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Abstract This paper explores how three major factors in education for sustainable

development (ESD) practice view the concept of sustainable development (SD). These are

(a) international policy documents which shaped ESD, (b) the academic discourse in the

field of ESD and (c) students and teachers. SD is a complex concept, and it can be

interpreted in several ways. This paper adopts a holistic approach to SD, according to

which SD is considered an integrated concept of three dimensions, namely the environ-

ment, the economy and the society. The significance of the holistic approach to the SD

concept is emphasized in the recent international policy documents and by the academic

discourse, as well. However, teachers and students do not hold yet a holistic understanding

of the concept. The purpose of this paper is to discuss this ESD policy–practice gap and to

propose implications in ESD practice and research.

Keywords Education for sustainable development � The concept of sustainable

development � Holistic approach � Policy–practice gap

1 Introduction

This paper investigates the concept of sustainable development (SD) (a) in international

policy documents which shaped education for sustainable development (ESD), (b) in the

academic discourse in the field of ESD and (c) in the views of students and teachers. The

above stakeholders influence one another and eventually, ESD practice. The purpose of

this paper is to propose implications in ESD practice and research. This paper adopts a

holistic approach to SD, meaning that SD is considered as an integrated concept of three

pillars: environment, economy and society (Giddings et al. 2002). Accordingly, ESD
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addresses sustainable development issues, which are not only environmental problems but

also social and economic ones (e.g. Corney and Reid 2007).

2 The SD concept in international policy documents

The 1987 Brundtland report, titled ‘Our Common Future’, officially introduced the idea of

sustainable development and acknowledged the interconnection of ecological, economic

and social systems (Evans 2010). While the Belgrade and the Tbilisi reports refer to

‘environment’ only, Agenda 21 speaks of ‘environment and development’ (Gough 1997),

thus moving closer towards social and economic issues (Stevenson 2006). Although social

and economic issues were also mentioned in the prior documents, they were not empha-

sized (Stevenson 2006). Agenda 21 (UN 1992, p. 320) makes it explicit that in order to be

effective, environmental education and development education should deal with all aspects

of our environment, that is, the ecological and physical/biological environment as well as

the socio-economic one. As Evans states (2010, p. 44) ‘Agenda 21 was a blueprint for

sustainable development’. The Declaration of Thessaloniki in 1997 was an attempt towards

the implementation of Agenda 21.

The Johannesburg Summit in 2002 reaffirmed that the three dimensions of SD must

form the content of sustainable learning (Roorda 2010). The Johannesburg Declaration

underlines that ‘the interdependent and mutually reinforcing’ pillars of SD should be

strengthened (UN 2002, para 5). The next passage in the Johannesburg Declaration (para 8)

trails the journey of Environmental and Sustainability Education Research (ESER), as it

has come to be called nowadays, from Stockholm to Rio and from Rio to Johannesburg. In

Stockholm, back in 1997, the matter of concern was environmental degradation, whereas in

Rio, the focus of the discussion lays not only on the protection of the environment, but also

on social and economic development, which are seen as the fundaments of SD. This

represents a more integrated view of SD, since it does not limit its scope, but it refers to SD

as a whole.

Thirty years ago, in Stockholm, we agreed on the urgent need to respond to the

problem of environmental deterioration. Ten years ago, at the United Nations

Conference on Environment and Development, held in Rio de Janeiro, we agreed

that the protection of the environment and social and economic development are

fundamental to sustainable development, based on the Rio Principles…At the

Johannesburg Summit, we have achieved much in bringing together a rich tapestry of

peoples and views in a constructive search for a common path towards a world that

respects and implements the vision of sustainable development. (UN 2002, para 8).

