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Preface

UNESCO has initiated the “EFA – ESD Dialogue” to further the understanding and effective imple-
mentation of Education for All (EFA) and the United Nations Decade of Education for Sustainable 
Development (DESD).  As the lead agency and coordinator for three UN initiatives in education 
– EFA, the United Nations Literacy Decade (UNLD) and the DESD – UNESCO’s position is that a 
clearer understanding of the linkages between these initiatives is crucial to establish synergies in 
programme implementation at country level. 

This dialogue is important and timely. Our societies face unprecedented global challenges: more 
than one billion people live in extreme poverty, growing inequality prevails within and between coun-
tries, and rapid technological advances require the capacity to constantly adapt. This is why building 
a more sustainable future now is vital for the well-being of present and future generations. 

Education plays a fundamental role in addressing these global challenges. It gives individuals the 
knowledge and skills to make informed choices and participate in social and economic develop-
ment. To a large extent, the type of education we envision will have a determining impact on the 
type of society we construct. 

 The common starting point for this dialogue is that education is a human right. The commitment to 
provide quality education for all is a pre-requisite for reducing poverty, improving health and secur-
ing more sustainable livelihoods – the main tenets of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). 
In this regard, EFA provides the basic foundation for building more just societies focusing on rights, 
empowerment and development, but it does not go far enough. This is where ESD reinforces EFA 
efforts by challenging dominant conceptions, structures and content of education, thereby helping 
to improve its relevance. It is interdisciplinary in nature and focuses on critical thinking and lifelong 
learning. Moreover ESD’s emphasis on values such as peace, equality, respect for human rights, 
gender, environment and cultural diversity are key contributions to improving educational quality. 

UNESCO’s main objective in commissioning this study was to enhance understanding of the syner-
gies between EFA and ESD and the potential for their closer integration, particularly at country level. 
It analyses the various processes and mechanisms in place for linking education, learning and sus-
tainable development and provides a number of entry points for enriching discussions. In particular 
it attempts to make a case for the strategic role of ESD in achieving the MDGs by strengthening 
educational capacities to address poverty reduction in a context of global warming, climate change 
and the need to address environmental sustainability.

Nicholas Burnett
Assistant Director-General for Education
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Summary

This paper will explore both the tensions and the common ground between Education for Sustainable 
Development (ESD) and Education for All (EFA) and identify the potential synergies between them. 
It will argue that ESD has a strategic role to play with regard to key Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs), especially the over-arching goal of poverty reduction, as well as in terms of environmental 
sustainability. The paper will consider ways in which ESD and the DESD can contribute to the EFA 
agenda and will demonstrate how this could strengthen and enhance the EFA goals towards quality 
education for all. While acknowledging the different agendas and unique strengths and perspec-
tives of EFA and ESD, this paper will propose a strategy for moving towards increased synergy and 
collaboration. In doing this, it will take both a structural and conceptual approach. It will identify 
some of the organizational and learning implications for this process and examine how this coming 
together will build support for education and help to raise the national and international profi le of 
both ESD and EFA. Finally, this paper will try to suggest ways forward for bringing together ESD and 
EFA within shared mechanisms and processes. 

Limitations and Challenges

In preparing this study, there has been a broad review of relevant DESD and EFA documentation, 
and this has raised many key questions and issues, which this paper will attempt to highlight. Due 
to the limitations of time and space, this paper will not seek to place this debate in the full context of 
all the key issues affecting educational policy in global and local arenas. Relevant issues that cannot 
be fully explored here include the following: General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS) and 
the globalisation of education provision; the fact that many global learning agendas are still deeply 
infl uenced by neo-liberal concepts of vocationalism (the educational policy time-lag) and as a result 
fail to refl ect the expansion of economic agendas to include issues of environmental sustainability 
and social justice; global issues of militarization and confl ict and their educational impacts (e.g. the 
rise in the need for refugee education and provision in confl ict zones); and the spread of Information 
and Communication Technologies (ICTs) and their impact on education and learning.
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Section 1

Introduction

Context and Background

Enabling people to free themselves from poverty and to build sustainable livelihoods is both a key 
role for education and a prerequisite for sustainable development (SD), which brings together three 
pillars of development: society, environment and economy. However, current education practices 
have not enabled people to live sustainably thus far; indeed, many would argue that they have 
actively contributed to unsustainable living, especially in northern or so-called ‘developed’ coun-
tries (DCs). However, it must be remembered that education and learning are part of the iterative 
dynamic of social change: in order to change society, we need to change the way we learn and 
educate, and in order to change the way we learn and educate we need to change society. 

Education has risen higher on the international and national agendas in the last two decades since 
Jomtien (1990) highlighted the importance and relevance of education for development, closely fol-
lowed by the Earth Summit in 1992, which highlighted the role of education in sustainable develop-
ment. The commitments to EFA that followed identifi ed some important links with the ESD agenda, 
links that were further strengthened by the 2002 World Summit on Sustainable Development 
(WSSD). These links and commitments have been recognised in international policy documents, 
such as the International Implementation Scheme for DESD (IIS) and the Global Action Plan for 
EFA. However, while ‘the links are understood in general at the global level, synergies are yet to be 
realised during implementation at the country level’ (UNESCO 2007). One of the key questions for 
this paper to ask is why this might be so and to suggest some possible ways forward. The other rel-
evant question in this context is this: how can both ESD and EFA help to promote and build sustain-
able development for all? One answer is to bring ESD and EFA closer together over time. This paper 
considers both the conceptual and structural issues inherent in bringing ESD and EFA together, as 
well as the kinds of joined-up conceptions and structures that could facilitate this union.

Before embarking on this task, it is important to clarify exactly what is meant by ‘ESD’ and ‘EFA’. 
Two distinctions need to be made here. The fi rst distinction should be made between the two con-
stituencies of ESD and EFA and the policy statements made about them. The two constituencies 
each have a particular history that contributes to the current emphases of their respective approach 
and practice. This can be seen partly as the difference between actual and potential forms of ESD 
and/or EFA. A common aim of all such initiatives is clearly to relate practice more closely to theory, 
but it may also be the case that parts of the constituency will theoretically understand ‘ESD’ and/or 
‘EFA’ in ways that differ from UN policy. The second distinction concerns the defi nitions of the 
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constituency of ESD and EFA. Are all those who can reasonably be judged to be ‘doing’ ESD or EFA 
part of the constituency, even though they may not have heard of these terms or defi ne themselves 
in that way? Equally, can one say that some programmes that come under other headings are a 
legitimate part of ‘EFA’? One aim of both ESD and EFA is to create an inspirational movement, with 
which a wide range of people can identify, for learning and developing with others. Thus, both these 
initiatives have developed a public face or ‘brand’, which can be an important recognition factor for 
participants, governments and funders. Combining initiatives thus raises the question of developing 
a new or combined ‘brand’– an issue which will be addressed later in this document.

As UNESCO has already demonstrated (see Figure 1), the two agendas of EFA and ESD already 
overlap a great deal, but the extent to which these agendas are shared for mutual benefi t and 
effectiveness is less clear and would benefi t from further examination. The table identifi es potential 
synergy around key areas, and this will be explored in more detail later in the paper.

Figure 1

EFA EFA/ESD Overlap ESD

Basic education and literacy 
available to all learners

Particularly addresses those 
who are excluded from quality 
basic education

Commitment to quality 
education

See education as a human 
right

Promotion of human rights, 
especially gender equality and 
rights for marginalised people

Concern to improve the quality 
of life, reduce poverty, improve 
health

Importance of primary 
education

Participation of all in education 
and development: 
governments, civil society 
organizations (CSOs), the 
private sector, communities 
and individuals

Includes non-formal learning

*NB some of these elements 
are more in evidence in ESD 
or EFA respectively

Broader purposes beyond 
education

Relevance and importance of 
ESD for all within or outside 

planned learning activities

Includes those in privileged 
positions in societies where 
consumerism dominates

Emphasis on basic values, 
processes and behaviours as 
part of all learning
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Challenges and Tensions 

The diagram above (drawn from UNESCO 2005 Technical Paper 1) also identifi es some of the key 
areas of difference between the agendas of EFA and ESD. This section will focus on some of the 
key areas of tension. 

Basic education for all and ESD 

What counts as ‘education’? EFA is primarily concerned with organized (formal) education pro-
grammes and in providing opportunities for the widest number of people possible to participate. 
ESD not only stretches from formal education, to training, to raising public awareness, but also con-
siders how entrenched learning through socialisation may need to be challenged (and/or preserved). 
Further, ESD covers social learning about sustainability between different sectors of society (such 
as state, business and civil society) as well as learning within and between organizations (Wals, 
2007). Because most basic education takes place within formal learning settings, this makes it more 
diffi cult to question or challenge the curriculum and structures within which it takes place. However, 
in some cases school systems may actually contribute to the diffi culties faced by disadvantaged 
pupils and may be unable to promote ESD. While EFA recognises the importance of non-formal 
and community education, its focus is on formal structures. This means that synergy between the 
constituencies does not always occur. There is clearly potential for EFA and ESD to work together 
to fi nd mechanisms for greater cooperative action, or synergy, between them.

There is a necessary tension between somewhat uncritical approaches to the idea of basic educa-
tion and the more critical approach of ESD, which directly challenges and questions current domi-
nant conceptions and structures of education. David Orr (2004) reminds us that highly educated 
people have created most of the unsustainable practices of the world, and he warns us of the 
dangers of some kinds of education:

Education is no guarantee of decency, prudence or wisdom. Much of the same 
kind of education will only compound our problems. This is not an argument 
for ignorance but rather a statement that the worth of education must now be 
measured against the standards of decency and human survival – the issues 
now looming so large before us in the twenty fi rst century. It is not education but 
education of a certain kind that will save us.

EFA has raised the profi le of education internationally and gained resources from governments to 
make basic education an entitlement for all. Signifi cant progress has been made with 20 million 
new primary school students in Sub-Saharan Africa and West Asia and with 47 countries achieving 
universal primary education (UN Global Action Plan 2007:2). Clearly though, more basic education 
as is currently taught will not create sustainable societies (IIS, Annex I:pg 29). Basic education levels 
are very high in the developed and rapidly growing economies, but these countries also have the 
biggest footprints presenting the biggest challenges to sustainable development on the planet at 
present. In fact, those countries that have the smallest global footprint are the very countries that 
lack opportunities for basic education. These are the same countries blighted with extreme poverty 
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and deprivation and lack of development, sustainable or otherwise. Therefore, one cannot overes-
timate the importance of basic education, which is an acknowledged human right and which has 
been shown by a number of studies (UN Development Programme, UNESCO, World Bank) to have 
a key link to poverty reduction. However, as the IIS argues, ‘basic education must also include the 
ability to analyse issues that confront communities and should enable individuals to make lifestyle 
choices that do not erode the natural resource base or impinge on the social equity and justice of 
their neighbours.’ (ibid)

Broader purposes of ESD

Some tensions between ESD and EFA undoubtedly arise because ESD has a broader agenda than 
EFA. ESD is concerned with moving towards a more sustainable society by changing attitudes, 
values and actions. ESD promotes and necessitates critical refl ection by all teaching and learning 
institutions and individuals themselves upon their own behaviour, actions and commitments and 
the way these affect sustainability. This activity of self-refl ection is a key part of what it means to 
be a ‘learning organization for sustainability’ (Pedlar et al, 1991). Although it is also true that many 
EFA practitioners are clearly engaged in critical refl ection on curriculum and pedagogy, EFA could 
be seen as involving more unquestioned and traditional, less self-refl ective organizations and peda-
gogies. EFA is often still conceptualised in the ‘development’ model, as an adjunct, or as a road to 
development. By way of contrast, ESD questions development and the assumption that current 
dominant forms of development are necessarily inevitable and desirable. From this point of view, 
ESD is more contentious than EFA. However, it should be remembered that mainstream institu-
tions charged with economic development (the World Bank, for example), are also engaged in re-
thinking development in the light of both environmental sustainability and a more complex account 
of poverty (addressed more fully below). With regard to poverty issues, ESD is arguably aimed 
not just at poverty reduction but also at poverty prevention, as proponents seek to bring about 
changes that can reverse present harmful trends towards social and environmental degradation. In 
this respect, ESD must challenge education that supports these tendencies.

