the sense that 
mult�ple stakeholders or�g�nate �ts content, but that �t 
�nvolves a process of shared understand�ng, comm�tment 
and part�c�patory dec�s�on-mak�ng.

● SPAIN: National EE Strategy
The Span�sh nat�onal EE strategy (wh�ch has strong 
al�gnment w�th learn�ng or susta�nab�l�ty) has been 
commended as an amb�t�ous document wh�ch sought 
to �mprove co-ord�nat�on and collaborat�on between 
agenc�es7. It advocates the development of consensual 
negot�ated documents, even though they may take 
longer to develop. Th�s reflects the v�ew that learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty strateg�es prov�de an �mportant platform 
for stakeholder educat�on and engagement, and not just 
the fulfillment of an obl�gat�on to del�ver a document8. 
Spa�n’s nat�onal EE strategy took the framework approach 
a step further and �nv�ted reg�onal states to formulate the�r 
own local strateg�es �n learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty w�th the 
result that Gal�c�a, Cast�lla y Leon, Navarra, Catalon�a and 
Madr�d all have developed EE strateg�es �n the reg�ons9.

● BALTIC SEA REGION: Baltic 21 Education Program6
The Balt�c learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty strategy �llustrates 
good pract�ce �n comb�n�ng top-down w�th bottom-up 
approaches �n strategy formulat�on. Reg�onal and 
nat�onal bod�es have prov�ded a fac�l�tat�ve framework 
and encouraged a broader part�c�pat�on process at the 
local level. Th�s part�c�pat�on has �nvolved an �mpress�ve 
range of stakeholders wh�ch �ncludes member states, the 
European Comm�ss�on, �nter-governmental organ�sat�ons, 
�nternat�onal financ�al �nst�tut�ons, �nternat�onal 
subreg�onal, c�ty and bus�ness commun�ty networks and 
other �nternat�onal nongovernmental networks. Th�s 
bu�lds a sense of ownersh�p for the strategy and also 
prov�des a means to engage stakeholder groups �n d�alogue 
and dec�s�on-mak�ng processes.

In 2000, the M�n�sters of Educat�on of each country 
�ssued the Haga Declarat�on �n support of the Balt�c 
Agenda 21 Educat�on Program. A reg�onal network was 
subsequently formed compr�s�ng m�n�str�es, author�t�es 
and educat�onal �nst�tut�ons ded�cated to the ach�evement 
of susta�nab�l�ty through educat�on and tra�n�ng. Work�ng 
groups were establ�shed for formal educat�on, h�gher 
educat�on and non-formal educat�on �n each country w�th 
a v�ew to rev�ew�ng current pract�ce and prov�s�on. Th�s 
rev�ew �nvolved add�t�onal part�c�patory act�v�t�es �ntended 
to broaden part�c�pat�on �n the process such as onl�ne 
d�scuss�ons, sem�nars and �nterv�ews.

These work�ng groups establ�shed goals and act�on plans 
for the�r sectors, wh�ch form the bas�s of the Balt�c Agenda 
21 Educat�on Program, formally adopted �n 2002. In 
add�t�on to �nform�ng nat�onal act�on plans, the strategy 
prov�des a framework for five act�on areas, common to all: 
pol�c�es and strateg�es; competence development w�th�n 
the educat�on sector; cont�nu�ng educat�on; teach�ng 
and learn�ng resources; and research and development of 
educat�on for susta�nab�l�ty.

7  Gut�errez & Benayas (2000).
8  Gut�errez & Benayas (2000).
9  Gut�errez & Benayas (2000).

4  M�n�ster�e van LNV (2004).
5  M�n�ster�e van LNV (2004).
6  Balt�c 21 (2002).
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Appendix E
Partnerships
Reg�onal and nat�onal strateg�c frameworks reflect the 
�nternat�onal partnersh�ps agenda. They recogn�se the 
key role they play not only �n �mplement�ng strateg�c 
frameworks but also as a key component of learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty �n�t�at�ves. Adopt�ng th�s type of approach 
�s seen to fac�l�tate network-building and �mproves 
communication across mult�ple stakeholder groups and 
�ncreases susta�nab�l�ty outcomes.

● ASIA PACIFIC: Working Paper: Asia Pacific Regional 
Strategy for Education for Sustainable Development
The ‘Working Paper: Asia Pacific Regional Strategy for 
Education for Sustainable Development’, establ�shed �n 
2005, �dent�fies the government, commun�t�es, the pr�vate 
sector, formal educat�on �nst�tut�ons, c�v�l soc�ety, med�a, 
youth and �nternat�onal agenc�es as key stakeholders 
for �mplement�ng ESD across the reg�on. The strategy 
emphas�ses that through partnersh�ps stakeholders w�th be 
able to learn and support each other throughout the ESD 
�mplementat�on process.

‘Long-term partnersh�ps are essent�al �n �n�t�at�ng and 
cont�nu�ng the pr�vate sector’s �nvolvement �n ESD. 
Involvement must be more substant�al and systemat�c than 
arb�trary corporate donat�ons. Partnersh�ps must not be 
v�ewed as s�mply bus�ness-NGO.’

UNESCO Asia and Pacific Regional Bureau for Education 
(2005 p. 8)

‘…there �s a need to �nvolve youth �n plann�ng, pol�cy-
mak�ng and dec�s�on-mak�ng for ESD. In�t�at�ves at all 
levels should a�m to strengthen partnersh�ps w�th youth 
for ESD. Youth networks and act�on/research projects can 
also substant�ally contr�bute to ESD �n the reg�on.’

UNESCO Asia and Pacific Regional Bureau for Education 
(2005 p. 11)

● UNITED NATIONS: UNECE Strategy for Education 
for Sustainable Development
The ‘UNECE Strategy for Education for Sustainable 
Development’10, adopted �n March 2005, recommends that 
stakeholders from educat�on and sc�ence commun�t�es, the 
health sector, the pr�vate sector, transport and �ndustry, 
trade and labour un�ons, local author�t�es, the mass 
med�a, NGOs, local commun�t�es, �nd�genous peoples 
and �nternat�onal organ�sat�ons should be �nv�ted to 
define the�r own pr�or�t�es and take respons�b�l�ty for 
�mplement�ng the strategy �n the�r respect�ve spheres of 
�nfluence. Th�s approach w�ll have the benefit of bu�ld�ng 
a sense of ownersh�p and respons�b�l�ty �n those groups. 
Partnersh�ps, cooperat�on and part�c�patory approaches to 
nat�onal strategy development are advocated throughout 
the document.

‘10. The Strategy encourages �nterdepartmental, 
mult�-stakeholder cooperat�on and partnersh�ps, thereby 
st�mulat�ng �nvestment of mater�al and human resources 
�n ESD.’