Unlike the Thessaloniki Declaration, the Johannesburg Declaration puts greater

emphasis on social issues, such as poverty. The Thessaloniki Declaration sees poverty as

an issue linked to environmental degradation (UNESCO 1997), while the Johannesburg

Declaration refers to poverty eradication as one of the ‘essential requirements for sus-

tainable development’ (UN 2002, para 11). Even the terminology chosen reveals a change

in orientation. The Thessaloniki Declaration merely refers to ‘poverty’ (UNESCO 1997,

para 7), whereas the Johannesburg Declaration refers to ‘poverty eradication’ (para 7, 11,

21). This change shows an evolution in the way of perceiving poverty. The term ‘poverty

eradication’ depicts an attempt to determine the issue of poverty in a more concise way in

order to make it palpable.
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According to the framework for the United Nations Decade of Education for Sustain-

able Development, namely the ‘International Implementation Scheme’ (UNESCO 2006),

the Decade should inspire changes in behaviour towards a more sustainable world in

respect of environmental integrity, viable economic activity and social justice for both

present and future generations (UNESCO 2006). This implies that SD issues arise from all

three aspects of SD. UNESCO (2006) describes the three dimensions of SD by identifying

fifteen subthemes regarding education and learning for SD. The Bonn Declaration, half-

way through the Decade in 2009, is this international policy document which, according to

Lotz-Sisitka (2009), makes it clear that a balanced relationship among environment,

society and economy is necessary to further advance SD. In addition to this, this is the first

international declaration that puts emphasis on ESD rather than EE (environmental edu-

cation) (Lotz-Sisitka 2009). EE and ESD are distinct but complementary (McKeown and

Hopkins 2003). EE focuses more on environmental protection, whereas ESD takes into

consideration economic and human development related to environmental protection

(McKeown and Hopkins 2003).

At the very beginning of the document: ‘Transforming our world: The 2030 Agenda for

Sustainable Development.’ (UN 2015, para 13), it is stated that SD is about combating

poverty, coping with inequalities, facilitating social inclusion as well as protecting the

environment and developing viable economic strategies. All these are interdependent on

one another. It is also mentioned that ‘It is important to recognize the link between

sustainable development and other relevant ongoing processes in the economic, social and

environmental fields.’ (UN 2015, para 55). The Agenda 2030 sets a series of 17 sustainable

development goals to be achieved until 2030 (UN 2015). The concept of SD is determined

in this agenda by exposing means of its implementation, that is, the goals and their relevant

targets, rather than defining the concept. Although Agenda 21 outlines the SD issues in a

more specific way (see section I and II of Agenda 2, UN 1992) than the previous docu-

ments, Agenda 2030 describes the SD issues in an even more detailed way. The targets are

quite often explained by using issues included in the description of other goals. Accord-

ingly, there are interlinks among the target and the goals. As stated in Agenda 2030, the

goals and targets of the agenda are ‘integrated and indivisible’ (UN 2015, para 2, 5, 18 and

55). The authors argue that Agenda 2030 puts a greater emphasis on the integration and

balance among the dimensions of SD than the previous policy documents. The same goes

for the Global Action Programme (GAP), issued at the World Conference on ESD in 2014

(Aichi-Nagoya, Japan), since it takes into consideration the global discussions on the post-

2015 development agenda (UNESCO 2014b), namely Agenda 2030. As it is stated in the

GAP, it ‘is intended as a concrete, tangible contribution to the post-2015 agenda’

(UNESCO 2014b, p. 14).

3 The SD concept in the ESD discourse and practice

The concept of SD is not static but rather dynamic (Berglund et al. 2014). This means that

the concept of SD can be understood in several ways according to several perspectives.

Furthermore, the SD concept refers to an endless process, i.e. development (Berglund et al.

2014). Due to the dynamic nature of the concept, there is no tangible definition. In addition

to this, the terms sustainability and sustainable development are used vice versa by groups

that support conflicting interests (see discussion in Jickling and Wals 2008). This makes it

even more difficult to grasp a clear meaning of sustainability and sustainable development.
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However, we can distinguish them by the fact that sustainable development is deemed as a

process but sustainability as a goal (Scott and Gough 2003).

When attempting to define SD or sustainability, we have to confront a series of chal-

lenges. First of all, SD is a complex concept and can be interpreted in various ways

depending on different disciplines or social and cultural contexts (Berglund et al. 2014).