As noted, EFA tends to view basic education as a means to development; however, the picture is 
made more complex by the fact that education is also viewed as an integral part of development. 
Education is viewed as part of the means to a fuller human life as well as ‘the answer’ to a range of 
social ills. Again, by way of contrast, ESD involves a spectrum of models of education and change 
from the purely instrumental, whereby educators are charged to ‘deliver’ policy on SD and to 
change views and behaviour in accordance with the current understanding of policy-makers, to the 
development of skills and capacities that enable a range of unpredictable and creative responses 
to the challenges to meet sustainability. A point of similarity between EFA and ESD is the range of 
their desired scope of change from the personal/individual to wider social change. However, ESD 
also emphasises the need to change personal/individual and social relations to the local and global 
ecosystems that we inhabit, including relations of consumption and production.
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Social and geographical focus and constituencies of ESD 
and EFA

The question of the two differing constituencies in relation to policy and practice is relevant. The 
constituency of ESD is still very much in the making. It has involved, and continues to involve, debate 
and dialogue between educators who have come primarily from an environmental education back-
ground and from other orientations, including development education, peace education and global 
citizenship. There are those who adopt a primarily ESD approach, but arguably distinct histories and 
orientations can still be discerned. Equally, ESD is an area that has a history of being constructed 
and lobbied for by non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in conjunction with UN processes, and 
its adoption by governments has been largely in the wake of these earlier developments. EFA by 
contrast has been an initiative that has had the support of governments needing assistance to fulfi l 
EFA commitments but it has also had support from NGOs. However, a key element that could 
attract support is the idea that by linking EFA and ESD, a mutually benefi cial situation could be 
achieved whereby the outcomes of both could be better addressed for our shared future. 

In order to achieve sustainable development (SD), we need to look at education in the richest coun-
tries as well as education in the poorest. EFA naturally focuses on developing countries because 
that is where the basic education defi cit is at its worst (and that is its specifi c remit), but without a 
reorienting of education systems in western, consumption- driven societies there is a risk of repli-
cating these unsustainable models. Most northern or so called ‘developed’ countries are working 
from a base where formal education is available free to all; hence, the main challenge is to develop 
an educational entitlement which can help to build a society which is committed to sustainable 
development. Many southern or so-called ‘developing (and least developed)’ countries are working 
from a base where there is an education defi cit, where education is not available freely to all and 
hence the main challenge is to make basic education universally available in order to build sustain-
able development. 

Differences of geographical focus may act to exaggerate differences between EFA and ESD. As 
EFA is primarily an initiative to extend formal educational opportunities, it tends to target poorer 
countries. By way of contrast, ESD is sometimes seen as more important for richer countries as 
their citizens have a disproportionate impact on global sustainability, and they can thus be regarded 
as more important agents of change. However, ESD is also vitally important for poor communities, 
especially those that depend directly on ecosystem goods and services. This knowledge may be, 
at least partly, recovered from the past, in the form of understanding developed over long-term 
inhabitation of a bio-region. These distinctions, however, may be rather simplistic in today’s rapidly 
changing world, where income divisions within countries as well as between countries are growing 
wider. Although the scale of poverty is very different, poverty reduction and regeneration strategies 
are now part of the landscape in wealthy countries also.

A focus on the education of wealthy elites in developing countries is also clearly integral both for 
ESD and for building support for EFA. Elites need to understand the impact of high consumption 
lifestyles on global ecosystems and on the life chances of the poor. However, elites also need to 
understand the importance of universal education for our common global future. This understanding 
could generate greater support for the aims of EFA, both politically and fi nancially.
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Notwithstanding the challenges, the process of integrating EFA and ESD more closely together 
provides an unmatched opportunity for developing an approach to education (from basic onwards) 
which can enable people to gain the values, skills, knowledge and competencies for living sustain-
ably and for building sustainable societies. In 2003, UNESCO began this process by organizing a 
Ministerial Roundtable on ‘Quality Education for All.’1 Clearly this is not a simple and straightforward 
exercise but both EFA and ESD have much to learn and much to gain from activating the synergies 
and added value that this would allow by moving towards Quality EFA and ESD. 

Summary of Key Points for Section 1: 
Introduction

• There is considerable overlap between ESD and EFA.

• There are also certain challenges and tensions between 
ESD and EFA highlighted by the EFA focus on basic educa-
tion, the broader purpose of ESD, and social and geographi-
cal differences.

• Potential synergies between the two provide valuable 
opportunities for strengthening both agendas. 

1 Ministerial Round Table on the Quality of Education, 32nd Session of the General Conference, UNESCO, 
Paris, 3-4 October 2003.
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Section 2

Strategic Role of ESD 
in Achieving MDGs

According to UNESCO, ‘ESD could be seen as lending meaning to EFA and the MDGs [and] could 
be perceived as the vehicle to achieve these objectives’ (UNESCO Introductory Note on ESD-DESD 
Monitoring). It is important to try to identify some elements of a strategic role for ESD, ‘especially 
in supporting poverty reduction and in addressing the emerging issues such as global warming, 
climate change and environmental sustainability’ (UNESCO 2007). This section will focus on ESD’s 
overarching role in bringing together development and environmental concerns. It will then consider 
ESD’s actual and potential contribution to achieving the MDGs, especially in relation to poverty 
reduction and EFA. 

It seems evident that the concept of sustainable development has the potential to provide an over-
arching coherence for the MDGs. According to the IIS ‘It is clear that (ESD) goes beyond education 
and touches upon all aspects of the social and institutional fabric. In this sense, sustainable devel-
opment provides a way of articulating the overall social project and aim of development’ (UNESCO 
2005: IIS Annex 1:4). The fi rst element of a strategic role for ESD then is to bring together develop-
ment and environmental concerns and agendas in order to reduce poverty and promote SD. It is 
here that ‘learning organizations’ and social learning approaches seem particularly appropriate, as 
further discussed below, to achieve these aims.

Bringing Together Development and Environmental 
Concerns and Agendas

Sustainable development and the MDGs

Developing the emerging concept of SD is essential for achieving the links between the MDG 
goals of poverty reduction and environmental sustainability. The need for this is illustrated by the 
fact that out of all of the MDGs, the scorecard for achievements in relation to the commitment to 
environmental sustainability (MDG 7) has little positive to report. Indeed, it is mostly negative with 
deforestation continuing apace, biodiversity declining and greenhouse gas emissions increasing 
(UN MDG Report 2007). One of the reasons for this is that environmental and development agendas 
have still not come together in an effective way, particularly in relation to poverty reduction. 
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According to the Human Rights Commissioner, ‘It is now widely accepted that – on the one hand 
– poverty should not be seen only as a lack of income, but also as a deprivation of human rights, 
and – on the other hand – that unless the problems of poverty are addressed, there can be no sus-
tainable development. It is equally accepted that sustainable development requires environmental 
protection and that environmental degradation leads directly and indirectly to violations of human 
rights’ (UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, 2002).

An understanding of poverty needs to take into account the dependence on the biophysical as well 
as the social environment. In addition, an understanding of these dependencies needs to be devel-
oped and explored more fully. The separation and tensions between the development agenda and 
environmental agenda illustrate to some extent the Western perspective of the split between the 
human and the natural world, a split which many feel is one of the major obstacles to sustainable 
development. Therefore, those of us who have been brought up in a Western educational/aca-
demic setting may have more to unlearn than those who have not. In many southern and emerging 
countries, environmental and development issues are more obviously interconnected and linked 
and there has not been a long history of separate constituencies. In South Africa, for example, 
Lotz-Sisitka (2004:67) points out that, ‘environmental education is strongly focused on the social, 
political, economic and biophysical dimensions’.

However, we have to recognise that the dominant paradigm still operating in the world today is 
predominantly a Western one and this colours policy at both national and international levels. Over 
the last two decades it has, nonetheless, become clear that SD required a radical re-thinking of the 
environmental and development agendas rather than a simple addition and coming together (Wade: 
2008). This re-thinking was never going to be straightforward as there are too many potential con-
tradictions and confl icts of interest. The starting points can be summarised as below:

Figure 2

Environmental agenda Development agenda

Conservation of the natural world is the priority

People can sometimes be the problem

Development issues and poverty eradication are 
secondary to this

People come fi rst

Poverty reduction, social justice and develop-
ment are the main priorities

Environmental and conservation issues are 
secondary to this

The tensions between environmental and development agendas need to be acknowledged and 
worked through and ESD can provide a framework for doing this. ESD has a strategic role in helping 
to address these tensions and move towards a clearer, more fully conceptualised and integrated 
form of SD which puts poverty reduction at its heart. This initiative needs to happen at all levels: 
international, national, regional, local, community, family, and individual. ESD is in a position to 
provide the framework for this. By its very nature, ESD necessitates the forming links across 
subject disciplines, across ministries and departments and across formal and non-formal sectors. 
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Thus, through a joined-up learning organizations’ approach it can provide a structural, as well as 
conceptual framework to achieve the MDGs.

The conceptual tensions between development and environmental agendas are often refl ected in 
the structures and management of poverty reduction strategies, as well as in conservation and envi-
ronmental management plans. The environment is increasingly seen as the foundation of economic 
growth and poverty reduction. A report by the IDL group shows that Poverty Reduction Strategy 
Papers (PRSPs) in Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda emphasise the need to include management of the 
environment and natural resources in poverty reduction objectives. ‘But the PRSPs do not make clear 
what needs to be included or how this is supposed to happen in practice’ (Ireland and Tumushabe, 
2005). Some positive examples are provided by the International Institute of Environment and 
Development (IIED) of how communities in South East Asia and Madagascar have taken respon-
sibility for environmental conservation, which in turn has provided sustainable livelihoods (IIED, 
2005). However, this kind of work is still not widely disseminated and many environmental manage-
ment strategies often fail to make links with poverty reduction strategies. For example, in a review 
of progress towards Agenda 21 in Kenya, Dorcas Otieno feels that ‘the environment has been 
looked at in great detail from the biophysical view but with less emphasis on economic and social 
perspectives.’ Through multi-sectoral and linked-up organizational learning, ESD has the potential to 
multiply the outcomes of these strategies for the MDGs and for SD (Leautier 2002).

ESD, poverty reduction and climate change

One way that environmental and development agendas could be brought together is through the 
issues of poverty reduction and climate change. It is widely agreed that climate change now poses 
possibly the greatest threat to human development and security, both in the north and in the south. 
Local and global confl icts over scare resources are bound to increase, and with confl ict comes 
further great social and environmental costs. Unless this challenge is addressed, the poverty reduc-
tion agenda of the MDGs, which has made some signifi cant gains, will be reversed (Stern, 2006) as 
climate change will create new areas of poverty. Since the poorest people live in the most fragile 
areas and within the most threatened ecosystems, it is inevitably these poor who will suffer most. 
Key agencies are now beginning to assess for ‘vulnerability to Climate Change impacts’ as part of 
general vulnerability assessments (Biggs and Satterthwaite, 2005). However, global production, 
consumption and fi nance are now so interlinked that rich countries will also suffer huge economic 
and social costs as well as the loss of high-capital infrastructure. The 2007 MDG report underlines 
this by stating that ‘addressing the challenge of climate change needs to be a new but integral 
element of each country’s development strategy. More importantly it should become an enhanced 
part of the global development agenda.’ 

ESD’s role in promoting multi-sectoral approaches 
towards the MDGs

Nonetheless, we are beginning to see a convergence of environment and development agendas 
in some agencies. For example, some conservation NGOs and agencies have begun to include, as 
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a central tenet, attention to the human development and livelihoods aspects of their projects. For 
example, the World Wildlife Fund (WWF-UK) is working with the UK Department of International 
Development (DFID) to include poverty reduction goals in their project planning and evaluation. 
They also point out that this means, conversely, that they can now command the legitimacy to 
include conservation and sustainability aspects in national poverty reduction strategies (WWF, 
2006). Equally, the sustainability debate is bringing about changes in the approaches of those 
working for poverty reduction. At the country level, some NGOs are helping to provide some of the 
ways forward. For example, Nature Kenya, has demonstrated the relationships between the Water, 
Energy, Health, Agriculture and Biodiversity (WEHAB)2 initiative and MDGs, especially in poverty 
reduction, and it has developed an education programme which involves teachers and community 
educators (Deche 2005).

Another key area of practice where growing convergence between environment and develop-
ment agendas may be seen is that of assessment for major infrastructure projects. Social Impact 
Assessment (SIA) seeks to ascertain the social impacts of projects, especially major infrastructure 
projects affecting vulnerable human populations. As, in the fi eld, SIA practitioners are working side-
by-side with Environmental Impact Assessors, where there is a rapidly developing dialogue about 
ways to conceptualise the relationships between biophysical and social change. (Burdge, 2004)

As practitioners on the ground struggle to unite environment and development concerns in a practi-
cal way they contribute greatly to ESD by raising important new research and development ques-
tions and challenges for pedagogy. At present, much of this learning on the ground is not being 
utilised owing to lack of capacity in ESD, especially in respect of learning organizations. This may be 
partly due to the dominance of formal learning in education policy discourse and funding, which can 
act like a centrifugal force, marginalising hugely important other areas. 