UNECE (2005, p.3)

‘To be effect�ve ESD should:…
(c) Increase cooperat�on and partnersh�ps among 

members of the educat�onal commun�ty and other 
stakeholders. Further �nvolvement of the pr�vate sector 
and �ndustry �n educat�onal processes w�ll help to 
address rap�d technolog�cal development and chang�ng 
work�ng cond�t�ons. Learn�ng act�v�t�es �n close relat�on 
w�th soc�ety w�ll add to learners’ pract�cal exper�ence’

UNECE (2005, p.7)

‘65. The complex nature of ESD requ�res that, �n add�t�on 
to the educat�on commun�ty, other relevant �nternat�onal 
actors should be �nv�ted to work �n partnersh�p to 
�mplement the Strategy. Th�s �s espec�ally relevant for 
�nternat�onal cooperat�on a�med at �mprov�ng SD related 
knowledge and sk�lls for d�fferent profess�onals and 
dec�s�on makers.’

UNECE (2005, p.12)

10  UNECE (2005).
11  House of Commons Env�ronmental Aud�t Comm�ttee (2005, p43).
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Appendix F
Monitoring and Evaluation
The �mportance of mon�tor�ng and evaluat�on as a 
component of learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty �s ment�oned �n all 
the frameworks rev�ewed. The documents encourage th�s 
as a component of all learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty �n�t�at�ves. 
Interest�ngly, they also refer to the need to mon�tor and 
evaluate the strateg�c frameworks themselves but wrestle 
w�th how to undertake th�s task. Reference to the need for 
�nd�cators �s made �n the more recent frameworks

● ASIA PACIFIC: Working Paper: Asia-Pacific Regional 
Strategy for Education for Sustainable Development
The ‘Asia-Pacific Regional Strategy for Education for 
Sustainable Development’12 sees UNESCO and IUCN 
work�ng �n partnersh�p to develop a framework of 
�nd�cators wh�ch w�ll be used as a plann�ng tool as well as 
for mon�tor�ng and evaluat�on. Th�s partnersh�p w�ll cover 
a 3-year per�od dur�ng wh�ch stakeholders �n selected As�a-
Pac�fic countr�es w�ll be engaged �n a process to define the 
ESD �nd�cators13.

‘A key challenge for mon�tor�ng and evaluat�on w�ll be 
the �dent�ficat�on of su�table, relevant and measurable 
�nd�cators at every level – local, nat�onal, reg�onal and 
�nternat�onal – for each �n�t�at�ve and programme.

…qual�tat�ve, as well as quant�tat�ve, evaluat�on methods 
w�ll be necessary to track the Decade, as changes �n values 
and behav�ours cannot be captured soley �n numer�cal data.’

UNESCO Asia and Pacific Regional Bureau for Education 
(2005, p.12)

● UNITED NATIONS: UNECE Strategy for ESD
The ‘UNECE Strategy for Education for Sustainable 
Development’ mandated the development of a set of 
�nd�cators (see below). To gu�de th�s process the H�gh-level 
Meet�ng of Env�ronment and Educat�on M�n�str�es �n 
March 2005 establ�shed an ad hoc group of experts 
to develop �nd�cators to measure the effect�veness of 
the �mplementat�on of the Strategy (see below). Th�s 
�s s�gn�ficant as mon�tor�ng and evaluat�on are key 
components of strategy development wh�ch are often 
overlooked or underfunded.

Expert Group on Indicators
‘The members of the group should have extens�ve 
exper�ence �n nat�onal and �nternat�onal env�ronmental 
and educat�on pol�c�es, �n env�ronmental educat�on and 
�n educat�on for susta�nable development. Its compos�t�on 
should ensure equ�table geograph�cal representat�on of the 
UNECE member States.

12  UNESCO As�a and Pac�fic Reg�onal Bureau for Educat�on (2005).
13  UNESCO As�a and Pac�fic Reg�onal Bureau for Educat�on (2005, p.12).
14  Bus�ness and Env�ronment Management Serv�ces (2004).

The members of the expert group w�ll be des�gnated by 
Governments. Representat�ves of �nternat�onal organ�zat�ons, 
�n part�cular UNESCO, and nongovernmental organ�zat�ons 
can be �nv�ted as observers.’

UNECE (2005b)

● ENGLAND: Environmental Education: Follow-up to 
Learning the Sustainability Lesson
Mon�tor�ng and evaluat�on of progress have been 
h�ghl�ghted �n England as an �mportant part of a 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty approach but one wh�ch 
has been repeatedly neglected. In �ts rev�ew of the 
UK Susta�nable Development Strategy the House of 
Commons Env�ronmental Aud�t Comm�ttee felt that a 
very �mportant add�t�on wh�ch should be �ncorporated 
�nto the Strategy was the �nclus�on of ESD as a headl�ne 
�nd�cator11. The comm�ttee was part�cularly cr�t�cal of the 
lack of progress made by DfES and DEFRA �n develop�ng 
ESD �nd�cators s�nce the first �nqu�ry �n 2003.

‘It �s unclear why there �s a delay �n the development of 
the ESD �nd�cator, more than twelve months after we 
ra�sed the �ssue w�th the Secretary of State �n DfES. We 
are left to speculate on whether �t �s yet another example 
of the low pr�or�ty afforded to ESD, or whether �t �s an 
�nd�cat�on that DEFRA and DfES s�mply don’t know 
what to do w�th �t. Whatever the reason for the delay, �t �s 
extremely d�sappo�nt�ng and we would urge DEFRA and 
DfES to agree a su�table �nd�cator as soon as poss�ble.’

House of Commons Environmental Audit Committee 
(2005, p.44)

● JAMAICA: National EE Action Plan for Sustainable 
Development (NEEAPSD)
In 2003 the Jama�can NEEC dec�ded to evaluate the 
�mplementat�on of the ‘NEEAPSD’ w�th a v�ew to mak�ng 
recommendat�ons to �ncrease the �mpact of the learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty strategy. 

Evaluat�on of the strategy �nvolved a nat�onal consultat�on 
process and the comm�ss�on�ng of two stud�es: a rev�ew 
of the �nst�tut�onal framework requ�red to support 
�mplementat�on of the plan; as well as a report deta�l�ng 
the actual �mplementat�on of the act�on plan over the 
preced�ng five years.

The recommendat�ons made by the �nst�tut�onal framework 
rev�ew h�ghl�ghted the �mportance of bu�ld�ng awareness 
for the strategy and of �ntegrat�ng the act�on plan �nto 
the plann�ng processes of the agenc�es respons�ble for �ts 
del�very14. The assessment of the act�on plan’s �mplementat�on 
found that a good start had been made on many of the 
recommendat�ons but that a clear �mplementat�on plan 
w�th t�meframes would have been benefic�al. The report also 
po�nted to the need for a ‘popular’ vers�on of the strategy 
document to �ncrease �ts penetrat�on.
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Appendix G
Lifelong learning: 
Beyond formal education
L�felong learn�ng often features as a concept �n the learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty frameworks. It �s often assoc�ated w�th 
the need to create learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty opportun�t�es 
beyond formal educat�on. It seeks to �nvolve people �n �n 
learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty exper�ences regardless of the�r 
roles, levels, respons�b�l�t�es or ava�lab�l�ty.

