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If not now, when? 

If not now, when? 

Dialogues about the human, social, economic, and 
environmental aspects of sustainability are taking 
place everywhere right now: in the media, in the 
street, online, in workplaces, and in classrooms in 
every corner of the world. This should come as no 
surprise. Calls for action from infuential bodies such 
as NGOs headed by the World Wildlife Fund (WWF), 
Greenpeace, the United Nations - especially its 17 
SDGs (Sustainable Development Goals) and COP26 - 
research and academic organisations, and citizen-led 
mass social change movements, are being heard. With 
each passing year, the sense of urgency underlying 
the need for meaningful transformation is increasingly 
palpable. 

Education often lags behind other sectors when it 
comes to change and the implementation of new 
systems. However, as this focus on sustainability 
becomes accepted at governmental and institutional 
levels and more visible within local and global 
communities, learners of all ages and at all levels are 

becoming involved and educators are striving to bring 
sustainability into the classroom. An analysis of the 
literature reveals that a lot is being done to teach 
sustainability: 

•  Universities, including the Arizona State 
University, are providing resources on their 
websites for teachers to download and use 
with classes across all disciplines (Arizona State 
University, 2022); 

•  Organisations are increasingly publishing  
sustainability professional development  
courses to support teachers in diferent 
contexts. For example, The European Schoolnet  
Academy created a free ‘Terra Mission MOOC: 
Teaching Sustainability for Action’ in 2022,  
to provide primary and secondary teachers  
across the region with training in how to ‘raise 
environmental awareness in their schools and  
beyond’ (European Schoolnet, 2022);  
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If not now, when? 

•  Governments are taking action. For example  
in the UK, as part of the government’s 
Sustainability and Climate Change strategy, by  
2023, ‘all teachers in all phases and subjects 
will have access to high-quality curriculum 
resources, so they can confdently choose those 
that will support the teaching of sustainability  
and climate change’ (The Education Hub, 2022);  

•  People are conducting research in how to  
teach sustainability, drawing up manifestos and  
pledges, creating teaching resources, organising  
or taking part in professional development  
training courses for educators, forming action  
groups and transforming their own behaviour  
and that of others. 

In this paper we examine work being done 
on sustainability in Education, including in ELT 
(English Language Teaching). We consider areas 
of knowledge that need to be taught, skills 
that need to be developed, approaches that 
need to be taken and content that needs to be 
covered in curricula. We also share suggestions 
into how stakeholders can contribute to the 
successful teaching of sustainability in ELT. 

We also examine key terminology used in the 
discussion of sustainability, some of which is new or 
has been repurposed. There is some ambiguity and 
overlap in how terms are being used, with the term 
‘sustainability’ itself being a good example. In both 
education and wider society, the term ‘sustainability’ 
is most typically associated with environmental issues. 
However, far from being limited to this one aspect, 
sustainability also encompasses social and economic 
factors, and these three elements are intrinsically 
interrelated. As noted by Hickman et al. (2021), 
‘Planetary health is not separate to human wellbeing. 
The two are intricately intertwined.’ 

In the interest of providing a defnition that is readily 
comprehensible to teachers and their learners, this 
paper uses the following defnition for the purposes of 
discussing sustainability in ELT: 

Sustainability includes the 
knowledge, skills and attitudes we 
need in order to ensure a fairer, 
brighter future for people and the 
natural world. 
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Relevance in education 

Relevance in education 

Professor Stephen Sterling (2021) writes about 
the need to create an ‘ecological re-imagining of 
education’ and reminds us that ffty years have 
passed since the United Nation’s Conference on 
the Environment in Stockholm (1972) in which they 
recognized that education had a critical role to play 
in ‘achieving environmental and ethical awareness’ 
(Sterling, 2021). 

Of particular relevance to sustainability in education 
is the UN’s SDG 4, Quality Education. It is broken down 
into ten distinct targets with 4.7 focusing on Education 
for sustainable development and global citizenship 
which specifcally refers to the need to equip learners 
with the skills they need to: 

‘promote sustainable development, 
including, among others, through 

education for sustainable 
development and sustainable 

lifestyles, human rights, gender 
equality, promotion of a culture of 

peace and non-violence, global 
citizenship and appreciation of 

cultural diversity and of culture’s 
contribution to sustainable 

development.’ (United Nations, 2022). 