ESD’s wider remit also means that it is in a position to work across sectors and to bring them together 
to participate in the learning required to start to integrate the agendas. UNESCO’s ‘Partnerships for 
Education’ (PfE) programme, launched in 2007 at the World Economic Forum, recognised this need 
to create ‘a global coalition to advance multi stakeholder partnerships in education’, (WEF 2007) in 
particular to bring in private sector involvement, which is not very evident so far in relation to EFA. 
The diagram below reminds us that when considering sustainability, the socio/political/economic 
sectors need to be placed in the context of the global ecosystem on which we all depend.

2 Kofi  Annan, WSSD, 2002 (water, energy, food security, responsible agriculture and biodiversity).
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Figure 3 – Developing Synergy Across Sectors (Strachan, 2008)

global
ecosystem

social sphere

business
civil

society

With ESD’s experience at multi stakeholder approaches, this new initiative could provide a great 
opportunity to develop the synergy in strategic terms between EFA, ESD and the MDGs.

Poverty Reduction and ESD

The second element of a strategic role for ESD in achieving MDGs is to strengthen and promote 
the links between ESD and poverty reduction. The Plan of Implementation for the World Summit on 
Sustainable Development recognises poverty eradication as one of the greatest global challenges 
facing the world today and an indispensable requirement for sustainable development (UNESCO 
2002: paragraph 6). 

However, it is important that the educational debate should take cognisance of the developments 
concerning concepts of poverty. The increase in complexity of the concepts of poverty being used by 
various key agencies not only presents new challenges for educators and educational policy, but also 
opens up new possibilities for demonstrating the links between educational initiatives and poverty 
reduction and prevention. What is meant by ‘poverty’ and how is defi ned? Concepts of poverty are 
changing, linked to the variety of indicators that are proposed for its measurement. Poverty used to 
be defi ned economically as ‘less than a dollar a day’; however, a range of other kinds of awareness 
of the human condition are now contributing to the following more complex notions.
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Concepts of poverty reduction

It is becoming widely recognised that poverty takes various forms, including the following: the lack 
of suffi cient income and productive resources to ensure sustainable livelihoods; hunger and malnu-
trition; ill health; limited or no access to education and other basic services; increased morbidity and 
disease-related mortality; homelessness and inadequate housing; unsafe environments; and social 
discrimination and exclusion. Furthermore, restrictions on, or lack of, participation in the decision-
making process and in civil, social and cultural life not only can be important features of poverty, but 
are also violations of human rights. ‘A multidimensional understanding of poverty helps us defi ne 
poverty as a human condition characterised by sustained or chronic deprivation of the resources, 
capabilities, choices, security and power necessary for the enjoyment of an adequate standard of 
living and other civil, cultural, economic, political and social rights. This defi nition enables us to see 
poverty as a subjective experience, an issue of participation and human assets – and as a structural 
defi cit that requires a multi-agency response, in which education and lifelong learning can play a 
part’ (Quoted in Preece 2005).3

In addition to income poverty, then, three further interrelated analytical categories, developed from 
the work of Amartya Sen, are put forward here to classify the different forms of poverty that con-
tribute to various levels of social injustice in society (Preece 2005).

• Capability Poverty: lack of knowledge and skills to participate in economic life.
• Participatory Poverty: lack of participation in social life, decision-making processes. 
• Consequential Poverty: result (sometimes unintentional) of deliberate human actions on the 

natural and/or social environment.4

ESD and poverty prevention

The above defi nitions of poverty are construed as a lack of various agreed ‘goods’ and capacities. The 
positive account of the interacting range of human goods needed for a decent life has been devel-
oping side-by-side with the defi nition of poverty. One foundational attempt to outline the necessary 
range of human ‘goods’ in a legal form is found in the UN Declaration of Human Rights. Another 
way of expressing these goods is in the form of ‘capital’ such as human capital, social capital and 
natural capital (Scoones 1998). This approach stresses the poor as active agents who utilise differ-
ent forms of capital to construct ‘livelihoods’. From this approach, therefore, poverty can be seen 
as resulting from a lack of a suffi cient amount of any of these elements. ESD has a strategic role in 
helping to develop these complex understandings and in particular the links between degradation 
and depletion of the natural environment and poverty. With its broad remit it also enables issues 
of poverty to be looked at in conjunction with issues of appropriate development both in individual 
terms, and in relation to communities and groups.

3 Government of Bosnia and Herzegovina (2002) Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper. Bosnia and 
Herzegovina.

4 The fi rst two categories have been adopted by the UNDP.
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This approach links strongly to ESD not only as poverty reduction but also as poverty prevention, as 
ESD is (at least partly) about protecting and maintaining sources of prosperity and well-being. 

ESD looks to the likely impact of current trends in the future, especially when added together into 
a ‘big picture’. ESD represents our best attempts to work from the knowledge we currently have to 
prevent future poverty by the following means:

• Widening awareness of local, regional and global issues of environment and development and 
their connections.

• Spreading knowledge about environment and development, and their causal relationships – 
turning ‘unintended outcomes’ into predictable and thus preventable outcomes.

• Encouraging action research in sustainability and learning on the ground and gathering and dis-
seminating reports and case studies.

• Encouraging, and providing an intellectual forum for, interdisciplinary and cross-sectoral links 
resulting in new knowledge about sustainability.

• Promoting the recognition, conservation and use of indigenous and local knowledge in conjunc-
tion with ‘expert’ formal scientifi c knowledge for sustainability.

The recent Stern Report (2006) has pioneered the economic concept of the prevention of eco-
system decline as being ‘investment in the future’. ESD needs to fi nd ways to systematise and 
measure poverty prevention outcomes in terms of current trends and their reversal or mitigation 
through learning and related actions or behaviour change. This perspective is already outlined in the 
‘Precautionary Principle’ with regard to ecosystem effects. ESD could help to develop a broader 
conception of a precautionary principle for poverty. The role of ESD in meeting the challenge of 
climate change is addressed in Figure 4 below.

Figure 4 – ESD and Poverty Reduction and Prevention: 
The Example of Climate Change

What is ESD doing already?

– Raising awareness of links between lifestyle actions and environmental outcomes

– Raising awareness of the impacts of negative environmental outcomes on the poor

– Popularising and spreading the conclusions of climate scientists

– Arguing for low consumption values which reduce carbon footprints and suggesting ways to do 
this

– Raising more fundamental questions about energy sources, their risks and benefi ts

– Raising transport issues and engaging in debates about alternatives

All these should lead to the mitigation of Climate Change through support for mitigation and preven-
tion at individual, local, national, regional and global levels.



16 EFA-ESD Dialogue

What does ESD have the potential to do?

– Clearly conceptualise climate change as a key example of wider sustainability issues and con-
cerns - giving hope that there is a framework within which to comprehend this frightening threat 
to humanity

– Make links between ecosystem degradation, climate change and human livelihood choices includ-
ing industrial consumption and production

– Engage all organizations in a steep learning curve developing Carbon Neutral policies and profi le 
– starting with the UN itself

– Make stronger links to current poverty outcomes of climate change and likely future poverty 
outcomes

– Engage more fully with economic accounts of Climate Change (e.g. the Stern Report)

Connections between ESD, EFA and poverty reduction 
and prevention

The UN Environmental Programme (UNEP) is increasingly documenting poverty which results partly 
from the decline of ecosystem services – for example, with a series of scoping studies ‘Connecting 
poverty and ecosystem services’ – with the following rationale:

Ecosystems provide more than the resources needed for material welfare and 
livelihoods. In addition to supporting all life and regulating natural systems, they 
specifi cally provide health and cultural benefi ts to people. Moreover, their loss 
is a signifi cant barrier to the achievement of the Millennium Development Goals 
related to reduction of poverty, hunger and disease. The literature review of 
Mali’s ecosystem services revealed four critically stressed ecosystem services: 
maintenance of biodiversity; food and fi bre provision; water supply, purifi cation 
and regulation; and fuel provision. (UNEP 2005: 1)

This study makes clear that the current and future poverty resulting from the decline of these 
ecosystem services is a prime instance of (unintended) consequential poverty. This underlines the 
importance of including sustainable development in National Poverty Reduction Strategies, and 
the importance of including ESD along with EFA as complementary educational strategies and 
approaches.

Many studies (UNDP, World Bank, UNESCO) have identifi ed the strong links between education 
and poverty reduction, although it is not a straightforward relationship. It is not within the remit of 
this paper to review these links but for example, ‘There is a particularly close relationship between 
parental education and child mortality. Simply stated, the healthier the mother, the healthier she and 
her child are likely to be’ (Oxfam 2000: 21). While the direct causal connection is still debated and 
patterns differ from country to country, what does not vary is the disproportionate representation 
of the under-educated in the ranks of the poor. In Scotland, despite a highly acclaimed state educa-
tion system available to all, there are some very high levels of poverty and poor nutrition. However, 
those suffering in these high levels of poverty are not taking full advantage of the educational 
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system. There may be social and cultural barriers that exclude them; there are also concerns about 
the relevance for all of the education that is on offer. Rapid urbanisation means that exclusion is also 
happening in some developing countries; for example, The Nigerian Federal Ministry of Education 
(1998) in studying the data on permanent school exclusions for 1997 found that Nigerian pupils from 
deprived areas/communities were more than four times as likely to be permanently excluded from 
school compared to pupils from an affl uent rich neighbourhood (Finipari 2008). Although the correla-
tions between education and poverty reduction are well known, hard evidence of causal links is in 
short supply. Specifi c links between the curriculum and poverty alleviation have been less explored 
‘in spite of a (tacit) agreement between education specialists, politicians and sociologists about the 
infl uence that the curriculum can have on both improving the living conditions of communities and 
on individual social development’ (Pigozzi 2003). 

Utilising the framework below, the following table starts to identify some of the ways in which EFA 
and ESD are currently contributing to different types of poverty reduction and prevention. In addi-
tion, it seeks to highlight some of the potential for added value by bringing EFA and ESD together. 
This would present a strong case to bilateral and multilateral donors and help to build alliances and 
mobilise resources. The table attempts to demonstrate the clear overall connection to all MDGs; 
however, those MDGs that are most relevant are identifi ed in the last column. (NB. Of necessity, 
this table is highly simplifi ed and could benefi t from further consideration and development.)

Figure 5 – Poverty Reduction: Adding Value through ESD 
and EFA Synergy 

Capability
poverty:
Lack of knowl-
edge and skills 
for participation 
in economic life

EFA ESD ESD and EFA
(Added Value)

MDGs

Values Human rights 
values

Values of ESD
(Including human 
rights)

Strengthens
values’ dimen-
sion

All

Skills Vocational basic 
skills

Skills in critical 
thinking, systems 
thinking, inter-
genera-tional and 
futures’ thinking

Basic and higher 
level skills which 
enable people to 
deal with change, 
risk and uncer-
tainty

MDG 7
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Capability
poverty:
Lack of knowl-
edge and skills 
for participation 
in economic life

EFA ESD ESD and EFA
(Added Value)

MDGs

Curriculum Literacy, 
numeracy

Engagement of 
curriculum devel-
opers

Focus on girls’ 
education and on 
disadvantag-ed
groups

Relevant and 
appropriate, local 
and global issues

Importance of 
local and indige-
nous knowledge 

Links between 
environment and 
development

Lifelong learning

Relevant and 
appropriate
literacy and 
numeracy cur-
riculum

Retention and 
dissemination
of useful local 
and indigenous 
knowledge

Understanding
of SD

Inclusion of girls 
and disadvan-
taged groups

Available to all 
ages

Improved reten-
tion and entry 
rates to schools

MDG 1, 2, 3, 7

General Focus on educa-
tion departments 
and ministries

Multi-sectoral

Involvement
of range of 
ministries e.g. 
Environment

Importance of 
social learning

Infl uence of 
NGOs/ CSOs 

Media and public 
awareness cam-
paigns

Strengthen links 
between min-
istries, govern-
ments, NGOs 
and private 
sector to build 
understanding
and support for 
EFA and ESD

MDG 8

National systems 
set up, govern-
ments engaged

Wide range of 
ESD/ DESD net-
works set up

Synergy between 
networks

Systems set 
up to develop 
Synergy between 
EFA and ESD

MDG 8

Grids outlining the contribution of ESD and EFA to the alleviation of participatory and consequential 
poverty can be found in Appendix 1.
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Raising Public Awareness, Building Alliances 
and Support for MDGs

The third element of a strategic role for ESD in achieving MDGs is in raising public awareness and 
building public and governmental support and resources. This paper has already shown how ESD 
conceptually and structurally can make the link between MDG 7 on environmental sustainability 
and the other MDGs. In addition, its broader remit enables ESD and DESD, in particular, to concern 
themselves with media and public awareness campaigns. Both ESD agendas and EFA agendas 
could benefi t strongly from the potential synergy here in building support for education and its role 
in sustainable development and poverty reduction. Alliances with bilateral and multilateral donors 
could be strengthened, and a strong case for further resources could be made. ESD’s experience 
and focus on multi- sectoral approaches further makes links across sectors, government ministries 
and departments to build support for MDGs. The strong involvement of NGOs in the ESD agendas 
offers additional space for innovation and development.

