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In the UK, the progress towards embedding sustainability into curricula has been uneven – with 
Scotland and Wales having instituted education for sustainability within their curricula, whilst 
England has removed references to sustainability following the change of government in 2010. 
In Northern Ireland, references to local and global citizenship and the development of specific 
skills/competencies are part of their curriculum (Bourn et al., 2016).   

Wales has placed sustainable development into its constitution through the Well-being of 
Future Generations Act (2015), which requires ‘public bodies to do things in pursuit of the 
economic, social, environmental and cultural well-being of Wales in a way that accords with the 
sustainable development principle’. They introduced Education for Sustainable Development 
and Global Citizenship in 2008 as a cross-curricular theme in primary, further and higher 
education. It is unclear at present how this will be continued in the new curriculum for Wales in 
2022. 

Introduction 
Following the UN-decade of Education for Sustainable Development (2004-2014) and the 
Global Action Programme that followed, there has been a growing demand for 
sustainability education to be embedded within curricula across the globe. International 
agencies, civil society organisations and some national governments have recognised the 
important role that education of young people can play in achieving sustainable development 
goals (in particular SDG 4.7 which aims that ‘all learners acquire knowledge and skills needed to 
promote sustainable development’ by 2030). Recent youth climate strikes highlight the 
potential to engage young people around these issues. Equally important is investment in 
infrastructure and training for the teachers who are expected to deliver education to these 
young people. UNESCO has released an online training resource for educators, but national 
governments need to do more to support teacher training.  

SEEd has been campaigning for sustainability education to be included in section 78 of the 
Education Act (2002) with the following insertion after subsection (1) (b): (c) instils an ethos 
and ability to care for oneself, others and the natural environment, now and in the future.  To 
help support this goal, this short report offers a brief overview of sustainability education 
within the UK and across the globe, drawing on a handful of studies that have examined this 
issue. The global monitoring reports commissioned by UNESCO provide a useful starting point 
for this aim. The studies that have been consulted often group together global citizenship and 
education for sustainability. 

The current situation in the UK
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Scotland introduced Learning for Sustainability as a curricular entitlement in 2011, 
following its Manifesto Commitment on One Planet Schools. Learning for Sustainability adopts 
a whole school approach to embed global citizenship education, outdoor learning and 
sustainable development education as a right for every child. All teachers must undertake 
training to support their teaching of EfS under the General Teaching Council of Scotland 
Professional Standards framework. It has been suggested that EfS has ‘increased learner 
motivation, engagement, participation and skills for learning, life and work’ 
(Bourn et al., 2016: 16). 

In England, after initial support for sustainable schools and a cross curricula commitment to 
education for sustainability, policy support waned with the change of government in 2010. 
References to sustainability were removed from the curriculum, although there are 
opportunities for learning around sustainability within geography and science. The 25-year 
Environment Plan (2018) talks about connecting children and young people to nature through 
outdoor education activities but this is not the same as embedding education for sustainability 
into the curriculum. With youth climate strike action in the news, there have been renewed 
calls and pledges for climate change education to feature more heavily in the curriculum (for 
example the petition, organised by students in Oxford) but again, climate change education 
offers only a narrow approach to sustainability education. 

In Northern Ireland, Education for Sustainable Development has been a part of the curriculum 
since 2007, but no mandatory commitment to sustainable development in the 2010 Education 
Act was made despite lobbying for this (Martin et al., 2013).

UNESCO/IBE (2016) Study: 
Global Monitoring of Target 4.7: Themes in National Curriculum Frameworks. 

A study commissioned by the International Bureau of Education (2016) analysed national 
curriculum documents to find out to what extent Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) 
and Global Citizenship Education (GCED) content is present across the globe. The study focuses 
on the National Curriculum Frameworks for 78 countries1 for general basic education (primary 
and lower secondary). Human rights education is the most prevalent, with sustainable 
development being addressed in about three-quarters of the countries.  