SD issues are complicated due to the interconnections among them and the interactions

between social, natural and economic systems (Wuelser et al. 2012). Further obstacles to

define SD are posed by the intersection of various disciplines, the several processes that go

on simultaneously on temporal and scale levels (Van Asselt and Rijkens-Klomp 2002) and

ethical aspects of SD issues (Andersson 2008). Bonnett (2002) raises epistemological

concerns about the intended SD goal (what should be sustained, by whom and for whom)

as well as the means of achieving this goal. Besides complexity, uncertainty characterizes

SD, as well. It is impossible to predict which practices will lead to future change and what

will be their consequences (Newman 2006). Even if the concept is ‘ill-defined’ (Van

Weelie and Wals 2002), it is applicable in practice (Corcoran and Wals 2004). In addition,

we would argue that debating around the SD concept enables us to get engaged with richer

explorations of the concept.

The idea of SD has been criticized on several grounds. Stables and Scott (2002) argue

that SD is ‘a paradoxical compound policy slogan’ (Stables and Scott 2002, p. 42) since

people with different philosophical and political views have an obscure idea as to what SD

might mean. It is a fact that a wide range of stakeholders use the concept and attribute to it

varying meanings (Hopwood et al. 2005). It is also argued that the term sustainable

development combines two often contesting principles, namely endless economic growth

and sustainable use of natural resources (e.g. Jabareen 2008; Washington 2015). Kopnina

(2012) and Washington (2015) claim that sustainable development becomes then an

‘oxymoron’. Critical scholars argue that the current patterns of economic development lead

to environmental degradation (e.g. Rees 2010; Washington 2015; Hansen and Wethal

2014). They hold the view that the recent economic growth and industrialization in

emerging economies fail to address the root of social inequalities and ruin the capacity of

natural resources (Rees 2010; Bartlett 2012; Hansen and Wethal 2014). The creation of

new labour markets and new groups of consumers provides benefits to the established

corporate and political interest groups (Rees 1992; Washington 2015) as well as to profit-

oriented government agencies and organizations (e.g. the World Bank) (Hansen and

Wethal 2014). Also, the current patterns of economic development aggravate ecological

injustice by promoting human welfare and distracting us from nature (e.g. Kopnina 2012;

Washington 2015; Bonnett 1999, 2002, 2007). Ecocentric scholars consider joint human

and ecosystem well-being the core of sustainability (e.g. Crist 2008; Kopnina 2012;

Washington 2015).

Policy-makers and researchers have supported that the teaching approach towards ESD

allows teachers to reveal the complexity of SD in education (Sandell et al. 2005). A holistic

approach to ESD is often considered of high importance (see for example Gough 2002;

Sandell et al. 2005; Corney 2006; Summers and Childs 2007; Olsson et al. 2015; Boeve-de

Pauw et al. 2015).

Research, however, shows that neither teachers nor students hold a holistic view of the

SD concept. Both of them recognize the environmental dimension most (for student see

Walshe 2008, 2013, 2016; Birdsall 2015, and for teachers see Summers and Childs 2007;

Summers et al. 2004; Birdsall 2014; Kilinc and Aydin 2013; Borg et al. 2014). The

economic dimension is less recognized by students (Walshe 2013; Berglund et al. 2014),

and they have vague perceptions of how economy is related to SD (Berglund and Gericke
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2015). In line with students’ conceptions of the economic dimension (Berglund and

Gericke 2015), teachers feel unsure about economic factors related to SD issues (Borg

et al. 2014). In general, it is hard for teachers to integrate the three dimensions of the

concept of SD (Borg et al. 2014). They often hold a shallow and oversimplified under-

standing of sustainability (Birdsall 2014), or they hold misconceptions about the concept of

SD (Spiropoulou et al. 2007). Finally, they do not help students to develop a holistic view

of SD when teaching ESD (Borg et al. 2012, 2014). Borg et al. (2012, 2014) and Boeve-de

Pauw et al. (2015) found that there is an absence of good practices to inspire them and a

lack of expertise on SD. At the same time, it might also be that the environmental aspect is

by nature less complex and thus, easier for students to grasp (Walshe 2013; Manni et al.