● ENGLAND
‘The draft document ‘Learning to Last’16 was formulated �n 
response to the nat�onal strategy for susta�nab�l�ty, wh�ch 
recogn�zes that stakeholders w�ll not be able to engage 
w�th susta�nab�l�ty �ssues unless they are educated to do 
so. The government cons�ders that �nvest�ng �n learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty �s the pr�nc�ple mechan�sm by wh�ch a 
c�t�zenry both engaged and educated for susta�nab�l�ty w�ll 
be ach�eved. Th�s �s reflected �n �ts a�m, wh�ch �s to ensure 
that educat�on for susta�nab�l�ty �s embedded �n all aspects 
of l�felong learn�ng.

Learning to Last
‘1.2 Throughout th�s strategy the words educat�on 
and learn�ng are used �nterchangeably. Both are to be 
understood very w�dely to �nclude all k�nds of learn�ng 
and all places where learn�ng can occur, both formally 
and �nformally – such as the home, the commun�ty, the 
workplace, museums, and the c�nema – as well as �n 
schools, colleges and un�vers�t�es.

1.5. The A�m of th�s strategy �s, therefore to ensure 
that all aspects of l�fe long learn�ng are fully engaged 
�n the prov�s�on of effect�ve educat�on for susta�nable 
development.’

Sustainable Development Education Panel (2003, p.6)

‘4.6. The Government for �ts part �s comm�tted to 
extend�ng to everyone access to learn�ng and the 
opportun�ty for upgrad�ng the�r sk�lls r�ght throughout 
l�fe. Th�s emphas�s on workforce development �s prompted 
by the sheer pace of change at work and the demands of 
global�sat�on.’

Sustainable Development Education Panel (2003, p.14)

● CANADA
The Canad�an learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty framework15 
embraces all the ways �n wh�ch learn�ng can take place at 
every stage of l�fe and �n a broad range of s�tuat�ons.

The Framework for Environmental Learning and 
Sustainability 
‘(Th�s framework) �s meant to be �nclus�ve and must offer 
an opportun�ty for all to d�scuss d�fferent approaches to 
promote l�felong learn�ng w�th respect to the env�ronment 
and susta�nab�l�ty. It �s hoped that the framework w�ll 
prov�de Canad�ans w�th the des�re to create safe and 
respectful places for ongo�ng d�alogue on these �mportant 
�ssues. Learners and educators of all ages and from all 
sectors of soc�ety should be able to find common ground 
among the d�fferent concepts and the�r respondents as we 
all work together.’

Environment Canada (2002, p.1)

● UNECE
The strategy’s a�m �s to encourage UNECE member states 
to develop and �ncorporate learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty �n 
the formal educat�on sector, as well as non-formal and 
�nformal sett�ngs.

UNECE Strategy for Education for Sustainable 
Development
‘30. It �s �mportant to support non-formal and �nformal 
ESD act�v�t�es, s�nce they are an essent�al complement to 
formal educat�on, not least for adult learn�ng. Non-formal 
ESD has a spec�al role as �t �s often more learneror�ented, 
part�c�patory and promotes l�felong learn�ng. Informal 
learn�ng �n the workplace adds value for both employers 
and employees. Therefore, the cooperat�on among the 
d�fferent actors �nvolved �n all forms of ESD should be 
recogn�zed and encouraged.’

UNECE (2005, p.6)

15  Env�ronment Canada (2002).
16  Susta�nable Development Educat�on Panel (2003).
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Glossary
● Action Competence

Act�on competence �s �nherently l�nked to the concept 
of democracy. In th�s context act�ons are v�ewed not as 
react�ve behav�our or l�festyle changes but rather as an 
act�ve exerc�se of democrat�c part�c�pat�on �n soc�ety. The 
act�on should be undertaken consc�ously, �ntent�onally 
and voluntar�ly. Act�on competence occurs when c�t�zens:

● have a cr�t�cal and hol�st�c knowledge of the �ssue;
● are comm�tted, mot�vated and dr�ven;
● can env�s�on a susta�nable solut�on; and
● have exper�ence tak�ng successful concrete act�on.

Act�on competence �s seen by some as cruc�al outcome 
for Env�ronmental Educat�on because �t br�ngs 
together the processes and pract�ces of educat�on w�th 
the need to develop democrat�c c�t�zensh�p sk�lls to 
�mprove qual�ty of l�fe.

● Action Learning
Act�on learn�ng �s a process des�gned to bu�ld capac�ty us�ng 
a form of reflect�on and assessment. The �mprovement 
of pract�ce �s the ult�mate goal. The process �nvolves the 
part�c�pants develop�ng an act�on plan, �mplement�ng 
the plan and reflect�ng on what they have learnt from 
th�s. A fac�l�tator and/or mentor ass�sts the part�c�pants �n 
develop�ng the�r plan and learn�ng from the�r exper�ences. 
Increas�ngly, �t �s be�ng used �n group sett�ngs where a 
number of people come together to cr�t�cally reflect upon 
profess�onal knowledge and �mprove pract�ce.

● Action Plan
An act�on plan �s a wr�tten plan of �mplementat�on often 
deta�l�ng the t�mel�nes, stages, roles and/or respons�b�l�t�es 
of projects related to the strategy’s object�ves.

● Action Research
Act�on Research can be used as a collaborat�ve research 
tool, wh�ch �s often represented as a four-phase cycl�cal 
process of cr�t�cal enqu�ry – plan format�on, act�on, 
outcome observat�on and reflect�on. It a�ms not just to 
�mprove, but to �nnovate pract�ce.

Act�on Research prov�des a valuable process for explor�ng 
ways �n wh�ch susta�nab�l�ty �s relevant to the researchers’ 
workplaces and/or l�festyles. It v�ews change as the des�red 
outcome and �nvolves part�c�pants as researchers of the�r 
own pract�ce. In th�s way Act�on Research produces 
more than just a research document. It results �n catalyt�c 

change for susta�nab�l�ty. Its focus on cr�t�cal enqu�ry 
and cont�nuous self-evaluat�on makes �t a useful tool for 
profess�onal development �n Env�ronmental Educat�on. 
Cr�t�cal Act�on Research a�ms to change systems and to 
embed change �n pract�ce.