90% of the countries in the study had included at least one term relating to Sustainable 
development within their curriculum documents, whilst 73% included the term ‘sustainable 
development’ (see Figure 13). But only 9% of countries references the term education for 
sustainable development. There is variation in usage of terms related to sustainable 
development across regions. Those whose curriculum documents had over 50% of all key terms 
relating to sustainable development include Sweden, Ireland, France, Estonia, Croatia, Panama, 
 

1 Armenia, Azerbaijan, Brunei Darussalam, Hong Kong, Indonesia, Myanmar, Thailand, the Philippines, the 
Republic of Korea, Belgium, Canada – Quebec, Croatia, Estonia, France, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, 
Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, Norway, Portugal, Serbia, Sweden, the United Kingdom, Argentina, Belize, 
Brazil, Chile, Dominica, El Salvador, Grenada, Guatemala, Haiti, Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama, 
Paraguay, Peru, The Dominican Republic, Uruguay, Venezuela, Iraq, Palestine, Qatar, Afghanistan, 
Bhutan, India, Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan, Côte d’Ivoire, Djibouti, Ghana, Lesotho Mauritius, Namibia, 
Niger, Rwanda, Seychelles, South Africa, South Sudan, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, the Gambia, 
the United Republic of Tanzania, Zambia, Australia, Fiji, Kiribati, Micronesia, Nauru, New Zealand, Papua 
New Guinea, Samoa, the Cook Islands, Tokelau, Tuvalu.

ESD across other countries 
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Honduras, Peru, El Salvador, Guatemala, Nicaragua, Qatar, Iraq, Bhutan, India, Namibia, 
Mauritius, Australia, New Zealand, Papua New Guinea and Tuvalu. Mauritius had the highest 
prevalence. (see Figure 16.3) 

They also explored key competencies that were found in curricula – critical thinking was ref-
erenced by 91% of countries, closely followed by problem solving (87%). 71% of countries 
included ‘fostering environmentally sustainable lifestyles’ – the prevalence of this competency 
was high in Latin America and Caribbean and the Pacific but was lower in sub-Saharan African, 
North African and Western Asian countries. Terms like ‘active citizenship’ were highest in Eu-
rope and North America. 

In terms of pedagogy, a whole school approach to GCED and ESD was rarely mentioned in the 
curriculum documents, with just seven countries out of 78 highlighting this (Malta, Fiji, Hong 
Kong, Tuvalu, the Maldives, Qatar, and Ireland, plus Australia 2). Of those that do mention this, 
it was understood in different ways, some in relation to environmental sustainability (Australia), 
gender equality (Fiji), well-being (Ireland).    

The report writers note that attempts to monitor GCED and ESD internationally are still in their 
infancy. And in their conclusions, they talk about the possibility of developing a database 
and/or framework for continuing this monitoring work. It does not appear that the raw data are 
available from this monitoring exercise, but it would be helpful to have access to it to drill down 
further into key differences across countries.

Schulz et al (2016): 
Becoming Citizens in a Changing World: IEA International Civic and Citizenship Education 
Study 2016 International Report.

The research of the 2016 International Civic and Citizenship Education Study (ICCS) (Schulz et 
al., 2016) was conducted in 24 countries,3 and it offers data on lower secondary school 
students’ knowledge and understanding of civics and citizenship. In this study head-teachers, 
school teachers and students are asked about opportunities for student-led governance and 
engagement in a range of GCED and ESD activities. This is a longitudinal study (first conducted 
in 2009) but the 2016 wave has placed more emphasis on learning about sustainable 
development and environmental citizenship than the earlier study. The planned 2022 study will 
continue to focus on education for sustainable development. In terms of teacher education on 
environment and sustainability, roughly 44% of teachers surveyed had undergone some 
training on the environment and environmental sustainability. This figure rises to 86% in 
Chinese Taipei and 82% in Colombia and falls to 16% in Croatia and 27% in Malta and Italy 
(see Table 2.11)
 

2 Australia’s curriculum document where a whole school approach was identified was not analysed in this 
study but the authors still cite it here.   
3 Belgium (Flemish), Bulgaria, Chile, Chinese Taipei, Colombia, Croatia, Denmark, Dominican Republic, 
Estonia Finland, Hong Kong SAR, Italy, Korea, Republic of Latvia, Lithuania, Malta Mexico, Netherlands 
North Rhine- Westphalia, Norway, Peru, Russian Federation, Slovenia, Sweden. Zealand, Papua New 
Guinea, Samoa, the Cook Islands, Tokelau, Tuvalu.
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The principals’ responses to the question also revealed considerable cross-national 
variation with respect to the environment-friendly practices schools had in place. Na-
tional percentages for differential waste collection were more than 10 
percentage points above the ICCS 2016 average in Belgium (Flemish), Chinese Taipei, 
Croatia, Finland, Italy, Lithuania, Malta, and Slovenia. We observed similar patterns 
(i.e., national percentages 10 scale score points or more above the 
international average) with respect to waste reduction (in Chinese Taipei, Finland, 
Lithuania, Malta, Slovenia, Sweden); purchase of environment-friendly items 
(Chinese Taipei, Malta, Norway, Slovenia, Sweden); energy-saving practices (Chinese 
Taipei, Denmark, Dominican Republic, Lithuania, Malta, Slovenia); and poster use 
(Bulgaria, Chinese Taipei, Colombia, Croatia, Dominican Republic, Latvia, Lithuania, 
Malta, Mexico, Slovenia). (Schulz et al., 2016: 166)