Further, ESD’s broader remit means that it has the potential, especially through DESD, to promote 
the importance of the MDGs for sustainable development through raising public awareness, media 
campaigns and wider communication and information strategies.

Summary of Key Points for Section 2: 
A strategic role for ESD in relation to MDGs

Providing a framework in order to integrate the environmen-
tal and development concerns of the MDGs. These signs of 
convergence are welcome but much more is needed, and the 
pace of change, mutual understanding, information and skills 
exchange needs to be speeded up. ESD has a strategic role 
in developing this process and in showing how the agendas 
can be brought together and in developing their practice on 
the ground. 

• Promoting multi- sectoral approaches to MDGs.
• Highlighting the role of ESD, together with EFA, in poverty 

reduction and prevention.
• Demonstrating the value added of ESD and EFA synergy in 

terms of poverty reduction and building a case for mobilis-
ing resources.

• Raising public awareness and support for MDGs in their 
role in sustainable development.
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5 See www.earthcharter.org

Section 3

Raising the Profi le 
of ESD in the National 

and International 
EFA Agendas

The previous section has identifi ed the contribution of ESD to MDG and EFA to poverty reduction 
agendas, highlighting the potential synergy of bringing ESD and EFA together. (See Figure 5) 

One key point to consider, however, is that EFA agendas have already been developed over time 
and have, to a certain extent, fi xed and agreed upon assumptions. To minimise disruption and 
enhance positive and creative co-working, it obviously will be necessary to choose agendas and 
initiate discussions with care. This section starts by making some general points about methods 
of introducing ESD to EFA agendas and vice versa. It then identifi es the general point that working 
together can strengthen the overall case for education. This section then discuses the general 
contribution of ESD to EFA agendas and the reverse. Finally, this section considers the Quality 
Agenda in some detail, as this is a currently developing agenda, not yet set in stone, and thus allows 
space for debate and work together. These ideas build on Pigozzi’s paper Re-orienting Education in 
Support of SD through a Focus on Quality EFA.’ (2003)

Engaging ESD and EFA Constituencies 
towards Mutual Understanding, Joint Learning 
and Operational Linkages

It will be important to consider the backgrounds, motivations and orientations of practitioners, sup-
porters and donors in any moves to develop these initiatives towards greater harmony and effec-
tiveness between the constituencies. The Earth Charter process, for example, has demonstrated 
that inclusive processes of development and debate are of great importance in engaging varied 
groups and that the agreements resulting from such processes will be more likely to appropriately 

http://www.earthcharter.org
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refl ect a diversity of contexts and concerns.5 The importance of these constituencies should be 
refl ected in the approach that will be taken in the development of each of these initiatives. While 
being united at the level of policy is clearly essential, if policy does not have legitimacy and owner-
ship by the constituencies, then it may not produce the desired outcomes. DESD provides a great 
opportunity to develop legitimacy and ownership in cooperation with education for sustainability 
(EFS) initiatives. Accordingly, there is a proposal for a joint learning approach, which involves prac-
titioners as learning partners.

This also links to the desirability of the ‘learning organizations’ approach to creating positive change. 
This is a refl exive approach, which means that all organizations, especially the proponents of educa-
tion and learning, should look to embedding learning processes and highlighting learning opportuni-
ties in their organizational workings and structures (Tilbury, 2007; Pyburn, 2007). This would include 
the identifi cation of learning opportunities in working with other organizations in the complex task of 
moving towards SD. However, structures need to be able to facilitate these processes and greater 
consideration needs to be given to them. For example, some interesting work has been carried 
out in Kenya by the National Environment Management Authority (NEMA) in developing an ESD 
strategy which draws upon existing educational initiatives. However, the Kenyan National Education 
Support Strategy draft document does not contain one reference to this in 278 pages. As these 
support strategies (UNESS) are now part of the EFA process, there is a strong case to be made to 
include ESD, and a clear opportunity here for ESD to demonstrate relevance and synergy.

ESD, EFA and the Case for Education and Learning

In order to live sustainably we need to act consciously and act together. This makes education abso-
lutely central. It is important to be aware and informed in order to act consciously, and it is essential 
to have some shared understandings in order to act together. One key aim of ESD and EFA with 
regard to the MDGs as well as other UN agendas is to make the case for the overall importance of 
education and learning. To increase the global capacity for fast, effective, joined-up learning about 
sustainable development in its human development and ecosystem protection aspects, greatly 
enhanced learning processes are needed throughout all organizations, supported by appropriate 
developments in formal education systems. Bringing together ESD and EFA could greatly enhance 
their effectiveness and impact in making the case for this kind of education and learning. Again, 
it will be important to initiate discussion at the national and regional levels as to how this synergy 
could best be achieved. In order to make the case for ESD as an essential form of education this 
requires the widespread acceptance of the importance of education and learning as such. Currently, 
one of the most ‘urgent challenges for EFA’ (UN EFA Global Action Plan 2007: 14) involves raising 
the resources to achieve EFA. With ESD and EFA working together this is far more likely to be 
achieved. At present, Overseas Development Aid (ODA ) falls far short of what is necessary and 
the 2007 Global Monitoring Report estimates that in order to achieve EFA goals, external funding 
requirements of £11 billion per year are needed. EFA can benefi t from the fact that ESD has clear 
links to key issues in the public arena such as climate change, and can therefore help to make 
this case for education. DESD mechanisms present a clear opportunity to take this forward, for 
example, through the DESD vision building and advocacy strategy.
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What Does ESD Have to Offer EFA Agenda?

As this paper has shown earlier, there is substantial overlap and potential synergy between ESD 
and EFA. This is already quite strongly acknowledged within the EFA international policy docu-
ments and vice versa. EFA and ESD are founded on the premise that education is a human right. 
They are both based on a number of international instruments and commitments from national 
governments. According to the Global Action Plan for EFA, the ‘vision of EFA is to offer everyone a 
basic education of quality, enabling children, youth and adults to grasp new opportunities, become 
more active citizens and to initiate manage and sustain positive change’ (ibid: 1). Because EFA and 
ESD come together in this vision of quality education for all, this is where there is the greatest 
potential for synergy. This vision of quality education is the essential underpinning of all the EFA 
goals and is recognised in all of them: from goal one on ’improving comprehensive early childhood 
care’ to goal six on ‘improving all aspects of the quality of education’. By developing collaboration 
and synergy between EFA and ESD this will clearly support and strengthen the task of achieving 
the EFA goals. 

The goal of the DESD goes even further: ‘to promote education as a basis for a more sustainable 
society’ (Pigozzi 2003: 5), and according to the UN Global Action Plan for EFA, ‘thus strengthens the 
EFA agenda by bringing into focus the content, processes and quality of learning. It enables EFA 
to promote values such as peace, equality and respect for human rights, gender, environment and 
cultural diversity through all aspects and modes of education – thereby equipping citizens and their 
societies to develop in sustainable ways’ (EFA GAP 2007: 19). In other words, because ESD brings 
in strong social justice elements it strengthens EFA. The DESD is further recognised and endorsed 
by the 2007 EFA Global Action Plan that, according to Pigozzi, aims to strengthen the ‘higher profi le 
of education as the key component in developing human potential in the framework of sustainable 
development.’

In relation to EFA, it would seem that ESD has already been acknowledged within EFA documenta-
tion as an important element. However, despite this high level acknowledgement there are very 
few references to sustainable development in the entire EFA Global Action Plan. This is perhaps 
understandable as the focus is on the specifi cs of the EFA goals, namely literacy, numeracy, 
HIV/AIDS education, girls’ education and inclusion. This represents one of the fundamental chal-
lenges for ESD – the lack of political profi le in the EFA goals and MDGs and, concurrently with this, a 
lack of understanding of the relationship of ESD to quality education for all. International policy gen-
erally lags behind global imperatives and emerging issues, and if the MDGs were to be reworked in 
2008, it is highly likely that there would be much stronger reference to environmental sustainability 
and its links with poverty reduction, especially in relation to climate change issues. 

What does EFA have to offer ESD Agendas? 

As noted, EFA already has in place mechanisms, alliances and partnerships that could be a valuable 
resource for ESD. EFA has links to a wide variety of practitioners and also has an established con-
nection to issues of poverty reduction and consequent political and fi nancial support. With shared 
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learning and development the potential added value of ESD and EFA could be achieved. As was 
shown in Figure 5, ESD could learn from EFA where it has greater experience and expertise, such 
as in the case of HIV/AIDS education and gender initiatives, for example.

One very important area for EFA on which ESD is comparatively silent is the matter of gender 
empowerment. Discussions of the role of gender in ESD have been dominated by discussion (both 
positive and negative) of ecofeminist perspectives (Gough, 2004). A number of commentators have 
started from an independent analysis of the relevance of women’s varying roles and knowledge to 
sustainable development (UNESCO, 2003, see also Braidotti et al, 1994), but overall, gender issues 
have been somewhat neglected. 

Bringing ESD and EFA together offers the opportunity to maximise the effectiveness and effi ciency 
of both agendas and to present a stronger case for increased resources. In addition, EFA also 
presents some of the following useful challenges for ESD:

• to make the educational needs of the poor a priority. EFA provides a constant reminder of the 
actual state of basic education on the planet and a renewed focus on equity issues and educa-
tional provision. 

• to make much clearer the relationship between ESD and poverty reduction. This could make the 
relevance and importance of ESD much clearer to everyone, helping to explain that ESD is not 
just talking about a distant future but about seeking to ensure the well-being and livelihoods of 
current generations and their descendants.

• to make clear a concept of education as sustainable development as well as education for and 
about SD.

• to make gender empowerment a much more central concern of ESD and to recognise the reali-
ties of the global oppression and greater poverty of women. This would involve coming to grips 
with the many issues pertaining to gender and ecology including natural law constructions and 
the association of feminism with a ‘modernity’, which some proponents of sustainability associ-
ate solely with destructive forms of development.

ESD and the Quality Agenda

Currently, according to the UN Global Action Plan for EFA, one of the most ‘urgent challenges 
for EFA [is] ‘Improving educational quality’ (UN 2007 EFA GAP: 14). This has been recognised as 
essential in order to achieve Universal Primary Education (UPE) (MDG 2) and to answer other urgent 
challenges of EFA, such as improving access and completion rates. ‘Being in school or in an adult 
learning programme will not have positive impact unless it is of high quality and leads to usable 
knowledge and competencies’ (ibid: 2). In addition, one of the key links between quality education 
and poverty reduction is appropriateness and relevance, which are considered crucial (UNESCO 
International Bureau of Education (IBE) project team 2005:11) to encourage families to send their 
children to school and to attract girls and other disadvantaged groups and keep them in the edu-
cation system. There is great disparity both within and between school systems (in DCs as well 
as LDCs) (Pigozzi 2003:3). In fact, Pigozzi (2003) argues that many school systems are less about 
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preparing for life and more about ‘systems that either exclude or award qualifi cations inappropriate 
to the real world’ (ibid: 15).

ESD’s shared commitment to quality education offers a great opportunity for convergence and 
synergy in developing a shared concept of quality that strengthens both ESD and EFA at national 
and international levels. A vision of ‘Quality Education’, which takes into account both ESD and EFA, 
can be described as:

A quality education must refl ect learning in relation to the learner as individual, 
family and community member and part of a world society. A quality education 
understands the past, is relevant to the present and has a view to the future. 
Quality education relates to knowledge building and the skilful application of all 
forms of knowledge by unique individuals that function both independently and 
in relation to others. A quality education refl ects the dynamic nature of culture 
and languages, the value of the individual in relation to the larger context and the 
importance of living in a way that promotes equality in the present and fosters a 
sustainable future. (ibid: 5)

Seen through this lens it would be hard to identify the difference between an entitlement curricu-
lum for ESD and one for EFA. The elements of ESD identifi ed by UNESCO below both support and 
refl ect this vision.

ESD is facilitated through participatory and refl ective approaches and is characterised by the fol-
lowing:

1) is based on the principles of intergenerational equity, social justice, fair distribution 
of resources and community participation that underlie sustainable development;

2)  promotes a shift in mental models, which inform our environmental, social and 
economic decisions; 

3)  is locally relevant and culturally appropriate;
4)  is based on local needs, perceptions and conditions, but acknowledges that fulfi ll-

ing local needs often has international effects and consequences;
5)  engages formal, non-formal and informal education;
6)  accommodates the evolving nature of the concept of sustainability;
7)  promotes life-long learning;
8)  addresses content, taking into account context, global issues and local priorities;
9)  builds civil capacity for community-based decision-making, social tolerance, envi-

ronmental stewardship, adaptable workforce and quality of life;
10) is cross-disciplinary. No one discipline can claim ESD as its own, but all disciplines 

can contribute to ESD;
11) uses a variety of pedagogical techniques that promote participatory learning and 

critical refl ective skills (UNESCO 2007 Introductory Note on ESD).