Some progress has been made towards this target 
since 2015, with the number of countries reporting 
on the consultation for the global indicator for 
target 4.7 increasing to 83 from 57 in the previous 
review (Schugurensky, 2018). However, according to 
the UNESCO’s GEM (Global Education Monitoring) 
report of 2017, signifcant work still needs to be done 
(UNESCO, 2017). In his article in The Global Commons 
Review, Schugurensky (2018) highlights the 4.7 target 
from the perspective of teacher education, stating 
that many countries have very limited content on 
sustainable development in initial and in-service 
teacher training programmes. While acknowledging 
that some courses have started to include a 
sustainability focus, ‘eforts tend to be fragmented 
and contingent upon the interest and creativity of 
individual teachers’. 

 5 



Key points in brief 

Key points in brief 

The literature on sustainability in education reveals a 
number of key points which are summarised here and 
will be explored in more detail in this paper. 

•  Sustainability needs to be applied to all 
disciplines. Therefore, it should be embedded  
throughout curricula (Barkway & Mai, 2022). 

•  There is a lack of consensus on some key 
terminology related to sustainability issues. If 
this is not addressed, it risks hindering attempts 
to reach agreement on which key skills need to 
be highlighted. 

•  Eco-anxiety is a common and increasing issue for 
learners of all ages and educators can address 
this by adopting a pedagogy which fosters 
hope, agency and empowerment. 

•  Many institutions and organisations have  
started creating frameworks for developing  
sustainability skills for the specifc contexts 
in which they work. While there are some 
diferences between these frameworks, a lot of 
overlap exists. These can be seen as common 
core skills which cross contextual boundaries. 

•  Currently there is a disconnect between key 
stakeholders in sustainability education.  
Leaders, businesses and educators need to 
work together to identify skills that will be 
needed in every sector for visioning and building  
a more sustainable future.  

•  We need a dual focus on sustainability in 
education, with training in place for educators  
in: (i) sustainability in content, including  
curriculum design, learning materials, etc. and 
(ii) operational sustainability, including physical  
premises, digital footprint, etc. 
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The role of ELT in sustainability 

The role of ELT in 
sustainability 

There are two main reasons why ELT is well positioned to address sustainability. 

1. Participation in global discussions 

ELT professionals have a responsibility to equip 
learners with the language they need to take part in 
global discussions on themes of sustainability. A huge 
number of these discussions occur in English. As David 
Crystal wrote, ‘Englishes are used in a multitude of 
contexts to express a diversity of views and narratives 
in global discourse, and are the medium for emerging 
ideas.’ (Crystal, 2003). 

2. Development of key skills 

English teachers are also equipping learners with 
the skills they need to fourish in life, whether at work 
or simply to be responsible citizens. The learners of 
today will be organising the systems within a more 
sustainable world tomorrow. 

Some teachers and schools may be obliged to 
integrate sustainability through new legislation, be 
encouraged through buy-in from school leaders and 
parents, have funding to invest in this area or be 
limited in any or all of these areas. 

Approaches to embedding sustainability must be 
appropriate to diferent local contexts and needs. In 
cases where it is not viable to introduce new materials, 
or where the syllabus is already saturated, it may be 
more appropriate to provide teacher support and 
activities that enable a focus on sustainability through 
observing, refecting on, building on and responding 
creatively to existing resources. 

Whatever the context, ELT provides a unique 
opportunity for sustainability to be woven through 
curricula, materials, assessments, and teacher training 
and professional development programmes, not only 
addressed discretely or as an afterthought. In this 
way, educators can help normalise a routine focus 
on sustainability, increase and improve opportunities 
for the development of necessary knowledge, skills 
and attitudes, and deepen learners’ connection with 
English as a tool for sustainability. 
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Terminology 

Terminology 

The need for shared understanding 

Understanding terminology in matters related 
to sustainability is essential. Consistency enables 
understanding and communication and prevents 
linguistic and cultural misunderstandings, but at times 
it may be necessary to acknowledge and understand 
diferences in how terms are used in diferent contexts 
and cultures. New terminology is emerging at the same 
time as the concepts which they describe, and some 
concepts are specifc to the cultures they come from. 
There are three important considerations regarding 
terminology: 

1. There is a need to engage with new concepts 
and terminology. 

2. Consensus within any specifc context needs to 
be reached on the meaning of key terminology 
and on which terminology should be used to 
describe a concept when several are in use. 

3. Clarifcation of cultural and context-specifc 
terms needs to be made where there may be a 
lack of a suitable single term or consensus. 

Key terms 

Sustainability, green, regeneration 

The term ‘sustainability’ can be understood and 
defned in a number of ways. In 1987 the United 
Nations defned it as ‘meeting the needs of the 
present without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs’ (UN, 1987). The 17 
SDGs have been drawn up with this defnition in mind. 