2013). Research shows that students often recognize the three pillars of SD, but they have

only a superficial understanding of them (Walshe 2008) and they have problems in

describing relationships between the aspects (Manni et al. 2013).

The role of ESD is to indicate the differences among several groups in the society in

order to offer opportunities to students to see the contradictions among the three dimen-

sions in everyday life and in policy-making (Berglund and Gericke 2015; Sandell et al.

2005). If we deal with each dimension one by one, the contradictions among the dimen-

sions will not be obvious. However, we have to deal with the implications of the

dimensions when we have to take decisions. In practice, we end up to set priorities among

the implications of the dimensions (Berglund and Gericke 2015). Splitting SD into three

dimensions implies that we could focus on one of these; this has its own advantages,

though (Gough 2002; Giddings et al. 2002). Research supports the inclusion of both,

conflict and congruence/harmony perspectives in ESD teaching (Herremans and Reid

2002; Öhman and Öhman 2012 in Olsson et al. 2015; Berglund and Gericke 2015).

4 The co-evolution of policy and ESD

ESD is a teaching subject constructed by policy-makers and academics applying top-down

educational approaches (Gough 2013). Consequently, it is abstract and its connection to

teaching practice is vague to teachers since teachers themselves have not participated in the

formation of its goals and concepts (Gough 2013). Nonetheless, they are called on to put

ESD teaching in practice. The fact that the discourse of ESD is under continuous evolution

(Plant 1995), which we find to be in alignment with the evolutionary concept of SD, makes

it even more difficult for teachers to follow, in the first place, and eventually put it into

practice. However, the evolutionary character of ESD leaves room for teachers as to what,

as Stevenson (2006) and Gough (2013) argue, is important in the ESD discourse, namely

the engagement of the teachers in the research process. The cooperation of all the stake-

holders in policy-making could provide a practice-oriented framework to help (a) to deal

with the contradictions related to the SD concept as well as to move from EE to ESD

(Stevenson 2006). Since SD is a political concept, ESD has to treat teachers and students as

active participants attributing their own meanings to the SD concept.

The ESD policy coherence among several sections, such as education and SD section, is

one of UNESCO’s concerns (UNESCO 2013). The cooperation among several stake-

holders across education and SD section (UNESCO 2013) to put the new agenda (Agenda

2030) in practice, monitor and report on it (UNESCO 2015) is suggested by UNESCO

(2015). However, this requires ESD to take up new orientations. According to our view,

towards this direction, the post-2015 agenda makes attempts to integrate ESD with other
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fields. First of all, ESD is referred to in Agenda 2030 in combination with quality education

under goal 4, target 4.7 (UN 2015). Also, ESD is seen ‘as an integral element of quality

education’ (UNESCO 2014b, p. 9). In addition to this, UNESCO (UNESCO 2015) puts a

great emphasis on its role ‘to harness its multidisciplinary expertise and experience in its

fields of competence towards the achievement of the SDGs’ (p. 11). This leads us to

conclude that in order to achieve SDGs, we have to consider other fields of competence

towards SDGs rather than ESD alone. Another evidence for our claim is that the GAP

(UNESCO 2014b) puts particular emphasis on the global aspects of SD linking ESD to

global citizenship education (Öhman 2016). The emphasis given to viewing SD in a

holistic, integrated and balanced way may have an impact on ESD but also on the edu-

cational sector in general, in the near future.

There is an ever greater emphasis in the latest international policy documents, among

them, the final report of the DESD (UNESCO 2014a), the Agenda 2030 (UN 2015) and the

GAP (UNESCO 2014b) on developing monitoring and evaluation techniques to assess the

quality of ESD programmes and their learning outcomes. It is argued that, in this way, we

could reveal evidence-based effective ESD techniques (UNESCO 2014b) to be taken into

consideration when making ESD policy and, finally, to narrow the gap between ESD policy

and practice. Nonetheless, Sund (2015) expresses concerns that the recent trend towards

national measurements may diminish the complexity of sustainability/SD issues.