In terms of student participation in activities both within the school and the local community, 
teachers identified a range of actions that students were doing. The least common action was 
recorded for signing a petition (8%), writing letters to a magazine/newspaper (12%), and 
posting on social networks (15%). The most common activities were those related to water and 
energy consumption (with an international average of 46% and 48%, respectively). Countries 
that reported high levels of student participation were Peru, Dominican Republic, Colombia, 
Mexico and low levels of participation in Sweden, Malta and Belgium (Flemish). 
(see table 6.15). 

Around 61% of principals across all the countries stated that there were opportunities for pu-
pils to get involved in civic activities related to the environment – the highest percentage (83%) 
in Slovenia and the lowest percentage (32%) in the Netherlands. Most of the schools across 
participating countries had developed some initiatives concerned with environmental sustain-
ability, such as differential waste collection, recycling and waste reduction, and energy saving. 
The most common activities were related to energy saving (81%), differential waste collection 
(74%) and using posters to promote environmentally friendly practices (see Table 6.14). There 
was much variation around these averages, however.

UNESCO (2016): GEM Report: Education for People and Planet. 

This is a huge report is educational standards and developments internationally and much of 
the discussion is about human rights, gender equality, standards etc (UNESCO, 2016). However, 
in relation to SDG 4.7 (chapter 16) it draws heavily on the above research reports. But they 
make the point that ICCS data can be read as providing indicators that could reflect a whole 
school approach – those countries with high levels of opportunity for participation across 
multiple activities might be those that are adopting a whole school approach. However, they 
state that evaluating implementation of such an approach is difficult with self-reported data, 
and more cooperation and collaboration is needed to properly evaluate and monitor GCED and 
ESD and teacher training internationally.  

Drawing on older data from 2006, the report talks about awareness and level of competence in 
environmental science by country, and points to the forthcoming Programme for International 
Student Assessment exercise conducted in 2018 (results released in Dec 2019) – something for 
us to look out for.  The PISA 2018 will measure global competence and assess critical thinking 
skills, as well as knowledge and attitudes around global issues like climate change.
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Amadio (2014): 
A Rapid assessment of curricula for general education focusing on cross-curricular themes 
and generic competences or skills. 

This is a mapping document to show how environmental and sustainability issues are reflected 
in the general goals of education in many countries – the study has explored curriculum in 88 
countries.4 The author notes that cross-curricular themes related to environment and 
sustainability ‘are one of the most common transversal themes of general education curricula’ 
(Amadio, 2014: 1). The transversal element of sustainability content poses challenges for 
implementation because it requires new ways of working across disciplines.  

57 countries out of the 71 that include transversal aims is their curriculum frameworks relate 
to environmental sustainability – but there are different ways of referring to this concept from 
sustainable development to environmental education or more loosely terms related to 
environment. Sustainable development is most frequently referred to in curriculum 
frameworks, probably as a result of the decade of ESD. Amadio (2014: 4) highlights how in 
Finland sustainability education is a core aspect of ‘training of competent and self-confident 
individuals and cosmopolitan citizens’. Other countries with sustainability embedded in 
curriculum are Lesotho and Mexico – the information about these countries is pasted below.