However, these principles are not always refl ected in the EFA documentation and guidelines, or 
in educational practice. As the IBE team pointed out in 2005, the EFA guidelines on the content 



25Section 3: Raising the Profile of ESD in the National and International EFA Agendas 

of education, teaching and learning strategies and school life ‘are still very general and – given the 
global nature of commitments – non contextualised and insuffi cient to build capacity in education 
and play a role in poverty alleviation by means of basic education curricula’ (UNESCO IBE 2005:11). 
So one of the challenges for ESD and EFA, therefore, must be to fi nd ways to make this vision of 
quality education a reality. The following subdivisions will try to identify some approaches for doing 
this.

ESD’s emphasis on values

Some commentators have expressed the view that EFA is to all intents and purposes value neutral. 
However, values discussions do exist at the global policy level within the aims of EFA with regard to 
poverty reduction and gender parity as well as from the basic education agenda, which is ‘geared to 
tapping each individual’s talents and potential, and developing learners’ personalities, so that they 
can improve their lives and transform their societies’ (UNESCO Dakar Framework 2000). These 
values are further evident in the EFA vision (EFA GAP 2007), which aims to enable ’children, youth 
and adults to … become more active citizens and to initiate, manage and sustain positive change’ 
(EFA GAP 2007: 1) Wider UN agreements, to which EFA has strong links, are themselves infused 
with values, such as human rights commitments, for example.

A review of the Global Action Plan for EFA shows that it acknowledges the importance of DESD 
in enabling EFA to strengthen the values’ dimension by promoting ‘values such as peace, equality 
and respect for human rights, gender, environment and cultural diversity through all aspects and 
modes of education – thereby equipping their citizens and their societies to develop in sustainable 
ways.’ (ibid: 19) However, with no further development of this in the rest of that document there is 
a danger that it will remain largely rhetoric. 

As noted earlier, education without a strong underpinning of these values risks being more damag-
ing than no education at all. This is as important, perhaps even more so, for education in DCs as in 
LDCs. Pigozzi stresses ESD’s contribution to quality education with regard to values which ‘instil 
in learners that ability and will to integrate sustainable living practices, for themselves and others, 
in their daily lives.’ (Pigozzi 2003:6) The underpinning of ESD values is a rights’ based approach to 
quality education; however, the values’ dimension in education always presents some diffi culties as 
values are culturally contextualised and diffi cult to measure (EFA Global Monitoring Report 2002). 
One of the recognised challenges, according to this report, is that it is very hard to measure ‘values, 
capacities and other non cognitive skills that are also important for education.’ However, work has 
been started in this area. The DESD MEEG group is looking at some innovative ways to address 
this issue, presenting an opportunity for discussions and shared learning between ESD and EFA 
constituencies at both national and international levels.
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ESD’s emphasis on interdisciplinary, multi-sectoral, local 
and indigenous approaches to the curriculum

It is also important to consider the relationship between formal education and the wider com-
munities of learning in which it is embedded. Family and community learning may support formal 
learning provision, and this is very relevant for all EFA initiatives, especially the Early Childhood Care 
and Education Agenda. 

For ESD, however, synergies between different forms of learning are also of a central concern. 
Some proponents have stressed the importance of multi-sectoral social learning and creating ‘learn-
ing organizations for ESD’. In addition, ESD has highlighted the importance of embedded indigenous 
and traditional knowledge with regard to the importance of local and situated knowledge. While EFA 
may take note of debates around colonial infl uences on knowledge, including the language of trans-
mission, the question of ‘whose knowledge’ and knowledge processes is brought to the forefront 
in ESD. Pigozzi makes the point that ‘every learner that has the potential to bring indigenous and 
other own knowledge and wisdom to the learning environment and is prevented from doing so is an 
opportunity lost’ (Pigozzi 2003:8). At the same time, learning from EFA, ESD could investigate more 
fully links with discussions of gender and the curriculum and the role and importance of women’s 
knowledge both for social well-being and for ecosystem health. 

Therefore, bringing ESD and EFA together again presents opportunities for added value and learn-
ing (see fi gure 5). Interdisciplinary links involve the recognition of the joined-up nature of our world 
and can help to make learning topics relevant to the bigger picture. In addition, systems-thinking 
approaches can not only help to make these interdisciplinary links but also aid in developing general 
skills in ‘linking thinking’ (Sterling: 2005) that can be transferred to any practical situation. ESD can 
be seen as ‘joined-up problem-solving’, and this is relevant to a wide range of livelihood strategies 
and local conditions. Because of the ‘big picture’ aspects of ESD, it can bring inspirational motiva-
tion and idealism back into education, demonstrating where all approaches can make their contribu-
tion to knowledge for ESD (Parker, 2008). The importance (at all levels, from the global, national to 
local and individual) of making the connections between environmental and development concerns 
and for developing a framework for SD has already been noted in the previous section. 

Pigozzi also recognises the importance of educational processes (a frequently overlooked aspect 
of quality) and the need for learning and teaching processes which encourage participation for all 
and a sense of equality among learners. ESD’s emphasis on shared and group learning for problem 
solving again has the potential to develop added value with EFA. 

With regard to content and curriculum, ESD is essentially about the bigger picture. Its role in reo-
rienting education systems seeks to address the issue of relevance that ‘a lot of what is taught 
worldwide is no longer relevant to learners’ (Pigozzi 2003:11). A number of EFA programmes are 
already trying to address curriculum relevance in relation to poverty reduction. For example, a 2005 
UNESCO IBE project in Sub-Saharan Africa tried to address ways in which the curriculum could 
play greater role in poverty alleviation. It found that ‘most of what is taught in schools and the 
teaching methodologies is elitist’ and it proposed a number of elements that were essential for the 



27Section 3: Raising the Profile of ESD in the National and International EFA Agendas 

6 Educational Innovation and Information, April-August 2005.
7 Refers back to the list on page 5 of this paper identifi ed by UNESCO Introductory Note on ESD. 

curriculum to start to address poverty in a critical way (UNESCO IBE 2005:14). Most of these could 
be addressed by utilizing an ESD framework and its approaches in the following ways:

Figure 6

Essential Curriculum Requirements for 
Poverty Alleviation6

What ESD can Offer7

A more fl exible curriculum which can take into 
account local contexts and concerns

3, 4, 6, 8,10,11

Building on the relationship between formal and 
non- formal education, especially with regard to 
community participation, teaching methods, and 
links between theory and practice

4, 5,11

The curriculum as a multi dimensional process, 
including teacher training, resource materials 
and assessment methods as well as a docu-
ment

3,11,10

The curriculum as a linkage between the local 
and the global

Curriculum as a political process with strong 
institutional support

1,4,8

A focus on equity between students 1, 2, 3, 10

A competence-based approach 9, 10

Community support, with stakeholder participa-
tion and involvement in change

3, 5, 7, 9

These essential curriculum requirements imply a need for a greater interdisciplinary approach to 
quality, one that is more thematic, issue-based and oriented toward problem solving. Indeed among 
the examples of curricular innovations in poverty alleviation listed by the IBE teams, were ‘the 
systematic integration of transversal contents in curricula and the promotion of integrated basic 
education in which thematic approaches and the integration of local knowledge in curricula have 
been given greater importance’ (UNESCO IBE 2005:14).

The quality education consensus

In some ways, when it comes to quality education it would seem that there is perhaps a false dichot-
omy made between EFA and ESD. Among educational practitioners there is considerable agree-
ment around the pedagogy and approaches, which underlie an effective curriculum. This growing 
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consensus could be expanded and developed to bring in the additional dimensions of ESD, which 
are currently missing. The most obvious of these include the futures’ dimension as well as a linked 
understanding of ecological and social processes. EFA’s strong focus on gender and diversity issues 
means that in regard to some of the social dimensions, ESD may also have a lot to learn. This 
presents an opportunity for joint discussions, which could lead to the shared development of a 
framework (which might be called Education for Sustainable Development for All or ESDFA), which 
could bring the social and environmental dimensions together more effectively in the context of 
learning.

In terms of constituencies it seems that divisions between development and environment are still 
presenting obstacles, which underlines the need mentioned earlier in relation to MDGs for a strat-
egy to bring the constituencies together in a meaningful way. To some degree EFA still represents 
the development agenda, while ESD tends to be seen as representing the environmental agenda. 
This may be understandable when looking at the constituencies from which EFA and ESD have 
developed, but this represents both a challenge and an opportunity to move towards a new concep-
tion of quality, which follows Pigozzi’s vision of bringing these strands together.

Figure 5 (Poverty reduction, EFA and ESD) identifi es how bringing the two agendas of EFA and ESD 
together would strengthen both. ESD has already been shown to have a substantial amount to offer 
to both these agendas, which presents a great opportunity to highlight ESD within EFA agendas 
and vice versa. 

Lifelong, community and social learning

As noted earlier, education and learning does not start or end with school nor is it confi ned to formal 
education.  A concept of quality education that fails to take this into account will inevitably fall short. 
ESD is not constrained by this; indeed, lifelong learning is a key component of ESD, and so it offers 
an additional dimension to bring to EFA and the Quality Agenda. Furthermore, ESD recognises the 
importance of intergenerational learning, for example, to encourage ‘students to act as catalysts 
of environmental communication and learning beyond school boundaries’ (Ballantyne, Connell and 
Fien 2006). This emphasis on lifelong learning and processes can help to deliver goal 3 of the EFA, 
which concentrates on Youth and Adults. At present, neither ESD nor EFA has really addressed the 
potential for social learning and how it affects global citizenship and sustainability, given the strong 
potential of growing Internet access. Globalised media of all kinds, though subject to concerns 
about bias and power, are a potent and growing source of planetary learning. 

Too much emphasis on individualised learning will fail to address key issues for poverty reduction 
and sustainable development. The relevance of social and inter as well as intra community learn-
ing has been identifi ed earlier in terms of developing an understanding and an imperative for SD. 
However, this is also essential in building support for education in general. Community support 
and involvement have also been identifi ed as contributing to entry and retention rates for formal 
schooling when the curricula have been seen to have relevance and appropriateness (UNESCO IBE 
2005). The contribution of lifelong learning and community learning to poverty reduction (Figure 5) 
has also been highlighted earlier. The important links between social learning and social capital have 
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also been noted (Fien and Skoien 2002). The role of learning organizations for sustainability has also 
been identifi ed as including refl exivity, an important indicator of quality ESD. Learning organizations 
have the potential for dynamic social transformation that is essential for ESD and demonstrate how 
other sectors can learn from the sensitivity to change in the private or business sectors. In turn the 
business sector can learn that without social and ecological responsibility innovation could lead to 
a dead planet.

Assessment, targets and indicators

EFA and ESD share many aspects, including similar values and aspirations, but EFA is largely talked 
about in an instrumental way – partly because of the assessments methods used, which are rec-
ognised as fl awed (Amadio et al 2004). ESD also has its quota of instrumental approaches in terms 
of pre-set desired behaviour change and attitudinal outcomes. In addition, where an ESD element 
forms a key part of a multi-faceted sustainability project, it is expected that outcomes of aware-
ness-raising and participatory learning should be measured. In this respect there may be much to 
learn from NGOs whose project planning, indicator setting and evaluative cycles and materials are 
well established.

Some important work is being done by the UNESCO Monitoring and Evaluation Expert Group for 
DESD (MEEG) which recently agreed upon a work plan to develop global indicators for ESD as well 
as to set up research projects to track change on the ground (MEEG 2007:11). The fi rst meeting of 
the MEEG has identifi ed several key issues:

• The difference between assessing for kinds of provision of ESD and evaluating whether they 
actually help to achieve SD outcomes. The different models of effectiveness that people use for 
different provision and the different models of education, learning and change that people use, 
depending upon context (i.e. in some contexts people have less or more opportunities to put 
their learning into practice).

• The need to keep in focus the wide learning remit of ESD, but also the diffi culties of doing so. 
While ‘participation’ in the process has been highlighted, this is not the same thing as assess-
ing, for example, the state of public understanding of key elements of SD, or reporting on the 
successes and failures of citizen information initiatives and/or proposals for behaviour change.

• The need for a research effort to support and extend these activities.

While it is unlikely that a set of global indicators could fully capture the values’ element, there is 
more possibility that research on the ground could identify this in more detail, at least in assessing 
some elements of attitudinal change. Moving towards a shared concept of Quality ESDFA would 
enable UNESCO to develop creative and innovative assessment processes, which could track 
quality as well as quantity with regard to its educational agenda. 