● Agenda 21
Agenda 21, �s an �ntergovernmental agreement s�gned 
at the Un�ted Nat�ons Conference on Env�ronment 
and Development held �n R�o �n 1992. Th�s document 
cons�st�ng of 40 chapters prov�des an agenda for advanc�ng 
susta�nab�l�ty. It was the first document to exam�ne the 
soc�al, econom�c and env�ronmental �ssues fac�ng our 
world, focus�ng on current �ssues wh�lst also promot�ng 
and exam�nat�on of future needs. Agenda 21 outl�nes 
object�ves and act�ons that can be taken at local, nat�onal 
and �nternat�onal levels and prov�des a comprehens�ve 
bluepr�nt for nat�ons throughout the world who are 
start�ng to make the trans�t�on to susta�nab�l�ty. Chapter 
36 of Agenda 21 accords spec�al s�gn�ficance to the role 
of educat�on as ‘the most effect�ve means that soc�ety 
possesses for confront�ng the challenges of the future’a.

● Capacity building
Capac�ty Bu�ld�ng cons�sts of part�c�pat�ve tra�n�ng wh�ch 
take place e�ther through a formal course, workshop or 
�n-s�tu mentor�ng support. The focus �s the development 
of the �nd�v�dual and/ or the organ�sat�on.

● Carrying capacity
Carry�ng capac�ty �s the term g�ven to the max�mum 
number of organ�sms that a g�ven area of hab�tat can 
support �ndefin�tely, w�thout degrad�ng the hab�tat or 
caus�ng soc�al stresses that result �n populat�on decl�ne. 
The term �s often appl�ed by those who have concerns 
about the rat�o of the human populat�on aga�nst ava�lable 
resources. However, th�s appl�cat�on �s cons�dered 
problemat�c s�nce eth�cal bel�efs and the use of technology 
add d�mens�ons to the human s�tuat�on wh�ch make �t 
more than a stra�ght-forward calculat�on.

● Citizenship action
C�t�zensh�p act�on �s defined as those act�ons undertaken 
by c�t�zens who have an awareness and understand�ng of 
soc�al, econom�c or env�ronmental �ssues and have the 
capac�ty to act�vely part�c�pate �n the�r resolut�on. Types of 
c�t�zen act�on can �nclude:

● Persuasion: work�ng to conv�nce others that a certa�n: 
act�on �s correct and needed.
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● Consumer Action: choos�ng products that are 
compat�ble w�th a part�cular env�ronmental and soc�al 
just�ce ph�losophy and boycott�ng products that are not.

● Political Action: br�ng�ng pressure on �nd�v�duals or 
organ�sat�ons (governmental or nongovernmental) to 
�nfluence dec�s�on-mak�ng.

● Education: fac�l�tat�ng a process of learn�ng to help 
others reflect on the�r current act�ons and bu�ld the�r 
capac�ty to contr�bute ot a better future

● Community Education
Commun�ty Educat�on programs are taken to refer to all 
educat�on programs wh�ch fall outs�de of the bus�ness and 
�ndustry, school, further and h�gher educat�on sectors.

● Corporate Citizenship
Corporate c�t�zensh�p refers to the way a company 
leverages the�r soc�al, econom�c and human assets. When 
a company uses �ts assets to br�ng about measurable 
ga�ns not only for �tself, but for soc�ety as well, that 
company �s act�ng as a good corporate c�t�zen. A good 
corporate c�t�zen �ntegrates bas�c soc�al values w�th 
everyday bus�ness pract�ces, operat�ons and pol�c�es, so 
that these values �nfluence da�ly dec�s�on-mak�ng across 
all aspects of the bus�ness. It takes �nto account �ts �mpact 
on all stakeholders, �nclud�ng employees, customers, 
commun�t�es, suppl�ers, and the natural env�ronment. 
For further �nformat�on refer to ‘Corporate Soc�al 
Respons�b�l�ty’.

● Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)
Corporate Soc�al Respons�b�l�ty �s the dec�s�on-
mak�ng and �mplementat�on process that gu�des all 
company act�v�t�es �n the protect�on and promot�on of 
�nternat�onal human r�ghts, labour and env�ronmental 
standards and compl�ance w�th legal requ�rements. CSR 
�nvolves a comm�tment to contr�bute to the econom�c, 
env�ronmental and soc�al susta�nab�l�ty of commun�t�es 
through the on-go�ng engagement of stakeholders, the 
act�ve part�c�pat�on of commun�t�es �mpacted by company 
act�v�t�es and the publ�c report�ng of company pol�c�es 
and performance �n the econom�c, env�ronmental and 
soc�al arenas. For further �nformat�on refer to ‘Corporate 
C�t�zensh�p’.

● ‘Critical Theory’
‘Cr�t�cal theory’ �s a ph�losoph�cal framework that seeks 
to rad�cally cr�t�que systems of knowledge and power. 
‘Cr�t�cal theory’ seeks to develop system�c changes as 
opposed to �nd�v�dual behav�our changes. It emphas�zes 
the �mportance of engag�ng people �n th�nk�ng cr�t�cally 
and develop�ng the�r own responses and act�ons to �ssues 
rather than �mpos�ng on them prev�ously constructed 
act�ons. ‘Cr�t�cal theory’ attacks soc�al pract�ces, wh�ch 
obstruct soc�al just�ce, human emanc�pat�on and 
ecolog�cal susta�nab�l�ty. It �s not only ‘cr�t�cal’ �n the sense 
of deconstruct�ve’ �n relat�on to dom�nant th�nk�ng, but 
also ‘construct�ve’ �n the sense of explor�ng alternat�ves 
to �t. ‘Cr�t�cal theory’ �s what underp�ns a learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty approach to Env�ronmental Educat�on. For 
further �nformat�on see ‘Cr�t�cal Th�nk�ng’.

● ‘Critical’ Thinking
‘Cr�t�cal’ Th�nk�ng �s an essent�al part of learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty approaches to Env�ronmental Educat�on. It 
challenges us to exam�ne the way we �nterpret the world 
and how our knowledge and op�n�ons are shaped by 
those around us. ‘Cr�t�cal’ th�nk�ng leads us to a deeper 
understand�ng of �nterests beh�nd our commun�t�es and 
the �nfluences of med�a and advert�s�ng �n our l�ves.

● Education about the environment
Educat�on about the env�ronment �s the most commonly 
pract�ced approach �n Env�ronmental Educat�on. It 
focuses on develop�ng key knowledge and understand�ng 
about natural systems and complex env�ronmental �ssues 
as well as develop�ng an understand�ng of the human 
�nteract�on w�th these systems and �ssues.

● Education in the environment
Educat�on in the env�ronment �s an approach, wh�ch 
prov�des opportun�t�es for learners to have d�rect 
exper�ence �n the env�ronment and develop pos�t�ve 
att�tudes and values towards stewardsh�p of the 
env�ronment. The approach may foster a value-based 
env�ronmental concern of the �mportance and frag�l�ty 
of ecosystems and landscapes. Wh�le ecolog�cal concepts 
may be taught through these explorat�ons, the focus �s on 
hav�ng pos�t�ve exper�ences �n a natural sett�ng.