Some defnitions, such as Wikipedia’s, refer to three 
main dimensions or pillars:  the environmental, 
economic and social dimension (Wikipedia 
contributors, 2022). 

‘Green’ is often used interchangeably with 
‘sustainable’, but ‘green’ only refers to protecting the 
natural environment, while ‘sustainable’ has a broader 
defnition as seen above. 

‘Regeneration’ is another concept which is becoming 
more visible. Recently, John Elkington suggested 
we consider working towards regeneration rather 
than sustainability, saying that ‘sustain’ implies 
keeping things the same, whereas by focusing on 
the regeneration of our economies, societies, and 
biosphere, we are able to go a step further than just 
restoring damages and to actually create better 
models (Goncalves, 2021). 

Eco-literacy, environmental literacy, ecological 
literacy 

Unsurprisingly there is some confusion over the terms 
eco-literacy, environmental literacy and ecological 
literacy. In their article, ‘Environmental literacy, 
ecological literacy, ecoliteracy: What do we mean and 
how did we get here?’ McBride (2013) and his fellow 
researchers reviewed numerous proposed frameworks 
using the three terms in order to show the diferences 
in meaning. They started by breaking down the 
terms to discover what it means to be eco-literate, 
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Terminology 

ecologically literate or environmentally literate. 

Environmental literacy was frst used in 1968 in a 
journal article which asked ‘How shall we know 
the environmentally literate citizen?’ The term has 
been widely used since, mostly within the feld of 
environmental education. It is defned as being a 
concept which ‘comprises an awareness of and 
concern about the environment and its associated 
problems, as well as the knowledge, skills, and 
motivations to work toward solutions of current 
problems and the prevention of new ones’ (McBride et 
al., 2013). 

Ecological literacy started being used in the 1980s 
within the feld of ecology, the study of relationships 
within nature. Ecological literacy focuses on ‘the 
key ecological knowledge necessary for informed 
decision-making, acquired through scientifc inquiry 
and systems thinking’ (McBride et al., 2013). 

The term eco-literacy was frst used in the 1990s by 
American educator David W. Orr and physicist Fritjof 
Capra to refer to a new educational criterion. The 
term is broader than ‘ecological literacy’ in that it 
goes beyond the feld of ecology to embrace the 
humanities, focusing on ‘the creation of sustainable 
human communities and society’ (McBride et al., 2013). 

Systems thinking 

The term ‘systems thinking’ was coined in 1987 by 
Barry Richmond, writing about our increasingly 
interdependent world. There is no single defnition of 
systems thinking but recent articles suggest that it 
cuts across all disciplines and is a valuable approach 
to exploring sustainability in education as it is ‘critical 
in handling the complexity facing the world in the 
coming decades’ (Arnold and Wade, 2015). As such, 
it is an invaluable skill to develop as it will help us 
understand issues of interconnectedness, where an 
action in one sector in one part of the world will have 
an impact on a diferent sector in another part of the 
world. Arnold and Wade (2015) point out that systems 
thinking is still on the ‘education margins’ precisely 
because of a lack of agreement in its defnition. 
After analysing numerous defnitions, they propose 
their own which could be used in several disciplines, 
including education: 

‘Systems thinking is a set of 
synergistic analytic skills used to 

improve the capability of identifying 
and understanding systems, 

predicting their behaviors, and 
devising modifcations to them in 
order to produce desired efects. 
These skills work together as a 
system.’ (Arnold & Wade, 2015) 

The Learning for Sustainability site states that 
‘Systems thinking is an approach to integration that 
is based on the belief that the component parts of 
a system will act diferently when isolated from the 
system’s environment or other parts of the system. 
Standing in contrast to positivist and reductionist 
thinking, systems thinking sets out to view systems in a 
holistic manner’ (Learning for Sustainability, 2017). 

Eco-anxiety 

In 2017 the American Psychological Association 
(APA) described eco-anxiety as ‘a chronic fear of 
environmental doom’ (APA, 2017). While it is not 
listed as an ofcial medical diagnosis, the APA have 
drawn up a list of recommendations to avoid eco-
anxiety. They include trying to stay optimistic and 
encouraging a personal connection with nature – 
both of which come up repeatedly in literature on 
sustainability education. It is also worth mentioning 
the work of lecturer, researcher and climate-aware 
psychotherapist, Caroline Hickman. Her research on 
10,000 young people brought her to the conclusion 
that eco-anxiety is a perfectly natural and healthy 
response to the climate and ecological emergency 
that cannot be avoided. Instead, she suggests we 
fnd ways to support young people to deal with their 
feelings and to foster hope and agency. In this way, 
‘young people fnd a balance between acknowledging 
the climate crisis without letting it become 
overwhelming’ (Lock, 2022). 
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Research and frameworks 

Research and frameworks 

As public interest in sustainability has grown, so has 
a focus on research into sustainability education 
at local, regional, national and global levels. In this 
section we look at some examples of this research and, 
in particular at some frameworks that have emerged. 