4 Croatia, Czech Rep., Gambia, Hungary, Iceland, Italy, Kosovo, Lithuania, Maldives, Malta, New Zealand, 
Poland, Romania, Slovenia, Spain, Thailand, Tokelau, El Salvador, France, Iraq, Jordan, Mexico, Slovakia, Sri 
Lanka, Tanzania (Mainland), Canada (Alberta), Austria, Belgium (French Comm.), Côte d’Ivoire, Djibouti, 
Luxembourg, Estonia, India, Panama, Tanzania (Zanzibar) Canada (Québec), Canada (Saskatchewan), 
Indonesia Kenya, Lesotho, Zambia, Belgium (Flemish Comm.), Brunei Darussalam, Cook Islands, Portugal, 
Samoa, Seychelles, Afghanistan, Grenada, Ireland, Malaysia, South Africa, UK (Wales), Norway, St. Kitts 
and Nevis, St. Lucia, St. Vincent and the Grenadines, Turkey, Botswana, Canada (Manitoba) Korea Rep., 
Namibia UK (N. Ireland), UK (Scotland), Cambodia, Nepal Nicaragua, Singapore, Philippines, Greece, UK 
(England) Finland, Guatemala, Australia, Bhutan, Switzerland, Mauritius, Dominica, Serbia, Fiji, Cayman 
Islands, Honduras, Hong Kong, SAR of China, Brazil, Chile, Peru, Venezuela, RB, Ecuador.  

In the case of Lesotho, for instance: learners are expected to develop knowledge and 
skills towards sustainable use of the environment for individual and societal 
development; they should be helped to: understand and appreciate the biophysical, 
political, social and economic parts of the environment and their interrelationships; 
and they are to develop appropriate skills and positive attitudes to interact 
sustainably with the environment for socio-economic development. 

As for Finland, pupils in basic education are expected to: understand the prerequisites 
for human wellbeing, the necessity of environmental protection, and the 
relationship between the two; learn to observe changes taking place in the 
environment and human wellbeing, and to act for the good of the living environment 
and the enhancement of wellbeing; learn to evaluate the impact of their consumption 
and daily practices, and adopt the courses of action required for sustainable 
development; learn to promote wellbeing in their own communities and to 
understand the threats to, and potential for, wellbeing at a global level; and learn to 
act constructively for a sustainable future. 

The objectives for upper secondary students are to: be familiar with the key factors of 
the ecological, economic, social and cultural dimensions of sustainable development; 
know how to measure, assess and analyse changes occurring in both the natural 
environment and the cultural and social environments; reflect on what constitutes 
a sustainable lifestyle, an environmentally friendly and eco-efficient production and 
community; be able and willing to act for sustainable development in their own



The report highlights that 64 countries5 make some reference to the environment in the 
general aims and goals of education (not discipline specific). Finland is not listed but this is 
because the legislation about ESD is included in different legislation, the Youth Act 2006 
amended in 2010. These environment statements can be grouped in three ways:

In terms of competencies that education should develop, environmental awareness was less 
common than other competencies. But of course, mastery of other competencies could be suf-
ficient for ESD (see Amadio graph).

In this report, the focus is on teacher training in relation to SDG 4.7 (College London Institute 
of Education, 2017). Within Initial Teacher Education, ESD is usually seen as an optional extra 
and is only usually included when there is an interest in the topic, or when curriculum embeds 
this learning - examples are found in Scotland, England, Canada, West Indies and Brazil. There is 
more evidence that ESD forms part of training for CPD of teachers, many of which are run 
online by international organisations or locally by NGOs. ESD tends to promote a ‘social 
constructionist’ approach to teaching and learning and the authors note that this is challenging 
because this is against the dominant trend in teacher education. 

Although these statements are present, the report cannot account for challenges surrounding 
implementation.  

(i) 	 goals emphasising applications and actions (e.g. protection, preservation, 		
	 conservation, restoration, enhancement, improvement, rational use, etc.)
(ii) 	 goals stressing values, attitudes and knowledge (e.g. appreciation, 
	 awareness, respect, care for, responsibility, etc.)
(iii) 	 goals underlining sustainability issues such as sustainable development, 
	 environmental sustainability, sustainable environment, sustainable growth 	
	 and sustainable management.

In the case of Mexico, pupils in basic education are expected to: develop a critical 
view of lifestyles; recognise the biological and cultural diversity of their community, 
including the natural heritage; identify vulnerability and environmental risks in their 
local area; make decisions, as far as possible, to prevent, reduce and mitigate 
environmental problems through strategies such as sustainable consumption. They 
have to understand the relationship between society and nature to promote 
sustainable development, which also implies being able to recognize that they are 
part of the environment and can take action to favour sustainable development and 
contribute to the improvement of environmental conditions of their neighbourhood. 
They also have to value natural diversity, recognise the importance of biodiversity 
conservation, and be actively committed to its protection. (Amadio, 2014: 5)

everyday life and as students, consumers and active citizens; and be able to 
cooperate for a better future on local, national and international levels.