5 Implications for ESD practice and research

Teachers have difficulties in helping students to acquire a correct understanding of the SD

concept (Walshe 2008). However, teachers get little support to teach such a difficult

concept (Walshe 2008). Their conceptions of the SD concept are translated into curriculum

planning and teaching (Stevenson 2006; Birdsall 2014, 2015). Teachers often simplify

sustainability issues in order to make them easier for the students to understand (Sund

2015), which threatens the cultivation of students’ skills to reflect and evaluate contesting

perspectives (Jickling 1994; Vare and Scott 2007). Thus, further teacher training in SD

appears to be absolutely necessary (Borg et al. 2014). The following paragraphs explain

what the main characteristics of teacher and student education should be.

Research in teacher professional development and ESD tends to see sustainability issues

through EE lenses (Stables and Scott 2002). And this is reflected in the results of recent

research regarding teachers’ conceptions of the SD concept. In this case, an interdisci-

plinary approach in teaching ESD in the teacher training programmes could provide

opportunities to teachers to see SD issues more holistically. The same goes for students. As

Walshe (2016) argues, interdisciplinary teaching could help students to consider SD issues

from plural perspectives, which, in turn, according to Jickling (2003), enables them to

develop their own views about sustainability (Walshe 2016). A holistic approach to SD is

often ignored in teaching practice. A traditional normative EE approach is implemented

rather than an ESD-oriented one (Borg et al. 2012; Olsson et al. 2015; Boeve-de Pauw

et al. 2015; Olsson and Gericke 2016). However, the SD issues are difficult to address by

using a traditional normative EE approach, whereas an ESD approach aiming at cultivating

students’ action competence (see Vare and Scott 2007) is needed (Boeve-de Pauw et al.

2015; Olsson and Gericke 2016). While these findings refer to school education, this may

be the case in teacher education, as well. Indeed, a recent study found evidence that

academics in the field of ESD who teach trainee teachers do not apply innovative teaching
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approaches to ESD (Sinakou et al. 2016). Then, it becomes quite clear that the concept

should be approached differently, namely from an ESD perspective, which gives the

opportunity to trainee students to approach the SD concept holistically.

Back in 2006, Stevenson argued that ‘illustrative examples’ or ‘case histories’ (p. 279),

which could provide materials to support teaching, were missing. We argue that ESER

(Environmental and Sustainability Education Research) should look for effective practices

rather than focusing alone on barriers that diminish the potential of ESD. Thus, other

teachers also get inspired. Smyth (1995) acknowledges that it is of high significance that

teachers establish their own understanding of the concept through dialogue, reflection and

critical inquiry. Workshops based on this approach would encourage in-service teachers,

who are often reluctant to get engaged with the academic literature on ESD. The tools

developed by Birdsall (2014) could be used in this case. Birdsall (2014) developed two

tools to help teachers to get a broader understanding of the sustainability concept through

taking into consideration various aspects and their interconnections, reflecting on their

understanding and thus becoming aware of the concept and assess it. These tools could also

be used in classroom to assess students’ understanding of the concept.

Martin (2012) suggests that teachers need to raise their own awareness of critical

theories to use as a lens to see global and sustainability issues so as to get a deeper

understanding of them (Sund 2016). Teacher training should inspire them to consider how

issues of power in the course of the last centuries as well as different kinds of knowledge

form how people see the world (Martin 2011; Pashby 2012). Moreover, teacher should

encourage students to critically address the relationships between humans and nature

(Spannring 2017). Students need to approach their views about other species by analysing

them on the basis of several political, cultural as well as ideologies perspectives (Spannring

2017). A pluralistic ESD approach leaves room for the ‘voices’ of other species, future

human generations (Kopnina 2012, 2014), as well as current marginalized groups of

people. Such an approach regards the SD issues as complicated issues with ethical as well

as political perspectives allowing conflicting interests to unravel (Andersson 2016).

Further research should examine whether teacher training programmes help trainee and

in-service teachers to develop a holistic idea of the SD concept. The curricula entail

messages about the meaning of the SD concept, and therefore, they are expected to

influence teachers’ conceptions. Last but not least, teaching material like ICT sources,

textbooks or children’s literature should convey similar messages, as well. It would be

interesting to identify how the aforementioned factors influence teachers and students.
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