Shift Insight 

In 2021, Shift Insight, a UK-based independent 
research consultancy, carried out research into 
teaching sustainability across the country. They 
conducted a survey with 521 educators from primary 
to tertiary education. The results showed that 50% 
of participating educators viewed teaching students 
about sustainability as some part of their wider 
educational role. While 85% of teachers think it is 
urgent to teach sustainability, 55% also believed 
they had not received adequate training in how to 
do so. The fact that only 52% had heard of the UN 
SDGs prior to completing the survey supports a call 
for more awareness raising and training, to include 
outputs such as this white paper. In their conclusions 
to the research, Shift acknowledge a ‘gap between 
what educators want to achieve and the tools they 
are given to implement their beliefs’ (Barkway and 
Mai, 2022). They also highlight the importance of 
addressing, ‘environmental, economic and social 
challenges simultaneously to create a better and 
more sustainable planet’. Additionally, they highlighted 
that their research showed that a lot of work remains 
to be done to make sure that all three aspects of 
sustainability are addressed. 

viewed teaching students about 
sustainability part of their role 50% 

think it is urgent to teach 
sustainability 85% 

Learning for the future: 
competences in Education for 
Sustainable Development 

In 2011, the United Nations’ Steering Committee on 
Education for Sustainable Development adopted a 
competencies-based framework for Education for 
Sustainable Development (UNECE, 2011). The framework 
has a holistic approach with four interlinked focuses: 

Learning 
to live 

together 

Learning 
to be 

Learning 
to know 

Learning 
to do 

The framework consists of three components: 
integrative thinking, inclusivity and dealing with 
complexities. The framework is understandably 
outdated now, and the number of competencies 
makes it unworkable in most contexts. However, the 
committee highlighted the fact that ‘materials may 

believed they had not received 
adequate training 55% 

had heard of the SDGs prior 
to completing the survey 52% 
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KEY 
COMPETENCY 

EXAMPLE SKILLS 

Intrapersonal 
skills such as presencing and  
compassion (see more detail below)  

Interpersonal 
skills such as mediation  
and participation 

Future thinking 
 skills such as intergenerational 

equity and recognising heritage 

Systems thinking 
skills such as working with complex  
problems and promoting resilience 

 Disciplinary and 
interdisciplinary 

 skills such as understanding the links 
between knowledge and experience  
and discipline-specifc framing 

 Normative skills such as ethical responsibility  
and cultural and understanding of justice 

Strategic 
skills such as decision making  
and addressing challenges 

 

 

  
 

  

 

 

 

  

 
 

 

 

 
 

Research and frameworks 

need to be developed to further support ESD’ and 
that ‘academic quality assurance instruments (e.g., 
school inspection, institutional and departmental 
reviews, external evaluations) should be underpinned 
by the Competences. This will mean that new and 
existing programmes and educational strategies 
should be informed by the Competences’ (UNECE, 
2011). While this specifc framework might not be 
appropriate in the current times, these two points still 
hold true. 

The Dundee Framework 

In 2019, a group of researchers at the University of 
Dundee published a ‘competency framework to assess 
and activate education for sustainable development’ 
using the UN’s Sustainability Goal 4, Quality Education, 
and in particular its target 4.7, Education for 
Sustainability, as a starting point (Giangrande et al., 
2019). They based their framework on existing models 
of competencies, adding in the new skills that emerged 
as being important during their research. They mainly 
focused on four suites of competencies: intrapersonal, 
self-refection, non-formal learning, and the specifc 
requirements of SDG 4.7. The Framework proposes 
using Howard Gardner’s (1983) multiple intelligences 
approach to learning combined with a strong focus 
on intrapersonal competencies and non-formal, 
community learning rather than within a formal class 
setting. It is classifed according to ‘key competencies’ 
which are relevant across all sectors and aim to 
give the necessary skills to learners so that they can 
become: 

1 change agents 

2 problem solvers 

3 transition managers 

The Dundee framework has seven Key Competency 
Areas: 

On perceiving a paradox between learners’ values 
and learners’ behaviour, the researchers produced 
a list of intrapersonal competences that they believe 
should be taught in sustainability education: 

• Presencing: The ability to stay present to your 
internal environment at the same time as 
engaging with your external environment. 