30 EFA-ESD Dialogue

Summary of Key Points for Section 3: 
Raising the profi le of ESD in the national 
and international EFA agendas

• Engaging the ESD and EFA constituencies and developing 
operational linkages.

• Strengthening the case for resources and support for edu-
cation and learning.

• Demonstrating how ESD can strengthen and develop the 
Quality Agenda and move towards a concept of ESDFA, 
in particular through a focus on: values, systems thinking, 
interdisciplinary and multi- sectoral approaches, and lifelong 
and community learning.
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Section 4

Making it Happen

As this paper has shown, there are no easy routes or quick fi xes that can bring ESD and EFA closer 
together. Both come with complex agendas, constituencies, structures and mechanisms. However, 
they also share many common interests (Figure 1), including a shared imperative to build support 
and resources for education in national and international agendas and to develop quality education 
for all, which brings together development and environmental agendas. 

The DESD Reference Group has already identifi ed some key operational and priority activities for 
DESD in 2007 (DESD Reference Group 2006). Some of these present opportunities to build in 
a stronger emphasis on the links with EFA, for example, in ‘conceptual clarifi cation’ papers and 
advocacy and capacity building strategies (ibid: 9). Bearing this in mind, what follows will attempt to 
identify some further possible ways forward. 

Constituencies, Learning and Operational Linkages

Some questions that may be useful in developing dialogue and shared agendas between ESD and 
EFA have emerged from the previous sections, namely:

• Question for ESD: How can ESD pay more attention to reducing and preventing poverty?
• Question for EFA: How can EFA pay more attention to the links between poverty reduction and 

prevention and environmental protection and conservation? 
• Question for both: What learning is needed in ESD and EFA constituencies and organizations to 

move towards a concept of ESDFA?

Participation and ownership 

As noted earlier, without participation and ownership by the ESD and EFA constituencies in the 
development of both concepts and structures, an effective strategy is unlikely to develop. A change 
of emphasis is, therefore, proposed from implementers to ‘learning partners’. This is in line with 
the DESD Reference Group’s suggestion that ‘a more participatory approach to the DESD should 
be developed so that ministries, NGOs, all government departments, Higher Education Institutions 
(HEIs), media, etc should be engaged’ (ibid). The EFA constituency could also be engaged and 
involved, with additional cross-constituency events for discussion of ESD/EFA linkages.
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A possible agenda for such meetings: 

• General conceptual issues of linking ESD and EFA
• Looking at the contribution of both to help achieve MDGs
• Developing concepts of quality education which bring together ESD and EFA 
• Issues of joint reporting and assessment
• Practical suggestions for linking meetings and communications
• Developing a mutual learning agenda
• Developing a jointly agreed upon research and development agenda
• Developing learning organizations for ESDFA and leadership development

Building alliances with bilateral and multilateral donors

To a great extent this will be up to those with a close cultural and political knowledge of donors 
and their agendas. What has been provided here are conceptual resources that can be presented in 
different ways to various different audiences to make these resources accessible and relevant. In 
addition there are some general points to be made about challenges. First, donors tend to be secto-
ral in targeting funds – this presents a challenge in raising their interest about joined-up approaches. 
Secondly, donor funding increasingly goes with outcomes that can be delivered – thus the challenge 
for us to develop ways of demonstrating improved outcomes from joined-up approaches. Thirdly, 
while EFA has assessed the resources required to achieve its global objectives, ESD has not yet 
done so. This raises a challenge for ESD in terms of presenting clear programme and targeted 
requests to donors. All these points also suggest that we will need to engage in awareness raising 
for donors and to ensure that new approaches and language are clearly explained.

In terms of donor support the concept of the ‘added value’ gained by linking the two initiatives 
should be stressed. Resources should go further and synergies can be created which will realise a 
more effective contribution to achieving the MDGs. Extra money for EFA should help to bring about 
a more sustainable world – provided that EFA can be shown to build in sustainability outcomes. 
This should represent a win-win situation, provided engagement of the constituencies is achieved. 
Other benefi ts for donors could be provided in terms of more holistic evaluation and assessment of 
the effectiveness of their input in producing the desired outcomes. For example, outcomes could 
be assessed in terms of improvement in a range of ‘quality of life’ indicators. Ultimately projects 
could be demonstrated to have multi-faceted outcomes in terms of environmental sustainability, 
improved and/or protected livelihoods, improved health, diminished vulnerability, as well as human 
development.

Capacity development in ESD and EFA

Leadership development in ESD and EFA

There is recognition of the need for leadership in ESD, but currently no clear mechanisms to develop 
this capacity. There are EFA links with professional support programmes for educators and those 
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8 For example, in ’Leadership for SD’ by the UK Centre for Excellence in Leadership in collaboration with 
LSBU and Forum for the Future.

involved in increasing educational capacity in management, development and fi nance. There is 
some experience of leadership development in education in the UK and elsewhere, for example, 
which could possibly be critically explored here in terms of models and resources.8

Learning organizations for ESDFA

As this paper has noted, moving towards some convergence between ESD and EFA agendas will 
demand high levels of learning and development at all levels, from the individual to the organiza-
tional. There is, therefore, a need for UNESCO to support the development of learning organizations. 
As part of this strategy, UNESCO could take the lead by conducting some internal action research 
with the purpose of considering changes towards a learning organization approach to ESDFA across 
UNESCO. This would centrally involve looking for learning opportunities in the following: 

• Organizational culture: attitudes and values fostered through operational norms and assump-
tions

• Planning and monitoring mechanisms
• Career development trajectories and supervision
• Reporting back and de-briefi ng on projects
• Refl exive learning of all kinds – critically applying principles to one’s own activities
• Discussion in the organization about vision, aims and objectives
• Own organizational contribution to meeting the MDGs

On the basis of modelling this for others, UNESCO could then possibly undertake research into the 
potential for the UN as a whole to adopt a learning organizations’ approach to sustainability. This 
could draw on ‘system leadership’ models, involving the sharing of ideas and strategies for sustain-
ability across sections of large organizations. 

Synergies for ESD and EFA in informal and organizational learning

As previously noted, cross-sectoral approaches have been recognised in ESD but the potential of 
cross-sectoral learning about ways to link education, learning and sustainable development is still 
not fully developed. More engagement is clearly needed between education policy makers at inter-
national, national and local levels on establishing this relationship. UNESCO could allocate the task 
of identifying learning synergies for ESD and EFA in the non-formal sector, especially across state, 
business and civil society sectors, to key individuals and/or a group. This could possibly build on 
emerging concerns about climate change challenges. 
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Operational linkages to highlight the case for education 
and learning

As previously stated, a common general aim of ESD and EFA is to make the case for the importance 
of education and learning. This could form the topic of joint meetings and be the basis of some 
joint working arrangements and/or products such as a document for other UN agencies and/or the 
three sectors of government, civil society and business. This case for education and learning could 
emphasise theory and practice links and the challenges for theory deriving from practice on the 
ground. These discussions could also consider how to maximise contribution to meeting the MDGs 
and how to motivate people by helping them identify with a vibrant and developing global educa-
tional movement. This could form the focus of joint meetings, expert-working groups etc. Desired 
outcomes could include:

• Suggested improvements to both ESD and EFA respectively with regard to helping to meet the 
MDGs

• Ways that bringing together ESD and EFA might help improve their contribution to helping to 
meet MDGs

• Ways to support and motivate individuals and organizations to take leadership roles in promoting 
ESD/EFA

Integrating ESD into EFA Processes

The key challenge for ESD is that EFA processes are well established and reporting functions are 
already in place. Partnerships have also been established. There is also a specifi c focus for each 
year, which allows for the development of particular themes and partnerships to be built into EFA 
development. Currently DESD mechanisms are less developed, as they are more at the planning 
and aspirational stages. Moves towards convergence in processes should ideally also be the out-
comes of consultation and creative, contextually-informed thinking on the part of the constituencies 
themselves. This means providing opportunities for the ESD and EFA constituencies to develop as 
learning partners. 

Opportunities for integration within current processes and mecha-
nisms

DESD processes are being envisaged on the ‘three sector’ analysis of Government, Civil Society 
and NGOs, and Business. They are also being organized at 4 scales: sub-national, national, regional, 
and international. This represents an attempt to achieve a Bottom-up and Top-Down interchange 
that can be seen as facilitating a learning relationship. The kinds of tasks in which these different 
levels might engage are further identifi ed in more detail. In particular, at the local level comes the 
identifi cation of local challenges; at national level the creation of a national plan is seen as a priority; 
at a regional level consultations are envisioned and the planning of regional capacity-building activi-
ties; at the international level one key aim is to integrate DESD with other initiatives, to keep up 
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the profi le of education in Commission on Sustainable Development (CSD) and elsewhere, and to 
organize initiatives at other levels to advance DESD. A joint and democratic process is envisaged: 
According to DESD research, ‘The organizers also have the responsibility to make the planning 
process inclusive, democratic and transparent, not secretive. It is the organizers’ responsibility to 
report back to stakeholders through regular reports. The reports should refl ect stakeholders’ inputs 
and opinions’ (UNESCO 2005: Annex 1, 9). 

EFA has very similar, albeit well established mechanisms (see Appendix 2 for full summary), and 
there is, therefore, clear potential for integration and linkages. The EFA process could be said to 
be somewhat more top down than DESD, depending as it does on donor support and government 
structures and organization. However, many of the EFA and DESD structures and mechanisms are 
similar. Instead of operating as parallel processes, it makes obvious sense to maximise resources 
by bringing the two together where and when it’s possible. Clearly, this cannot be forced, but this 
paper has tried to present an argued case for the conceptual and structural benefi ts of this.

At a country level, the development of national EFA plans does present an opportunity for ESD 
agendas to play a part, but structures need to be in place to facilitate this. DESD has already pro-
vided an incentive for many countries to develop ESD strategies, so a global policy lead, which 
brings the two agendas of ESD and EFA together, could prove very effective. At the global level, 
the annual EFA Collective Consultation for NGOs presents a clear opportunity for raising questions 
and issues of joint concern, especially as many of these NGOs have a shared interest in both EFA 
and ESD.

The involvement of the three sectors (although the business sector has only recently become 
involved in EFA), as with DESD, does allow for the possibility of shared agendas and discussions 
between ESD and EFA, which could allow real synergy to develop while maximising the resources 
of both. This process would need the political will and support of the High Level Group and in order 
to gain this, a strong case could be made about maximising current resources as well as mobilising 
additional resources.

Global Monitoring Report (GMR)

The GMR is the main national and international reporting mechanism for EFA. Each year this 
addresses a particular focus, such as Early Childhood Education (2007), Literacy (2006) and Quality 
(2005). A strong case can be made for including ESD as an element of the EFA Global Monitoring 
Report (GMR), particularly with regard to quality education. ‘Sustainable development’ was seen 
as an element (although a small one) of the Quality Agenda in the 2005 Background Paper on 
Quality Education for All, prepared for the Global Monitoring Report (Amadio, Gross, Ressler, Nhung 
2004).

There are obvious problems (noted earlier) in monitoring quality, both in relation to EFA and ESD, 
but there are also opportunities for shared approaches and mutual learning. It would seem appo-
site to look at opportunities for an ESD element at least to become part of future GMRs. The web 
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consultation, which is run concurrently with the work of the GMR, could provide possibilities to 
raise some issues regarding synergy with DESD.

Moving towards joint quality monitoring 
and assessment mechanisms 

There are many diffi cult issues in linking monitoring and assessment of ESD and EFA. One key 
issue is that work (MEEG) has only just begun on the diffi cult and complex task of assessing for 
ESD. It would almost certainly be premature to consider uniting these forms of assessment before 
all the issues to do with ESD have been fully considered. One area that has been highlighted in the 
foregoing discussion is the need to develop ways to monitor and assess the poverty prevention 
capacity of ESD. This may require the assistance of economic analysts who recognise the advances 
made in methodology in the Stern report, for example. Developments here could also support the 
case for poverty reduction as an outcome of EFA. 

To start the process of convergence, this paper suggests the co-opting of at least two ESD members 
onto EFA assessment and monitoring bodies. These new members could have a responsibility to 
liaise with the developments in the MEEG group and feed in issues and concerns relevant to linking 
with EFA. 

When thinking through and establishing standards for ESD, and considering how these might be 
linked to EFA, it seems particularly key to involve as wide a group of people from both constituen-
cies as possible. One way to begin a wider discussion might be to organize regional events looking 
at both ESD and EFA together as contributing to the MDGs. One of the items on the agenda 
could then be joint quality and reporting approaches. Such a discussion might start from Pigozzi’s 
approach to defi ning quality, as previously outlined.