UCL Institute of Education 2017: A Review of education for sustainable development and 
global citizenship education in teacher education.

5 Afghanistan, Algeria, Angola, Argentina, Australia, Bahrain, Barbados, Benin, Bhutan, Bolivia, Cambodia, 
Central African Republic, Chile, Colombia, Croatia, Czech Republic, Djibouti, Dominica, Dominican Rep., 
Ecuador, El Salvador, Eritrea, Estonia, Fiji, Gambia, Greece, Grenada, Guatemala, Guyana, Honduras, India, 
Iraq, Jamaica, Kenya, Kosovo, Lesotho, Lithuania, Maldives, Mali, Mexico, Moldova Rep., Namibia, Nepal, 
Nicaragua, Niger, Norway, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Romania, Rwanda, Serbia, Slovakia, Spain, St. Kitts 
and Nevis, St. Lucia, St. Vincent and the Grenadines, Sweden, Tanzania, UR (Zanzibar), Thailand, Tokelau, 
Uruguay, Venezuela, Zambia 
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Conclusion

The table which compares countries provision is too large to be reproduced in this report but is 
available in the report on pages 30-38. Brazil’s curriculum focus has a strong element on ESD 
environmental education, but this is not included in initial teacher education (ITE). Canada has 
a range on policy initiatives around sustainability and this is reflected in some university ITE 
provision.  In China, there is a strong emphasis on ESD in the national curriculum, and 
expectations of teacher CPD around this issue. In South Korea, some ESD in national curriculum 
and CPD expected.

The authors note there is evidence of increased engagement with global and sustainability 
issues in teacher education ‘but for the most part incorporating ESD and GCED into teacher 
education is largely determined by the interest of teacher educators and the priorities of 
schools, individual teachers and NGO’ (College London Institute of Education, 2017: 27). They 
highlight as examples of good practice ‘The Global Learning Programme’ in England (which 
lost funding in 2018), CPD courses in South Korea and Irish Aid’s support to teacher education 
programmes.  

The report calls for better understanding and monitoring of what teacher training around GCED 
and ESD comprises internationally and better mechanisms for training teachers. 

There is limited research which has explored sustainability education internationally. The 
reports consulted call for more efforts for global monitoring of this issue.  

There are several countries whose approach to sustainability education is highlighted as being 
noteworthy or appears in more than one report – these are Australia, Brazil, China, Colombia, 
Finland, Lesotho, Mauritius, Mexico, Scotland, Slovenia, South Korea and Sweden. More desk 
research can be conducted to find out how these countries have embedded sustainability 
education into curriculum or other regulations. 

With more information about how other countries have achieved this, SEEd can find examples 
of good practice to support its campaign for revision of the Education Act.  

Even if the above countries have placed sustainability education into their curriculum, more 
information is required about how this is being implemented. The ICCS shows variations 
between countries in terms of levels of participation for students in ESD activities, and key 
competencies that are being fostered. 

Teacher Education/training is key for the inclusion of ESD within the curriculum. 
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(UNESCO IBE, 2016: 21)
Annex 1: Tables and graphs 

Note: Sustainable development also refers to sustainable and sustainability. Economic sustainability also 
refers to sustainable growth, sustainable production/consumption, green economy. Environmental 
sustainability also refers to climate variability, global warmng, carbon emissions and footprint. 
Renewable energy also refers to renewable fuels, alternative energy sources (solar, tidal, wind, wave, 
geothermal, biomass). Ecosystems also refers to ecology (biodiversity, biosphere, biomes, loss of 
diversity). Education for sustainable development also refers to sustainability education and education 
for sustainability. Environmental education also refers to environmental studies, education for the 
environment and education for environmental sustainability.
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Percentages for sample countries that included one of the key terms
related to Sustainable Development in their NCF’s, 2005-2015

Figure 13



(UNESCO, 2016: 294)

Prevalence of key terms relating to global citizenship
and sustainable development varies across countries.

Percentage of key terms related to sustainable development and global 
citizenship in national frameworks, selected countries, 2005-2015
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(Schulz et al., 2016: 38)

Table 2.11
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(Schulz et al., 2016: 167)
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Table 6.14



(Schulz et al., 2016: 168) 
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Amadio Graph (2014: pg.9)

Frequency of references to selected cross-curricular competences/skills
(Number of cases - 88)
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