• The ability to hold contradictory thoughts 
and feelings without having to resolve the 
contradictions. 

• Knowledge of stress and how to know when you 
are stressed and what can help you to reduce it 
and avoid burnout. 

• The ability to cultivate awareness; the skill to be 
present and out of that presence become aware 
of states of being beyond your rational mind. 

• The knowledge and ability to fnd inner states of 
peace and compassion, for oneself and others. 

• The ability to make meaning out of experience; 
and the ability to synthesise experience, models 
or frameworks, and feed back into previously 
unknown meta-perspectives. 

• The ability to experience and deepen love and 
connection to yourself, other humans, and the 
non-human world. 

(Giangrande et al., 2019) 

 11 



  
 

  
 

  

  

 

 

Research and frameworks 

The European sustainability 
competence framework 

One of the policies set out in the European Union’s 
‘Green Deal’ to promote environmental sustainability 
was to develop a competence framework for 
educators. The result is GreenComp, a framework 
consisting of 12 competences organized into four 
interrelated areas.  

1. Embodying sustainability values: valuing 
sustainability; supporting fairness; promoting 
nature 

2. Embracing complexity in sustainability: 
systems thinking; critical thinking; problem 
framing 

3. Envisioning sustainable futures: futures 
literacy; adaptability; exploratory thinking 

4. Acting for sustainability: political agency; 
collective action; individual initiative 

GreenComp’s framework has a focus on encouraging 
learners to refect on knowledge, assimilate it and 
then put it into practice. It includes descriptors for 
each competence and gives examples of knowledge 
(K), skills (S), and attitudes (A) that will be acquired and 
developed through the learning experience. 
The descriptors are similar to ‘can do’ statements used 
in the Common European Framework of Reference 
(Council of Europe, 2001). 

For example: 

A: 
Is committed to respecting 

the interests of future 
generations. 

(Bianchi, Pisiotis & Cabrera Giraldez, 2022) 

S: 
Can assess and 

question personal 
needs to carefully 
manage resources 

in the pursuit of 
longer-term goals 

and common 
interests. 

K: 
Knows the 

importance of 
preserving nature for 

future generations 
for its own sake. 

This kind of learning involves ‘cognitive (head), 
psychomotor (hands) and afective (heart) domains’. 
GreenComp aims to ‘foster a sustainability mindset 
by helping users develop the knowledge, skills and 
attitudes to think, plan and act with empathy, 
responsibility, and care for the planet.’ It is designed 
as non-prescriptive, to be used as a reference tool 
for a number of purposes including curriculum 
design, teacher education, policy development 
and self-refection. It is worth mentioning that while 
GreenComp focus on environmental sustainability, 
they reference the way it connects to society and the 
economy, ‘Learning for environmental sustainability 
should empower individuals to think holistically 
and question the world-views underpinning our 
current economic system. At the same time, it should 
encourage them to take action individually and with 
others to transform our society and shape sustainable 
futures for everyone’ (Bianchi, Pisiotis & Cabrera 
Giraldez, 2022). 

Experts consulted during the research highlighted the 
need to make any pedagogical decisions on how to 
deliver sustainable education dependent on various 
context factors such as the age of the learners, and 
the environment within which the learning is taking 
place. It was also suggested that a whole-school 
approach, while presenting the obvious challenges 
that working across multiple disciplines entails, should 
be considered. This cross-curricular approach is 
repeated in other reports and articles. Section 2 of 
the QAA and Advance HE’s ‘Education for Sustainable 
Development Guide’, published in 2021, discusses 
ways of implementing the practice of Sustainable 
Education and state that it is best achieved when ESD 
is positioned ‘strategically and operationally across 
curricula’ (Quality Assurance Agency, 2021). 
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Research and frameworks 

The ETUI green competence 
framework 

In May 2022, the ETUI (European Trade Union Institute) 
published a report in which they compared the 
approach of the European sustainability competence 
framework with the ETUI green competence 
framework approach. This latter framework had been 
created two years earlier, and included the following 
fve green competences which would enable workers 
to enjoy sustainable jobs for generations. 