Further, in the process of developing this document it has been extremely enlightening to assess 
both ESD and EFA in relation to their role in helping to achieve the MDGs. The MDGs have the 
advantage of having been agreed through UN processes but have also proved quite testing for both 
ESD and EFA. This highlights the potential for the contribution to the MDGs to be developed in the 
form of indicators of key aspects. This could be discussed and formulated at the MEEG, with a 
view to consultation and development with the constituencies of ESD and EFA. The process could 
also benefi t from further research into the relationship between ESD and quality education for all, 
especially in relation to poverty reduction and poverty prevention. An indicative research agenda to 
take forward ESD/EFA synergy is outlined in Appendix 2.
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Summary of Key Points for Section 4: 
Making it Happen

Constituencies, learning and ownership:

• Emphasis on ESD and EFA as learning partners
• Organize cross-constituency events for discussion of ESD/

EFA
• Develop a research agenda for EFA/ESD (See Appendix 2)

Building alliances with bilateral and multilateral donors:

• Emphasise the concept of ‘added value’ by linking ESD and 
EFA

• Demonstrate multi faceted outcomes of projects

Integrate ESD into EFA processes:

• Allow space for ESD/DESD to develop mechanisms etc.
• Emphasise ways of working that are consultative, creative 

and contextually informed
• Propose ESD element of National EFA plans
• Propose ESD discussion in relation to quality education for 

EFA Collective consultation with NGOs
• Develop joint three sector approaches and events
• Make the political case with the EFA High Level Group for 

maximising of resources through ESDFA
• Propose ESD element in GMR 2008 web consultation and 

report
• Build in milestones for convergence for ESD and EFA 

(Based on DESD stepped milestones)
• Bring ESD and EFA constituencies together in order to raise 

awareness about MDGs nationally and internationally and 
to maximise educational response to meet MDGs

• Bring ESD and EFA constituencies together in order to 
promote the case for education and learning, nationally and 
internationally

• Identify and develop synergies for ESDFA in the non-formal 
sector

• Encourage more engagement between education policy 
makers at international, national and local levels

• Initiate more research into the relationship between ESD 
and quality education, especially in relation to poverty 
reduction (See Appendix 2 for Indicative Research agenda)
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Move to joint monitoring and assessment:

• Co-opting of 2 ESD members onto EFA assessment and 
monitoring bodies

• Organize regional events looking at ESD/EFA’ contribution 
to the MDGs, including joint reporting approaches

• Workshops for ESD/EFA to develop a shared concept of 
quality education

Develop capacity with regard to leadership and with regard to 
learning organizations for ESDFA:

• Build mechanisms to promote leadership development in 
ESD and EFA

• Set up action research project to encourage UNESCO to 
become a learning organization for ESD

• Stepped milestones for ESDFA: possible stepped mile-
stones and strategies which seek to develop the conver-
gence of ESD with EFA can be found in Appendix 4
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Appendix 1
Summary of the discussions 
on EFA-ESD Dialogue

A fi rst draft of this discussion paper was presented at the fi rst technical meeting on “EFA – ESD 
Dialogue”, which took place at UNESCO Paris on 21 September 2007. Participants at this meeting 
included members of the UNESCO DESD Reference Group, Monitoring and Evaluation Expert Group, 
EFA Experts from Japan, Sweden, Finland, France, OECD and EFA Global Monitoring Team. 

The ESD – EFA Dialogue Meeting – Debate

The discussion at the meeting was guided by the background paper and its recommendations. The 
participants appreciated the background paper and congratulated UNESCO for taking on the timely 
initiative and organizing the meeting. Participants welcomed the beginning of a dialogue between 
EFA and ESD constituencies and the shared understanding that both have the quality agenda at 
heart.

The key outcomes of the discussion were the following:

Quality Education for all: It was agreed that EFA and ESD goals come together in quality educa-
tion and that ESD-EFA synergy is essential in achieving this goal. EFA goal 3 was found to offer a 
relevant and rich joint working platform for EFA and ESD synergy, and in addition, EFA goal 2, 4and 
6 also link to EFA and ESD. Both EFA and ESD are rights’ based education constituencies, and this 
should be emphasised. 

Distinctiveness of EFA and ESD: A number of people felt that EFA and ESD are already two strong 
‘brands’ in their own right and should continue to develop in their own right, as well as working 
together where it is most appropriate. People thought EFA was easier to understand, while ESD 
could be very diffi cult. EFA and ESD mechanisms are different but there are opportunities within 
both for more overlap and synergy. However, it was also recognised that without ESD knowledge 
and values as part of EFA, then there would be little progress towards sustainable development, 
which is an increasingly urgent imperative for the planet. 

Tensions and differences between EFA and ESD: The paper identifi es the key issues of tension, 
but meeting participants felt that these should not be over emphasised. Education ministers tend 
to see education as a tool for policy targets. This contributes to a tension between the instrumental 
versus the emancipatory with regard to education. While this is an issue for both EFA and ESD, 
EFA tends to be regarded more in an instrumental way. ESD needs to mainstream concerns for 
women’s empowerment throughout theory and practice. 
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The role of education in international policy making: Participants welcomed the links made 
between ESD, EFA and the MDGs and thought this was key in strengthening the case for education 
at the international policy level. More synergy between EFA and ESD could help to emphasise the 
contribution of education to poverty reduction and prevention and sustainable development. It was 
also suggested that notes for policy makers should be developed.

Poverty reduction and prevention: The strong case made for the role of education in poverty 
reduction and prevention was welcomed, but it was also clear that more research is needed in this 
area. Participants felt that there would be some diffi culties in measuring poverty prevention.

Assessment should not lead the process: We still need assessment to provide deliverables for 
funders. Learning and assessment need to be at individual, organizational and social levels. The 
danger is that EFA is just seen at the individual level. ESD’s wide remit can make focussing for 
assessment very diffi cult.

Climate change: Participants felt this was a key issue for both north and south, and a number 
of participants felt that the paper should stress more that climate change would affect the rich 
countries as well as the poorer LDCs. This is not an issue where anyone in the world can afford to 
be complacent, and participants felt that ESD could help to make this case. Policy makers need to 
understand climate change as one example of sustainable development together with the role of 
ESD/EFA in mitigation and prevention of climate change.

ESD’s role in sustainable development: ESD’s role both for and as sustainable development 
should be emphasised strongly by improving the culture of sustainability within the education 
system. Also, we should ask ‘what can sustainable development do for education?’ 

The concept of ESDFA is welcome but it is too early to merge EFA and ESD to make ESDFA, as 
this may lead to confusion among the stakeholders. Participants felt that both should be allowed 
to progress in their own ways, with mechanisms to bring convergence between the two through 
the continuation of dialogue. The role of the Earth Charter in supporting the development of this 
dialogue should be further explored.

EFA and ESD have a common approach to donors: Instead of competing for scarce resources, 
both should work towards making a case for improved quality education. With its broader agenda 
ESD needs to fi nd ways to tap into resources established for other developmental goals (example, 
funds for environment, poverty reduction, HIV&AIDS etc.)

There is a need for strong leadership for ESD, but presently there are no strategies to develop 
and support leaders for ESD. UNESCO has established its leadership for EFA and as the lead agency 
for the DESD, UNESCO has the responsibility to take this leadership role and to make a political 
case for ESD.

Continue the “EFA-ESD Dialogue” to encourage participation of governments, private sector, 
communities and individuals at the international, regional and national levels to enhance synergy 
between EFA and ESD.
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Continue seeking joint working mechanisms within UNESCO through the EFA monitoring proc-
esses, EFA High Level Group and the EFA Working Groups. Consider including an ESD focus for 
the GMR 2010. DESD could use Regional Centres for Excellence (RCEs) for ESD to help promote 
EFA.

Suggested ways forward in making use of this paper: 

• Participants proposed that one or two pilot projects should be set up quite quickly to bring EFA 
and ESD constituencies together in order to inform future work and developments.

• Participants recommended that a summary paper should be presented at the UNESCO general 
Conference in November 2007. 

• One of the key audiences should be UNESCO’s 50 fi eld offi ces in different countries and their 
8 institutions of education. There should also be an emphasis on education at the country 
level.

• Participants found initial teacher education (ITE) to be particularly signifi cant for EFA and ESD 
synergy as it offers the multiplier effect and the potential to cascade out into schools and wider 
education circles. This is of particular importance in African countries. 

• It was suggested that a paper should be prepared by UNESCO on ESD for donors.
• The 2008 International Conference on Education could have links with ESD. To further this idea, 

it was proposed that UNESCO could produce (in EFA language) a page of A4 on ‘Opportunities 
for EFA-ESD’.

• It was recommend that UNESCO revisit the paper and progress on EFA-ESD synergy in a year’s 
time and again in 2 year’s time.
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Appendix 2
Indicative research agenda 

This agenda takes into account the distinction between the necessary wider processes of curricu-
lum and institutional change for ESD and EFA that are the proper responsibility of governments, 
managers and learning communities, as well as the innovation that requires extra support for its 
research and development. All the items in the list below are considered to need a special research 
and development effort. Some of them have a specifi c ESD or EFA focus, but all could take linking 
processes as part of their remit – some of these research topics could be of interest to potential 
partners (indicated in brackets).

EFA and ESD synergy

• Targeted research on ways to demonstrate benefi ts of bringing together ESD/EFA for funders
• Clarifi cation and social marketing of ESD and EFA messages
• Research and pilot on poverty prevention and ESD/EFA (with UNEP/World Bank?)
• Research on joint EFA/ESD quality and reporting approaches (with GMR?)
• Research into effective support for leadership for EFA/ESD including Finance, Governance and 

Management issues of curriculum, strategic and organizational change
• Researching appropriate models of Educational, Environmental and Social Change with specifi c 

reference to Climate Change and EFA/ESD
• Links between EFA, ESD and Decade for Literacy
• Developing the Rights’ perspective on linking EFA and ESD (with HCHR?)
• EFA/ESD relevance for learning in confl ict zones and failed states
• EFA/ESD contribution to HIV Aids education and mitigation
• Research and development re Gender Empowerment and EFA/ESD

ESD

• Quantifying the fi nancial support needed to achieve a range of outcomes for the DESD
• Research and development linking business learning on ESD/EFA with particular issues of devel-

oping countries (with UNEP/World Bank?)
• Researching ways that evaluation might move towards quality of life outcomes linked to 

Millennium Development Goals (with GMR?)
• Research and development of methods to create learning synergies for sustainable develop-

ment across social sectors – business, state and civil society

General

• Action research into learning organizations for sustainable development and MDGs (with 
GMR?)
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Appendix 3
Summaries showing the potential 
contribution of ESD and EFA to alleviating 
participatory and consequential poverty

Participatory
poverty: Lack 
of participation 
in social life, 
decision making 
processes

EFA ESD Added Value:
ESD and EFA

MDGs

Values Human rights 
values

Values of ESD
(Including human 
rights)

Strengthens
values’ dimen-
sion

All

Skills Literacy, 
numeracy

Basic life skills 

Health skills

HIV/AIDS aware-
ness

Skills of democ-
racy, participa-
tion, confl ict 
resolution,
problem solving, 
refl exivity, 
futures’ planning

Attitudinal
change, more 
positive attitudes 
towards diversity

Collaborative and 
group learning

Lifelong and 
community learn-
ing

MDG 1, 2, 4, 5, 6

Curriculum Focus on inclu-
sion and the 
most disadvan-
tag-ed

Importance of 
girls’ education

Participatory
processes

Importance of 
peace education 
and concept of 
global citizenship

Interdisciplin-ary
thinking

Potential for enti-
tlement curricu-
lum which values 
everyone

Strengthens
moves towards 
interdisciplin-ary
thinking

MDG 2, 3, 7

General Focus on formal 
learning

Importance of 
non- formal learn-
ing

Multi sectoral

Strengthens links 
between formal 
and non- formal 
education

Strengthens
community
participation and 
responsibility

MDG 3, 8



50 EFA-ESD Dialogue

Consequential poverty: Result of deliberate human and 
political interventions on the natural or social environment9

Poverty EFA ESD Added Value: 
ESD and EFA MDGs

Values Human rights 
values

Values of ESD 
(Including human 
rights)

Strengthens
values’ dimen-
sion

All

Skills Basic literacy and 
numeracy and 
life skills

Critical and 
systems thinking

Futures’ thinking

Basic and higher 
level skills which 
enable people to 
deal with change, 
risk and uncer-
tainty

Skills to take pre-
ventative action, 
react to interven-
tions

MDG 1, 7

Curriculum Learner centred

Emphasis on 
quality education

Focus on disad-
vantaged and 
marginalised
groups

Learner centred

Appropriate, rel-
evant curriculum

Understanding
of ecological and 
social processes

Local and global 
understanding

Strengthens
ability of poor 
and marginalised 
groups to take 
action for SD

MDG 3, 7, 8

General Focus on LDCs Participation and 
involvement of 
stakeholders
from NGOs, 
government and 
private sector

Focus on DCs

Commitment of 
wide range of 
stakeholders to 
SD (e.g. through 
environmental
and social audits, 
etc.)