● Education for the environment
Educat�on for the env�ronment moves beyond educat�on 
in and about the env�ronment approaches to focus on 
equ�pp�ng learners w�th the necessary sk�lls to be able to 
take pos�t�ve act�on. The educat�on for the env�ronment 
approach promotes cr�t�cal reflect�on and has an overt 
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agenda of soc�al change. It a�ms to promote l�festyle 
changes that are more compat�ble w�th susta�nab�l�ty. 
It seeks to bu�ld capac�ty for act�ve part�c�pat�on �n 
dec�s�on-mak�ng for susta�nab�l�ty. In pract�ce, however, 
educat�on for the env�ronment �s often �nterpreted as the 
�nvolvement of learners �n one-off events or �nd�v�dual 
act�ons (e.g. tree plant�ng) although occas�onally they can 
tr�gger greater change on a soc�al level.

● Environmental Education
Env�ronmental Educat�on w�th�n th�s ser�es refers to the 
overall field of educat�on wh�ch engages learners w�th 
the�r env�ronments, be they natural, bu�lt or soc�al. The 
range of pract�ces and approaches to Env�ronmental 
Educat�on have evolved s�gn�ficantly s�nce the term was 
first used �n the late 1960s. In�t�ally �n the 1970s educators 
perce�ved Env�ronmental Educat�on as ‘education about the 
environment’ wh�ch focuses on develop�ng knowledge and 
understand�ng (see glossary). Env�ronmental Educat�on 
then progressed to favour the approach of ‘educat�on 
for the env�ronment’ emerged as a dom�nant force (see 
glossary) w�th �ts focus on part�c�pat�on and act�on to 
�mprove the env�ronment.

Currently w�th�n Env�ronment Educat�on one can st�ll 
find examples of all these approaches �n pract�ce. The most 
recent development �n Env�ronmental Educat�on theory 
and pract�ce �s ‘learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty’. Th�s approach 
challenges current pract�ce �n several ways to ach�eve 
more system�c change towards susta�nab�l�ty (for more 
�nformat�on see ‘Learn�ng for Susta�nab�l�ty’).

● Environmental Education for a Sustainable Future: 
National Action Plan
A nat�onal Austral�an strategy launched �n 2000 that 
outl�nes a d�rect�on for Env�ronmental Educat�on �n 
Austral�a. The plan a�ms tob:

● �ncrease the profile of Env�ronmental Educat�on;

● �mplement a nat�onal coord�nat�ng body for 
Env�ronmental Educat�on;

● prov�de profess�onal development opportun�t�es for 
teachers and others �nvolved �n Env�ronmental 
Educat�on;

● develop resources for Env�ronmental Educat�on; and

● �ntegrate Env�ronmental Educat�on �nto ma�nstream 
educat�on and tra�n�ng act�v�t�es.

● Envisioning and Futures Thinking
Env�s�on�ng a better future �s a process that engages people 
�n conce�v�ng and captur�ng a v�s�on of the�r �deal future. 
Env�s�on�ng, also known as ‘futures th�nk�ng’, helps 
people to d�scover the�r poss�ble and preferred futures, 
and to uncover the bel�efs and assumpt�ons that underl�e 
these v�s�ons and cho�ces. It helps learners establ�sh a 
l�nk between the�r long term goals and the�r �mmed�ate 
act�ons. Env�s�on�ng offers d�rect�on and energy and 
prov�des �mpetus for act�on by harness�ng peoples’ deep 
asp�rat�ons wh�ch mot�vate what people do �n the present.

● Essential Learnings Frameworks
There are many ways �n wh�ch curr�culum �s organ�sed 
w�th�n school�ng systems. Essent�al Learn�ngs prov�de 
an organ�sat�onal framework for the curr�culum. The 
Essent�al Learn�ngs Frameworks are des�gned to:

● reduce problems of a crowded curr�culum;
● engage learners more deeply �n the�r learn�ng;
● make learn�ng more relevant;
● �mprove learn�ng across all areas;
● develop h�gher order th�nk�ng;
● support the transfer of learn�ng.

It a�ms to respond to publ�c concerns about current 
curr�culum frameworks such as a cluttered and 
compartmental�sed curr�culum wh�ch prov�des few 
opportun�t�es for students to explore �ssues �n depth or 
connect the�r learn�ng to real-world exper�ence. Essent�al 
Learn�ngs �s an attempt to tr�m back the excesses of 
curr�culum to focus on develop�ng deep understand�ngs 
that students need to develop now and draw upon �n the 
future as act�ve, respons�ble c�t�zens and l�fe-long learners 
�n a rap�dly chang�ng world. In the Essent�al Learn�ngs 
frameworks there �s a focus on develop�ng student capac�ty 
to reflect cr�t�cally on the�r own th�nk�ng and to have a 
construct�ve understand�ng of the�r learn�ng.

Essent�al Learn�ngs frameworks prov�de opportun�t�es 
for learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty �n that they focus on key 
components of learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty such as cr�t�cal and 
systems th�nk�ng and �n-depth study of a var�ety of relevant 
�ssues. They are also an �nnovat�ve attempt at reor�ent�ng 
curr�culum to focus on futures �n an uncerta�n world.

● Facilitation
Fac�l�tat�on encourages learn�ng to be dr�ven by the learner. 
The fac�l�tat�on process al�gns well w�th the pr�nc�ples of 
susta�nab�l�ty as �t has the follow�ng character�st�cs:
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● enables a learner centred approach;

● equ�ps the learner w�th the necessary sk�lls and 
knowledge to take act�on and act�vely part�c�pate �n 
change and dec�s�on-mak�ng;

● develops the capac�ty of �nd�v�duals and groups to 
‘cr�t�cally’ reflect upon the soc�al and cultural context 
underp�nn�ng the change they seek: and,

● offers a more democrat�c approach to susta�nab�l�ty.

The  process encourages all c�t�zens to engage �n open 
d�alogue and el�m�nates �nequ�table power h�erarch�es 
as the fac�l�tators do not have a stake �n the change for 
susta�nab�l�ty and the process does not rely on the expert 
knowledge. For further �nformat�on please see Volume 3 
of th�s ser�es.

● Framework
A framework �s a h�gh-level structure wh�ch lays down a 
common purpose and d�rect�on for plans and programs.

● Inquiry Learning
Inqu�ry learn�ng �s a learner-centred teach�ng strategy. It 
�s des�gned to encourage students to develop the�r own 
learn�ng through respond�ng to the�r own concerns by 
means of systemat�c �nvest�gat�on, emphas�s�ng h�gher order 
th�nk�ng sk�lls. Inqu�ry learn�ng �s dr�ven by the quest�ons 
created by the part�c�pants. Part�c�pants are respons�ble for 
gather�ng, process�ng, and analyz�ng the�r data, �n order 
to reach the�r own conclus�ons. Th�s negot�ated process 
(between educator and learner) usually �nvolves:

1. Tuning in: �dent�fy�ng and defin�ng an �ssue;

2. Deciding directions: formulat�ng quest�ons that requ�re 
answer�ng;

3. Organising: develop�ng the process of how to 
�nvest�gate the �ssue;

4. Finding out: �nvest�gat�ng the �ssue and collect�ng data;

5. Sorting out: process�ng and analys�ng the data;

6. Drawing conclusions: students express the�r 
understand�ngs and commun�cate them to others;

7. Considering action: students part�c�pate �n dec�s�on-
mak�ng to �dent�fy act�on to address the �ssue;

8. Reflection and evaluation: students and teachers reflect 
on the process and evaluate the outcomes.

● Intergenerational Equity
Intergenerat�onal equ�ty �s the pr�nc�ple that future 
generat�ons have fa�r and equal r�ght to the same 
standard of qual�ty of l�fe and env�ronment as the 
present generat�on. Th�s �s a core pr�nc�ple of susta�nable 
development.