1. Collective competence 

2. Prospective competence 

3. Ethics and responsibility competence 

4. Systemic competence 

5. Competence in terms of change 

While this framework has been written in relation 
to the workplace, it has a direct connection to 
sustainability education because it is here that the 
skills of future workers are being identifed. The report 
recognised similarities in that both frameworks assume 
the need to place ‘justice and equity at the heart of 
our societies’ and suggest interconnected ‘high level’ 
competences which are made up of more focused 

SE
LF

EARTH 

PEO
PLECARE 

1. Self-care 

This strand focuses on growing emotional resilience. It 
includes competencies which focus on inner compass, 
self-awareness, self-compassion, autonomy and 
agency, and emotional intelligence. 

2. People-care 

competences (ETUI, 2022). 

The main diference identifed is that the ETUI 
framework is based on case studies while the 
European sustainability competence framework 
does not prescribe any particular pedagogy. Both 
frameworks have a European rather than global focus. 

ThoughtBox’s ‘Regenerating 
Education’ framework 

ThoughtBox is a social enterprise ofering support to 
educators through a holistic approach to learning 
which embraces wellbeing practices in three distinct 
but interconnected areas, which are set out in their 
‘Regenerating Education framework’ (ThoughtBox, 
2022). All three areas are needed in order to address 
global and systemic challenges students face as 
they care for themselves, others and the planet they 
inhabit. 

This strand focuses on restoring social equity. It 
includes competencies which focus on systems 
thinking, global and cultural awareness, empathy and 
compassion, collaborative problem solving and active 
listening. 

3. Earth-care 

This strand focuses on revitalizing environmental 
wellbeing. It includes competencies which focus on 
appreciating interdependence, climate change 
awareness, re-connecting with nature, resilience and 
agency and regenerative practice. 

The organisation identifes three groups of 
stakeholders: The students who are building their 
skills for a more sustainable future, the leaders and 
educators responsible for developing these skills and 
the systems partners who are in a position to bring 
about more awareness and policy change. While the 
framework identifes and focuses on key knowledge, 
skills and practices, it isn’t as broad in terms of content 
as the other frameworks mentioned above and it does 
not specifcally mention economic sustainability. 
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Key skills and 
competencies 

Some of the skills and competencies that are 
necessary for sustainability education are already 
recognised in ELT and education more broadly, 
such as collaboration, critical thinking or problem-
solving. Others emerge as we consider the aims and 
objectives of sustainability education. These include 
things like, ‘understanding our place in nature’, ‘systems 
thinking’ and ‘understanding agency’. When these 
skills are broken down into subskills, they overlap with 
broader life competencies. For example, ‘identifying 
patterns and relationships’ is inherent in both systems 
thinking and critical thinking. It is useful to classify skills 
into competency areas. This will make syllabus-writing 
easier, although there will inevitably be overlaps 
where a competency in one area might also work in 
another, depending on context. 

In 2020 a report was commissioned by the Joint 
Research Centre (JRC), the European Commission’s 
science and knowledge service. One of its main 
purposes was to examine existing sustainability 
competence frameworks in education. They produced 
a 73-page report which covers the ‘what’ and 
the ‘how’ of sustainability competencies (Bianchi, 
Pisiotis and Cabrera Giraldez, 2022). The frst thing 
the researchers noticed was an ambiguity around 
terminology, so they decided to defne those terms 
which were most important. First, they diferentiated 
between two kinds of competencies: 

• competencies in sustainability 

• key competencies in sustainability. 

‘Competencies’ refer to ‘the interlinked set of 
knowledge, skills, attitudes, and values that enable 
efective, embodied action in the world with respect 
to real-world sustainability problems, challenges, and 

opportunities, according to the context’. For example: 
critical thinking, communication, data management, 
research, etc. ‘Key competencies’ are multifunctional 
and are made up of several sustainability 
competencies that ‘functionally relate to each other’. 
For example, these from the Brundiers framework 
(Brundiers, et al, 2020): 

Futures-thinking 

To be able to iterate and continuously refne one’s own 
futures thinking (visions, scenarios, etc.), in productive 
and explicit tension to the status quo; recognizing the 
implicitly held (and largely unrecognized) assumptions 
about how society works and how they infuence the 
status quo and critically refecting how they might 
infuence futures thinking. 

Strategies-thinking 

To be able to recognize the historical roots and 
embedded resilience of deliberate and unintended 
unsustainability and the barriers to change; to 
creatively plan innovative experiments to test 
strategies. 