Develop more 
understanding
of common con-
cerns and issues 
between LDCs 
and DCs

Develop strate-
gies to tackle 
current and future 
causes of poverty

7, 8

Public awareness 
raising

Links to NGOs 
and advocacy

Build support for 
ODA and donor 
budgets

8

9 Preece, Op Cit.
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Appendix 4
Education for Sustainable Development 
For All (ESDFA): possible stepped milestones 
(adapted from the DESD International 
Implementation Scheme)

Types of Milestones Short Term Medium Term Longer Term

Member states’ plans 
and activities

Begin debate and 
invite links with sug-
gested starting points 
– ask for comments to 
feed into next stage

Provide pro-forma for 
joined-up EFA and 
ESD activities and 
relationship to MDGs

ESDFA approach 
integrated into plans 
– especially poverty 
reduction/preven-tion
plans through sustain-
able development

Formal points in 
member states’ 
reporting

Raise education/learn-
ing contributions to 
meeting/raising aware-
ness of MDGs & 
learning organizations 
(LOs) for SD

Request assessment 
of education /learning 
contributions to MDGs 
and SD in reporting 
systems. Discuss 
criteria

Provide criteria for 
reporting on educa-
tion/learning organiza-
tions contribution to 
MDGs/SD

Regional plans/strate-
gies

Use regional discus-
sion forums to start/
carry forward debate 
on EFA/ESD links with 
a view to consensus-
building

Develop outline 
of links between 
EFA/ESD for use in 
plans and strategies 
including regional LOs 
for SD

Ask for all plans to 
show ESDFA and links 
to MDGs/SD including 
the development of 
regional LOs for SD

Indicators, progress 
and monitoring 
mechanisms

Discussions through 
joint meetings of 
DESD MEEG and EFA 
GM report. Input from 
ESD members co-
opted to EFA

Consider ways to 
link developed DESD 
MEEG guidelines 
to EFA. Organize 
constituency consulta-
tions on plans

Develop, disseminate 
and give training 
and support for joint 
ESDFA progress and 
monitoring mecha-
nisms

Sources of technical 
assistance and exam-
ples of good practice

Compile joint EFA/ESD 
list: resources, key 
people and projects. 
Seek partners for 
linkage projects – 
establish funding

Identify key cross-over 
resources, people and 
good practice case 
studies etc. Input from 
linkage projects

Produce/fund/
enable joint ESDFA 
resources, case 
studies etc including 
key selection from 
linkage projects

Information sharing 
on research, develop-
ment and innovation

Investigate joint 
web and network-
ing resources. 
Commission plans 
for joint networking 
involving HE globally

Establish networks 
with common sharing 
proformas. Establish 
pilot activities with HE 
networks/journals

ESDFA networks 
operating to develop 
research agendas/
projects collaborating 
with practitioners/
policy makers
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Types of Milestones Short Term Medium Term Longer Term

Networking, publica-
tions etc. for fostering 
partnerships

Articles on EFA/ESD 
linkages placed in key 
publications. Some 
scheduled meetings 
themed to include 
discussions

Conferences/expert
seminars on EFA/ESD 
links – agendas and 
controversies linked to 
MDGs and SD

ESDFA joint publica-
tions and events 
helping to create 
partnerships and LOs 
for SD – including HE 
globally

Providing guidance in 
key areas

DESD Reference 
Group produce discus-
sion document to dis-
seminate to different 
constituencies

Identify key cross-over 
areas and provide 
guidance for EFA/ESD 
to move to include 
elements of the other

Linked EFA and DESD 
organizations produce 
joint ESDFA guidance 
linked to MDGs and 
SD

Mid-Decade and End-
of- Decade reports 
to the UN General 
Assembly

Explore commitment 
(in report to UN GA) to 
link EFA/ESD through 
LO, cross-sectoral 
and formal education 
approaches

Mid-Decade report 
on EFA/ESD includes 
learning in UNESCO 
and UN & across 
sectors for SD and 
MDGs

End-of-Decade ESDFA 
reporting summary 
of achievements and 
lessons learned for 
future developments
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Appendix 5
Summary of key mechanisms for EFA

High level group

Key decision makers meet once a year to sustain and accelerate political momentum for EFA and to 
mobilise resources

Working group

Annual meeting that provides technical guidance on key issues and recommending priorities for 
collective action

Collective consultation of NGOs

Mechanism for dialogue and joint refl ection and action with civil society, linking several hundred 
international, regional and national NGOs

E9 initiative

Focusing on nine high population countries that account for more than half of the world’s school age 
children

South-South cooperation

Promoting cooperation among developing countries of the South, to facilitate knowledge-sharing 
and mutual assistance

Regional mechanisms

Regional and sub-regional for a link not only with the National EFA for a but also all other relevant 
organizations

National mechanisms

National coordinators to establish and promote progress towards the EFA goals at the country level

EFA Plans and Reporting

EFA Global Action Plan

Aims at greater harmonisation and alignment of multi ateral organizations towards EFA

Annual EFA global monitoring report (Includes web consultation)

Annual focus:
08 Not known yet
07 Early Childhood Education
06 Literacy
05 Quality
04 Gender
02 EFA on track

EFA UN Education support strategies (UNESS)

By region and by country (mostly about monitoring, fi nancing, management and organization) 

Stakeholders

UNESCO, UNDP, UNFPA ,UNICEF, World Bank
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Partnerships

UNLD (UN Literacy Decade)
UNDESD
WPHRE (World Programme Human Rights Education)
Civil society – wide diversity of networks
Also Collective consultation (see above – over 600 international, national, regional networks)
Global Campaign for education includes teachers’ unions, campaigns for more resources for EFA
UNGEI (UN girls’ education initiative)
E9 (see above) Bangladesh, Brazil, China, Egypt, India, Indonesia, Mexico, Nigeria, Pakistan
FTI -Fast Track initiative. Brings donors, CS and developing countries together around four gaps in 
relation to primary education: resource, capacity, data and policy gaps

HIV and AIDS Education:

UNAIDS Inter agency task team on education – platform for harmonisation, advocacy and network-
ing among international partners, e.g. agencies, bilateral funders, CS
EDUCAIDS multi-country initiative under UNAIDS to support implementation of comprehensive 
national responses to HIV and AIDS

Education for rural people:

Focus on marginalised people and improving quality and access to education. Led by FAO and 
UNESCO jointly

CGECCD:

Consultative Group on Early Childhood Care and Development
Consortium of over 30 agencies (donors, agencies, foundations) involved in ECCE

FRESH:

Focusing Resources on Effective School Health
Provides an overarching framework for agencies, CSOs etc in promoting links between school 
health and quality education

Education for people with disabilities:

Partnership includes UN agencies, donors, national disability organizations etc. Importance of 
working with organizations promoting needs of and comprised of disabled people

Teachers and the quality of education:

Builds on partnership of ILO, Education International and UNESCO

Education in situations of emergency and crisis:

Inter- agency network for education in emergencies: NGOs, donors, practitioners, researchers and 
individuals working for right to education in emergencies, post crisis and reconstruction

Partnerships with the private sector:

(These are increasing) PfE Partnership for Education new initiative created by World Economic 
Forum and UNESCO to harness and help deliver private sector contributions to EFA goals. 

Regional initiatives:

Decade of Education in Africa (2006-2015) by African Union

Thematic partnerships:

Also known as ‘EFA fl agship programmes’

New partnerships:

New partnerships emerge to focus collective energy on parts of EFA Agenda, e.g. at the 2005 
High Level Group in Beijing a Global Task Force on Child Labour and EFA was established through 
collaboration between UNESCO, UNICEF, ILO, World Bank and Global March Against Child Labour. 
New alliances are developing around the drive to abolish fees in primary education.
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Appendix 6
Terms of reference for Background Paper 
on EFA–ESD Dialogue

The Dakar Framework for Action proposes the following elements to attain the Education for All 
(EFA) goals, oriented towards results: 

• Mobilization of national and international commitment in favour of EFA, including resource mobi-
lization;

• Linking of EFA policies to poverty alleviation and development strategies;
• Increased involvement of civil society in educational development;
• Development of participatory and accountable systems of educational governance;
• Systematic monitoring of progress toward EFA goals.

The International Implementation Scheme (IIS) for the UN Decade of Education for Sustainable 
Development (DESD) has the following objectives: 

• Promote education as a basis for sustainable human society;
• Integrate sustainable development into education systems at all levels;
• Strengthen international cooperation toward the development and sharing of innovative policies, 

programs and practices of ESD.

UNESCO has prepared and disseminated widely the publication, UN Decade of Education for 
Sustainable Development: Links between the Global Initiatives in Education.10 This publication 
enables the readers to see how the international community is working together to promote educa-
tion for development through the MDGs, EFA, UNLD and DESD, and what are the similarities and 
differences among them. 

Although linkages are understood in general at the global level, synergies are yet to be realized 
during the implementation at the country level. In this regard, development of UNESCO National 
Education Support Strategy (UNESS) documents and the application of the EFA Global Action Plan 
provide possibilities for greater integration of ESD into national education sector planning and EFA 
coordination respectively.

As the lead agency and coordinator for EFA & DESD, UNESCO needs to lead the discussions focus-
ing on the normative and policy front as well as facilitate understanding of how EFA and DESD 
mechanisms could work together towards:

10 Available on-line at: http://unesdoc.UNESCO.org/images/0014/001408/140848m.pdf

http://unesdoc.UNESCO.org/images/0014/001408/140848m.pdf
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• Promoting people’s access to basic education and improving the quality of basic education with 
focus on knowledge, skills, values and perspectives that are essential for sustainable living. 

• Reorienting all aspects, types and levels of education systems to include the principles, knowl-
edge, skills, perspectives and values related to sustainability.

• Raising awareness of general population on sustainability issues and challenges through educa-
tional/learning processes.

• Enhancing the knowledge and skills of the workforce to function in a sustainable manner.

In order to facilitate the dialogue between the EFA – DESD partners, it is proposed to prepare a 
background (or discussion) paper that will among others, explore the following for further discus-
sions:

• Operational linkages between EFA & ESD to promote ESD through EFA and vice versa, particu-
larly at the country level;

• Raising the profi le of ESD in the international and national EFA agenda;
• Integrating ESD into EFA processes and enhancing linkages between the EFA Mechanisms 

(High Level and Working Groups, International Advisory Panel) and the DESD Mechanisms (High 
Level Panel, Reference Group, MEEG);

• Joint monitoring and assessment mechanisms, and links with the EFA Global Monitoring 
Report;

• Building alliances with the bilateral and multilateral donors to mobilize resources; 
• Demonstrating the strategic role of ESD in achieving MDGs, especially in supporting poverty 

reduction and in addressing the emerging issues such as global warming, climate change and 
environmental sustainability.



57Appendices

Appendix 7
Terminology

Sustainable Development (SD)

There are many different accounts of sustainable development, and it is recognised to be a devel-
oping and contested concept. This paper takes as central the elements that have been mandated 
through UN processes, including the Rio Declaration and UN agreements on the DESD:

• All sustainable development programmes (…) must consider the three spheres of sustainability: 
environment, society (including culture), and economy.

• United Nations’ history carries with it a host of values related to human dignity and rights, equity 
and care for the environment. Sustainable development (SD) takes these values a step further 
and extends them between generations. With sustainable development comes valuing biodiver-
sity and conservation along with human diversity, inclusivity and participation. In the economic 
realm, some embrace suffi ciency for all and others equity of economic opportunity. (UNESCO 
DG’s report 2005).

Education for Sustainable Development (ESD)

ESD is tied to the development of the SD agenda and perspectives, but also infl uences it through 
interpretation and clarifi cation of that agenda. ESD also independently contributes to the SD agenda 
from the perspective of learning. ESD is an evolving and an on-going process that refl ects the ever-
growing needs of our society. Therefore, ESD includes processes that enable people to learn to 
effi ciently deal with new economic, social and environmental challenges. To this end, the following 
are important aspects of ESD processes:

• Future thinking: actively involves stakeholders in creating and enacting an alternative future;
• Critical thinking: helps individuals assess the appropriateness and assumptions of current deci-

sions and actions;
• Systems thinking: understanding and promoting holistic change;
• Participation: engaging all in sustainability issues and actions
 (UNESCO Introductory Note 2007).



“it is essential that all the people with a sense 

of responsibility turn their attention to both 

the aims and the means of education (...) [to 

develop] ways in which educational policies can 

help to create a better world, by contributing 

to sustainable human development, mutual 

understanding among peoples and a renewal of 

practical democracy“. 

(Introduction, Learning: The Treasure Within, 

Delors et al., 1996)
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