● Key Learning Areas (KLAs)
There are many ways �n wh�ch curr�culum �s organ�sed 
w�th�n formal school�ng systems; Key Learn�ng Areas, 
are one such organ�sat�onal construct. KLAs part�cularly 
emphas�se the descr�pt�on and class�ficat�on of formal 
school curr�culum �nto compos�te fields of knowledge. 
KLAs were endorsed �n 1991, as part of the first 
‘Australian National Statement and Profile on Education’. 
E�ght KLAs were �dent�fied as be�ng core, and atta�nment 
of the s�gn�ficant aspects of knowledge, sk�lls and 
understand�ngs that character�se each KLA �s �mportant.

The e�ght KLAs are:
● Engl�sh
● Languages other than Engl�sh (LOTE)
● Mathemat�cs,
● Sc�ence
● Stud�es of Soc�ety and Env�ronment (SOSE)
● Technology
● The Arts
● Health and Phys�cal educat�on

The KLAs were re-endorsed as curr�culum organ�sers by 
State, Terr�tory and Commonwealth M�n�sters of Educat�on 
�n the ‘Adelaide Declaration on National Goals for Schooling 
in the Twenty-first Century’ and there are a var�ety of state 
and terr�tory �nterpretat�ons of the construct.

● Learning
Learn�ng �s a process that �nfluences the way people th�nk, 
perce�ve and act. People learn through exper�ences over the�r 
ent�re l�ves. Learn�ng occurs at both a consc�ous level or 
subconsc�ous level but �t usually �nvolves cr�t�cal th�nk�ng 
and reflect�ng on �ssues or exper�ences. People often learn by 
�nteract�ng w�th other people and the�r env�ronmentd.

● Learning based strategies
Learn�ng based strateg�es are used to help sh�ft commun�t�es 
towards more susta�nable futures. They cons�st of an 
�nformal but structured process wh�ch uses act�on learn�ng, 
reflect�on and change to �mprove the effect�veness of an 
organ�sat�on, program or act�on plan.
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● Learning for Sustainability
Learn�ng for susta�nab�l�ty has crystall�zed as a result of 
�nternat�onal agreements and the global call to act�vely pursue 
susta�nable development. It prov�des a new or�entat�on for 
current pract�ce �n Env�ronmental Educat�on. Th�s new 
or�entat�on attempts to move beyond educat�on in and 
about the env�ronment approaches to focus on equ�pp�ng 
learners w�th the necessary sk�lls to be able to take pos�t�ve 
act�on to address a range of susta�nab�l�ty �ssues. Learn�ng 
for susta�nab�l�ty mot�vates, equ�ps and �nvolves �nd�v�duals, 
and soc�al groups �n reflect�ng on how we currently l�ve and 
work, �n mak�ng �nformed dec�s�ons and creat�ng ways to 
work towards a more susta�nable world. Underp�nned by 
the pr�nc�ples of cr�t�cal theory (see glossary), learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty a�ms to go beyond �nd�v�dual behav�our change 
and seeks to engage and empower people to �mplement 
system�c changes.

● Learning Organisation
A learn�ng organ�sat�on �s one wh�ch �s based on the 
pr�nc�ples of adapt�ve management and uses these 
techn�ques w�th�n the workplace. It promotes exchange 
of �nformat�on between employees hence creat�ng a 
more knowledgeable workforce. Th�s produces a very 
flex�ble organ�sat�on where people w�ll accept and adapt 
to new �deas and changes through a shared v�s�on. A key 
component of a learn�ng organ�sat�on �s that �t �ncorporates 
the pr�nc�ples of adapt�ve management.

Adapt�ve management �s a systemat�c process for 
cont�nually �mprov�ng management pol�c�es and pract�ces 
by learn�ng from the outcomes of operat�onal programs. Its 
most effect�ve form (‘act�ve’ adapt�ve management) employs 
management programs that are des�gned to explore v�s�ons, 
develop cr�t�cal and system�c th�nk�ng �n the workplace.

● Local Agenda 21
Chapter 28 of the ‘Agenda 21’ document calls on local 
author�t�es to work w�th the�r local commun�t�es to 
develop a local act�on plan for susta�nable development, 
or a ‘Local Agenda 21.’ Th�s process recogn�ses the role 
commun�t�es have to play �n shap�ng the�r own future and 
the �mportance of bu�ld�ng partnersh�ps between local 
government, commun�ty, NGO and �ndustry. Empower�ng 
local commun�t�es to part�c�pate act�vely �n the dec�s�on 
mak�ng process �s a core a�m of Local Agenda 21 and seen 
as essent�al for the move towards susta�nab�l�ty. For further 
�nformat�on refer to ‘Agenda 21’.

● Mentoring
Mentor�ng prov�des �nd�v�duals and groups, who are 
grappl�ng w�th susta�nab�l�ty, w�th the support and 
understand�ng that they need to engage w�th th�s concept. 
The process offers mentoree centred, collaborat�ve support, 
and space, to engage people �n cr�t�cally exam�n�ng 
opportun�t�es for change w�th�n the�r home, commun�ty 
or workplace. Valuable and �mportant components of the 
mentor�ng process are d�alogue and shar�ng of �nformat�on
amongst colleague networks and the creat�on of 
opportun�t�es for relevant change to the mentoree. For 
further �nformat�on please see Volume 3 of th�s ser�es.

● Multi-sectoral
Mult�-sectoral refers to the �nvolvement of stakeholders 
from more than one d�sc�pl�ne or sector. If a program has 
stakeholders from more than two sectors then �t can be sa�d 
to be mult�-sectoral. For further �nformat�on see also ‘Sectors’.

● National Environmental Education Council
A key element of the Austral�an Government’s Nat�onal 
Act�on Plan for Env�ronmental Educat�on �s the 
establ�shment of the National Environmental Education 
Council. The Counc�l �s a non-statutory body compr�sed 
of people from a var�ety of sectors who prov�de expert 
adv�ce to the Government on Env�ronmental Educat�on 
�ssues. A key goal of the Counc�l �s to ra�se the profile 
of Env�ronmental Educat�on and, �n part�cular, how 
Austral�ans can move beyond env�ronmental awareness to 
�nformed act�on.