14 
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Requirements for 
embedding sustainability 
in education 

As is clear from the research cited in this paper, 
progress is being made towards bringing sustainability 
into learning contexts. A growing number of teacher 
conferences have talks and workshops on Sustainable 
Education and in some cases feature ‘green’ themes. 
Teachers are accessing resources with a focus 
on sustainability, such as the British Council’s free 
publication, ‘Climate action in language education: 
Activities for low resource classrooms’, available to 
download from the Teaching English website (https:// 
www.teachingenglish.org.uk/). However, there is still a 
long way to go. Educators need to start working more 
quickly if the important transformations that have 
been highlighted are to be made more efciently and 
efectively. 

Defne ‘learning context’ 

It’s important we understand what is meant by 
the term ‘learning context’. While traditionally we 
might have thought of formal education, of schools, 
universities, and Further Education colleges, in the 
case of sustainability, learning isn’t restricted to the 
classroom. Stephen Sterling (2021) makes the point 
that we need to consider where education takes 
place and suggests that we should stop associating 
education with schools and universities and instead to 
broaden the term to include ‘lifelong learning, non-
formal education, and community education’. In doing 
so, sustainability will reach more people.  

Work on curricula 

It is often argued that sustainability should not 
be confned to a single or even several subjects, 
but instead should be present across curricula, 
in all disciplines. According to the Shift report, ‘An 
understanding of sustainability is required across all 
subjects and disciplines if sustainable development 
is to be achieved’ (Barkway & Mai, 2022). This is a big 
shift as the subject is currently ‘stuck in the sciences’. 
In her article, ‘The climate crisis, the curriculum and 
CPD’, Heena Dave (2022) suggests that ‘School leaders 
should enable teachers to explore the knowledge 
that underpins an environmental sustainability 
curriculum within their subject’. She uses the example 
of carbon dioxide, where the carbon cycle is taught 
in Science but where the history of carbon emissions 
could be taught in History. Dave goes on to suggest 
that teachers should engage in collaborations 
with partners outside their school, ‘such as subject 
associations, local universities, community groups 
and charities to develop a deeper understanding of 
environmental issues explicitly within their subject’s 
distinct discipline’ (Dave, 2022). Changes need to be 
made to curricula in the state sector and the private 
sector, from primary through secondary, tertiary 
education and beyond. Before implementing these 
changes, learning objectives need to be drawn up 
to ensure that nothing is overlooked. This could be 
done by utilising a framework of sustainability skills 
which aligns with existing skills frameworks, a matrix 
extending outwards within and across disciplines. 
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Requirements for embedding sustainability in education 

Consider how diferent groups of 
stakeholders can work together 

Writing after the publication of the UK’s Department 
for Education’s draft Sustainability and Climate 
Change strategy, Heena Dave (2022) recognises 
that school leaders, teacher support groups and 
professional development are crucial in addressing 
environmental issues. While the task of implementing 
change in the education system is no easy task, Dave 
identifes three main tasks for school leaders: 

1. To refect on their own environmental 
responsibilities so as to be a model for others. 

2. To draw up a sustainability plan for the school. 

3. To implement a curriculum which embeds 
sustainability across all subjects and at all levels. 

Dave goes a step further than some, by suggesting 
that rather than drawing up a broad list of goals 

which could prove difcult to attain, schools should 
instead choose one or two priority goals on which 
to concentrate their eforts, thereby pouring more 
energy into doing things efciently and efectively 
in order to implement more impactful change. Dave 
also highlights the need for coordinated strategies 
across institutions and between key players, to 
avoid what she calls ‘a patchwork of often unrelated 
environmental knowledge being taught’ (Dave, 2022). 

Teacher training and investment 

For sustainability to be taught efectively, teachers 
need training and support at every stage of 
implementation. History has shown that when a 
new approach is implemented without strong and 
meaningful support, it inevitably fails. In this instance, 
we cannot aford to fail because we will not get a 
second chance. Training and support costs money so 
there needs to be investment from leaders and the 
world of business. 
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Conclusion: practical 
implications for ELT 

Sustainability education has the potential to motivate 
and engage English language learners. It’s clear from 
research referenced in this paper that learners want 
sustainability to be included in their education, to 
learn how to deal with the challenges of today and 
of the future. English language teaching can leverage 
this – both to help motivate learners in their language 
learning through the inclusion of sustainability 
education, as well as through developing the skills 
needed to work towards a more sustainable future. 

There are several practical implications for teachers 
and materials developers to take sustainability 
education from theory to practice in English language 
teaching and learning. 

Sharing of applicable insights 

There needs to be a link between research fndings 
on sustainability in education and teaching practice. 
Publishers and institutions could share applicable 
insights through articles, webinars, teacher training 
workshops and other professional development 
projects. 