● National Strategy for Ecologically Sustainable 
Development
Austral�a’s ‘National Strategy for Ecological Sustainable 
Development’e was developed �n 1992 and endorsed by the 
Counc�l of Austral�an Governments. The strategy �dent�fies 
core object�ves and gu�d�ng pr�nc�ples and sets out the 
broad strateg�c framework to gu�de government pol�cy 
and dec�s�on-mak�ng. These object�ves and pr�nc�ples have 
prov�ded the underl�n�ng framework for several Austral�an 
and State government pol�c�es and leg�slat�ons, such as 
‘Australia’s Oceans Policy’f and the ‘Western Australia State 
Sustainability Strategy’g. However, the National Strategy 
has not been as �nfluent�al as ant�c�pated. Cr�t�cs po�nt 
to how the Strategy d�d not allow for a robust solut�on 
to Austral�a’s env�ronmental problems and that the 
Ecolog�cal Susta�nable Development process had a more 
econom�c/pro-development focush w�th less focus placed on 
the frag�le env�ronmental balance or scale of soc�al change 
neededi. The �mplementat�on of Ecolog�cal Susta�nable 
Development has been challeng�ng due to vary�ng pol�t�cal 
agendas, �nst�tut�onal barr�ers and d�fferent �nterpretat�ons 
of env�ronment resource ‘value’j.
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● OECD ENSI
Environment and Schools Initiatives (ENSI) �s an 
�nternat�onal network of educators from 14 member 
countr�es across the OECD and under the umbrella 
of OECD CERI. ENSI cooperat�vely undertake 
Env�ronmental Educat�on research and development 
programs part�cularly focus�ng on act�v�t�es related to 
susta�nab�l�ty. ENSI employs a part�c�patory approach 
wh�ch �nvolves government agenc�es, schools, teachers, 
teacher tra�ners and students �n research w�th a ma�n focus 
on act�on research and development. ENSI also promotes 
�nternat�onal exchange, understand�ng and collaborat�on 
amongst network members and w�th other �nternat�onal 
organ�sat�ons and makes pol�cy recommendat�ons when 
appropr�ate. ENSI supports educat�onal developments that 
promote env�ronmental understand�ng, act�ve approaches to 
teach�ng and learn�ng, and c�t�zensh�p educat�on, through 
research and the exchange of exper�ences.

● Participative Inquiry
Part�c�pat�ve Inqu�ry �s the engagement w�th, and 
deep explorat�on of, susta�nab�l�ty quest�ons, wh�ch 
st�mulate new �deas for further �nterrogat�on and 
act�on. Part�c�patory �nqu�ry offers a new parad�gm for 
understand�ng and engag�ng w�th commun�ty as well as 
organ�zat�onal change. As a methodology, �t �s useful for 
explor�ng the dynam�cs and character�st�cs of systems. 
It br�ngs people together, enabl�ng cooperat�on and 
strengthen�ng the relat�onsh�ps wh�ch support change. It 
requ�res �nqu�ry based learn�ng, collaborat�ve pract�ce and 
the free, creat�ve �nterrogat�on of �deas.

● Participatory Action Research (PAR)
Part�c�patory Act�on Research �s a collaborat�ve process �n 
wh�ch a group of co-researchers comb�ne �nqu�ry, cr�t�cal 
reflect�on and act�on. A ma�n component of PAR �s that 
there are no ‘experts’ and as such all of the group are 
�nvolved equally �n the processes of �nqu�ry and problem 
solv�ng. PAR seeks to breakdown the trad�t�onal h�erarch�es 
and power structures exper�enced between researcher and 
researched. It �s the part�c�pants or ‘researchers’ that have 
control and ownersh�p of the process, d�rect�on of research 
and ult�mately the use of the results.

The process has been used as a form of group Act�on 
Research that encourages more open commun�cat�on and 
d�scuss�on amongst colleagues regard�ng a spec�fic task or 
�ssue. The group Act�on Research process �nv�tes deeper 
cr�t�cal reflect�on and more effect�ve act�on. For further 
�nformat�on refer to ‘Act�on Research’.

● Sectors
When we ment�on sectors w�th�n th�s ser�es �t refers to the 
spec�fic bod�es of people and organ�st�ons who are grouped 
together due to common �nterests and work�ng areas. These 
�nclude sectors such as commun�ty, bus�ness and �ndustry, 
school as well as further and h�gher educat�on sectors.

● Social Capital
Soc�al cap�tal represents the degree of soc�al cohes�on 
wh�ch ex�sts �n commun�t�es. It refers to the processes 
between people wh�ch establ�sh networks, norms, and 
soc�al trust, and fac�l�tate coord�nat�on and cooperat�on 
for mutual benefit.

● Stakeholders
A stakeholder �s a person or group w�th an �nterest �n an 
act�v�ty and or outcome. It �s a term frequently assoc�ated 
w�th susta�nable development. Stakeholders may be �nternal 
or external to a group or organ�sat�on and may be d�rect or 
�nd�rect benefic�ar�es of an act�v�ty or outcomek. Susta�nable 
Development promotes cross-sectoral stakeholder 
engagement �n the plann�ng and �mplementat�on of act�ons.

● Strategy
A strategy �s a long term plan w�th a defined scope that 
�dent�fies: measurable object�ves; key actors and target 
groups for the ach�evement of outcomes al�gned w�th �ts 
declared v�s�on.

● Sustainability Focused Organisational Learning (SFOL)
The term ‘susta�nab�l�ty focused organ�zat�onal learn�ng’ 
has been used to descr�be the exper�ence of compan�es 
that are attempt�ng to pursue susta�nab�l�ty or the tr�ple 
bottom l�ne wh�le mak�ng substant�al changes to the�r 
organ�zat�onal cultures. For further �nformat�on refer to 
‘Learn�ng Organ�sat�on’.

● Sustainable Development and Sustainability
The �dea of susta�nab�l�ty owes a great deal to the Un�ted 
Nat�ons wh�ch �n 1983 set up the World Commission on 
Environment and Development (WCED) and promoted 
qual�ty of l�fe for present as well as future generat�ons. 
The key goals of susta�nab�l�ty are to l�ve w�th�n our 
env�ronmental l�m�ts, to ach�eve soc�al just�ce and to foster 
econom�c and soc�al progress.
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Issues such as food secur�ty, poverty, susta�nable tour�sm, 
urban qual�ty, women, fa�r trade, green consumer�sm, 
ecolog�cal publ�c health and waste management as well as 
those of cl�mat�c change, deforestat�on, land degradat�on, 
desert�ficat�on, deplet�on of natural resources, loss of 
b�od�vers�ty and terror�sm are of pr�mary concern to 
susta�nable development.

The �ssues underly�ng ‘susta�nable development’, 
or ‘susta�nab�l�ty’, are complex and they cannot be 
encapsulated w�th�n the d�plomat�c language and 
comprom�ses. Susta�nab�l�ty �s open to d�fferent 
�nterpretat�ons and takes on d�fferent mean�ngs not 
only between cultures but also between d�fferent �nterest 
groups w�th�n soc�et�es. Susta�nab�l�ty embraces equal�ty 
for all, and for th�s reason a key a�m of susta�nab�l�ty �s to 
enable mult�stakeholder groups to define the�r v�s�on of 
susta�nab�l�ty and to work towards �t.

● Systems Thinking
Systems th�nk�ng �s a type of th�nk�ng methodology based 
upon a cr�t�cal understand�ng of how complex systems, such 
as env�ronments and ecosystems, funct�on by cons�der�ng 
the whole rather than the sum of the parts. Systems 
th�nk�ng prov�des an alternat�ve to the dom�nant way of 
th�nk�ng, wh�ch emphas�zes analys�s and understand�ng 
through deconstruct�on. In compar�son, system�c th�nk�ng 
offers a better way to understand and manage complex 
s�tuat�ons because �t emphas�zes hol�st�c, �ntegrat�ve 
approaches, wh�ch take �nto account the relat�onsh�ps 
between system components and works toward long-term 
solut�ons cr�t�cal to address�ng �ssues of susta�nab�l�ty. 
System�c th�nk�ng offers an �nnovat�ve approach to look�ng 
at the world and the �ssues of susta�nab�l�ty �n a broader, 
�nterd�sc�pl�nary and more relat�onal way. Closely related to 
hol�st�c and ecolog�cal th�nk�ng, system�c approaches help 
us sh�ft our focus and attent�on from ‘th�ngs’ to processes, 
from stat�c states to dynam�cs, and from ‘parts’ to ‘wholes’.

● Triple Bottom Line (TBL)
Tr�ple Bottom L�ne �s an expanded basel�ne for measur�ng 
performance, add�ng soc�al and env�ronmental d�mens�ons 
to the trad�t�onal monetary yardst�ck. Report�ng on the 
TBL �s based on the prem�se that by mon�tor�ng and 
report�ng soc�al, econom�c and env�ronmental performance, 
organ�sat�ons can better prepare for future challenges and 
opportun�t�es, �nclud�ng those trad�t�onally cons�dered 
�ntang�ble, such as reputat�on.

● UN Decade of Education for Sustainable Development 
In December 2002, resolut�on 57/254 was adopted 
by the Un�ted Nat�ons General Assembly establ�sh�ng 
the UnitedNations Decade of Education for Sustainable 
Development (2005-2014). The Decade �s a culm�nat�on 
of the momentum towards susta�nab�l�ty generated by the 
Earth Summ�t, ‘Agenda 21’ and the WSSD and presents 
an opportun�ty to focus world attent�on on learn�ng for 
susta�nab�l�ty across the globe.

The Un�ted Nat�ons Decade of Educat�on for Susta�nable 
Development a�ms to:

● promote educat�on as a prerequ�s�te for the movement 
to susta�nable human soc�et�es;

● �ntegrate susta�nable development �nto educat�on
systems at all levels; and

● strengthen �nternat�onal cooperat�on towards the
development and shar�ng of �nnovat�ve educat�on for 
susta�nable development theory, pract�ce and pol�cy.

The Decade also offers opportun�t�es for researchers, 
pract�t�oners and educat�on pol�cymakers, who are often 
�solated from each other, to jo�n �n partnersh�ps and to 
contr�bute to a collect�ve and �nternat�onal �mperat�ve.

● Values Clarification
An educat�onal approach employ�ng a var�ety of strateg�es, 
wh�ch enables learners to clar�fy and cr�t�cally exam�ne 
the�r own values, part�cularly those, wh�ch are unconsc�ous 
or �nart�culate. Th�s process helps learners uncover how 
culture, �deology, gender, soc�oeconom�c background and 
rel�g�on shapes ones deepest held personal bel�efs and values 
and ass�sts learners �n determ�n�ng how ones own values 
co�nc�de or confl�ct w�th others. Genu�ne engagement w�th 
susta�nab�l�ty requ�res us to understand how these factors 
shape our values and thus our v�ew of the world.

● World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) 
and Johannesburg Plan of Implementation
The World Summit on Sustainable Development was 
held �n Johannesburg, South Afr�ca from August 26 to 
September 4, 2002. The core goal of the summ�t was to 
rev�ew the progress made towards susta�nab�l�ty �n the 
ten years s�nce the 1992 UN Conference on Environment 
and Development (UNCED) �n R�o. The Summ�t focus 
was on the status of the �mplementat�on of ‘Agenda 21’ 
by �dent�fy�ng further measures requ�red to �mplement 
the R�o agreements, areas where more effort was needed 
and new challenges and opportun�t�es.
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The WSSD reaffirmed comm�tment to the R�o pr�nc�ples, 
the �mplementat�on of ‘Agenda 21’ and to the development 
goals adopted �n the ‘UN Millennium Declaration’. 
An outcome of the Summ�t was the product�on of the 
‘Johannesburg Plan of Implementation’, wh�ch �s a targeted 
act�on plan conta�n�ng more than 120 goals or targets 
for susta�nable development �n conjunct�on w�th other 
UN-sponsored pr�nc�ples.

The WSSD ach�eved a number of accompl�shments, �nclud�ng:
● reaffirm�ng susta�nable development as a central 

element of the �nternat�onal agenda;

● focus�ng attent�on on the l�nks between poverty, the 
env�ronment and natural resource use through shared 
d�alogue;

● negot�at�ng concrete agreements from many
part�c�pat�ng governments to numerous comm�tments 
to �mplement susta�nable development object�ves;

● pr�or�t�s�ng energy and san�tat�on �ssues

● accord�ng c�v�l soc�ety v�ews a prom�nent role; and

● boost�ng partnersh�ps between governments, bus�ness 
and c�v�l soc�ety.

Educat�on was a cross cutt�ng theme at the WSSD. The 
‘Johannesburg Plan of Implementation’ po�nts to the soc�al 
act�ons requ�red to ach�eve susta�nable development and to 
the role of educat�on, capac�ty bu�ld�ng and commun�cat�on 
�n ach�ev�ng th�s goal. It recommended the adopt�on of 
the UN Decade of Education for Sustainable Development to 
further opportun�t�es to act�on susta�nable development.

a  UNESCO (1997) Educat�ng for a Susta�nable Future: 
    A transd�sc�pl�nary v�s�on for concerted act�on, para.38.
b  Adapted from http://www.deh.gov.au/educat�on/nap/
c  Adapted from PCE (2004, p.13)
d  Adapted from PCE (2004, p.13)
e  Commonwealth of Austral�a (1992)
f   Env�ronment Austral�a (1998)
g  Government of Western Austral�a (2003)
h  Dovers (1999); Hard�ng (1998)
�   ACF et al (1990) as c�ted �n Hard�ng (1998)
j   Hard�ng (1998)
k  Adapted from Government of V�ctor�a (2004)
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