A framework and toolkit 

Teachers and materials developers need to be 
able to make informed decisions. An accessible and 
coherent framework for sustainability education, built 
on solid evidence-based foundations, would serve 
to support them in doing so. Any framework should 
include key competencies highlighted in research and 
be broken down into competencies and skills that can 
be selected according to context-driven criteria, and 
which can be applicable to learners of diferent ages 
and language levels. 

In order to support application in the classroom, 
teachers and publishers would also beneft from 

detailed descriptions of observable behaviours and 
example activities. 

Training for teachers and school leaders 

Training is key to the success of sustainability 
education. Teachers need access to and opportunities 
to engage with training in sustainability education. In 
turn, school leaders need to facilitate training, either 
by developing courses themselves or by drawing on 
existing expertise. Sustainability education training 
needs to become part of both initial and in-service 
professional development. Training should be skills-
based in addition to any knowledge-based elements. 
Teachers and school leaders need the opportunity 
to build their own sustainability skills and explore 
approaches in order to efectively support learners in 
their acquisition of sustainability skills relevant to their 
context. 

School leaders also hold the key to enabling schools 
and school communities to develop a change mindset 
and encourage and facilitate innovation. 

Wellbeing 

In addition to focusing on sustainability in a positive 
and active manner, teachers may also need 
the support of their leadership, parents, school 
counsellors and other community professionals who 
can help learners to learn about sustainability and 
themselves in a positive way and to deal with natural 
feelings of anxiety arising from exploring sustainability 
issues. 

Action research and collaboration 

Teachers should engage in action research in their 
own classrooms to ensure the efective teaching and 
learning of sustainability skills. This may include trialling 
lessons and ideas, observing reactions and refecting 
on practice. 
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Teachers need to collaborate with each other in 
diferent ways to learn together and from each other, 
such as by sharing insights from action research. 
Additionally, by forming groups with their colleagues 
across disciplines they will also be able to jointly 
implement a more efective cross-curricular approach 
to teaching sustainability. At the school curriculum 
level, a focus on sustainability in English language 
classes may compliment, support or even add to the 
wider curriculum. 

By encouraging pedagogies which include systems 
thinking, educators and materials developers can also 
encourage learners to identify relationships between 
topics they are already studying and their wider 
environmental, social and economic impacts. 

Authenticity, engagement and project-based 
learning 

Sustainability education in ELT can be incorporated 
through diferent approaches and can provide 
opportunities for learners to develop their knowledge, 
skills and attitudes through topic-led, project-
based or challenge-based learning. Identifying and 
addressing sustainability issues can provide engaging 
experiences and extend the classroom into the school, 
local or global community, providing an arena in which 
learners can use their sustainability skills and English 
for a real-world purpose. 

Where such activity may not ft into the standard 
curriculum, or where parental or cultural expectations 
may constrain the teaching of sustainability within the 
curriculum, extra-curricular clubs or societies may ofer 
opportunities for learners to develop and extend their 
sustainability and English language skills. 

Multilingual approach 

Due to the cross-curricular nature of sustainability 
education, it is benefcial to take a multilingual 
approach when implementing it into English 
language teaching. Certain language and terms 
used in sustainability will be beyond the level of 
some learners, and so to ensure accessibility to the 
content it may be necessary to allow learners’ L1 in 
the classroom. Furthermore, in order to be able to 
engage in sustainability issues at a global and local 
level, learners will need to communicate in multiple 
languages. 

Innovation in materials development 

Contextualisation is key to sustainability education 
– content and ideas that are of relevance in one 
community, country or region may be less so or even 
problematic to explore in others. Materials writers 
should have an extensive understanding of the 
contexts they are writing for, and publishers should 
be working with end users to explore and innovate 
around content and approaches to sustainability in 
order to generate engagement and positive impact. 

Materials developers need opportunities to engage 
with training, and publishers and institutions are best 
placed to provide such training. Work needs to be 
done on syllabus design to incorporate sustainability 
education at all levels for all contexts. Materials 
for learners and teachers should make explicit the 
skills that are being developed and related learning 
objectives, and provide opportunities to track 
progress towards these objectives. 

There is much to be said on the subject of 
sustainability in English Language Teaching and one 
purpose of this white paper is to encourage further 
dialogue, research and action. Looking at Education in 
a broader sense, we can take a leaf from the UNESCO 
ESD website which was set up ‘as a response to the 
urgent and dramatic challenges the planet faces.’ 
They believe education will lead to ‘empowerment 
through knowledge, skills and values to protect the 
planet’. (UNESCO, 2022). English Language Teaching 
is uniquely positioned to play a key role in this 
empowerment. 
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