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Education for sustainable development

17 SDGs cannot be achieved without fundamental 
changes in citizens’ attitudes and behaviours, as well 
as the ways in which societies and economies 
function.

Education for sustainable development: need for 
education systems that can develop individuals 
with the necessary skills and attributes to face 
challenges related to sustainable development



What does quality ESD 
look like?

WHAT 
COMPETENCIES DO 

WE NEED TO 
DEVELOP?

WHY DO WE NEED 
TO FOCUS ON 

HARMONY AND 
CULTURAL DIVERSITY 

IN ESD?

WHAT DO WE NEED 
TO DO IN OUR 
CLASSROOMS?
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Competencies for assessment of ESD
Giangrande et al. (2019). A competency framework to assess and activate education for sustainable development: Addressing the UN sustainable development goals 4.7 challenge. Sustainability, 11(10), 2832.
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Implications for 
ESD

“…need to return to a more 
humanistic education that 
incorporates a new language 
and new content in which 
technical-professional training 
goes hand-in-hand with moral 
and socio-emotional learning.” 
(Giangrande et al., 2019). 

But how do we 
achieve this?



6

Harmony and cultural diversity in ESD
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Harmony and cultural 
diversity

• “…harmony requires a sense of criticality that 
includes embracing conflict and tension, valuing 
difference and diversity, and striving for balance among 
divergent voices.” (Barton & Ho, 2022, 49)

• Working towards the joint realization of a common 
good

• A dynamic and flexible process – societies work 
towards harmonization
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Harmonizing cultural 
diversity in ESD

Educational goal in ESD:

Teach students to recognize how 
other people see the world, 
including the ideas, concepts, 
values, and beliefs that ground their 
lives and lie behind their actions. 



Example1 : Recognizing other cultures’ perspectives

Batasan island, Cebu Straits, Philippines

• The highest point on Batasan is less than 
6.5 meters above sea level

• Much of the island is submerged during 
high tides, the monsoon season, and 
during typhoons

• The floods cause numerous problems, 
including health and sanitation issues, 
loss of freshwater wells, decline of non-
salt-resistant vegetation, and flooding of 
communal toilets

https://www3.nhk.or.jp/nhkworld/en/news/backstories/2178/



Example1 : 
Recognizing other 
cultures’ 
perspectives

• Economic and social identities as a fishing community with 
attachment to the sea

• Refused to move to a new hilly farming settlement in a nearby island

This is where we have our livelihood," says Casquejo, who was born and raised there. 
"We know that God will not abandon us because we have many sources of food here. 
We will only leave this place when the water reaches the roofs."



Example1 : Recognizing other 
cultures’ perspectives

Adaptation strategies used instead:

• raising their floors using coral stone, 
building stilted houses, and elevating 
belongings

• 54-hectare mangrove plantation to protect 
community from the impacts of strong 
winds and waves
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Harmonizing 
cultural 
diversity in 
ESD

Importance of listening carefully to the social and cultural  
perspectives of members of climate vulnerable groups in 
order to generate and support the most appropriate 
sustainable development solutions.



Example 2 : Cultural 
perspectives on nature can 
affect sustainable development

• Cultures tend to focus on 
harmonising relationships with 
others in society and other living and 
non-living entities in nature

• Focus is on protecting the entire 
ecosystem, while utilising the 
different resources of nature

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2022/02/amazon-indigenous-culture-colombia-rainforest-forest



Example 2 : Cultural perspectives on nature can affect sustainable development

Colombian Rainforest, Southeastern 
Amazonas province

• Indigenous peoples see nature as a 
collection of subjects, each with souls, power 
and an owner.

• Trees are treated like humans and are the 
source of life

• Permission from the shaman before cutting 
any trees, and only certain species can be 
cut



• In Latin America, indigenous lands show 
lower deforestation rates than other 
forest areas (UN 2021 report)

• Benefits of indigenous stewardship of 
forests is now influencing funding 
priorities, with more money being spent 
to strengthen indigenous cultures and 
protect their rights and unique 
knowledge.

• Indigenous views are being increasingly 
integrated into laws in countries like 
Bolivia and New Zealand granting "rights 
of nature" to trees and animals to 
prevent the allocation all of a river's 
water to human users

Example 2 : Cultural 
perspectives on nature 
can affect sustainable 
development
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Harmonizing 
cultural 
diversity in 
ESD

• Conflict between groups that view the environment as a resource to 
advance economic growth and human interests versus those who feel 
that the environment has intrinsic value and cannot be developed.

• Students must learn to consider different points of view on an issue, 
including views that fall outside of neo-liberal economic beliefs, in order 
to understand that there are alternative world views and other models 
of sustainable development.

• Seek to harmonize cultural differences to look for best solutions.



Implications for ESD

1. Provide students with examples of how other 
cultures view a sustainable development issue which 
is different from their own.

• Use compelling and engaging first-person points of 
view in lesson materials

• Use images, videos and other materials that show 
other cultures and environments as part of other 
people’s lived experience

• Provide authentic experiential examples if possible 
(fieldwork)



Implications for ESD

2. Teach students to deliberate on 
alternative approaches to sustainable 
development issues using case studies 
from their own and other cultures.

• Provide frames to help them to evaluate 
alternative points of views 

• Encourage them to come up with 
harmonizing suggestions that consider 
alternative view points



In conclusion

We need to focus on harmonising
strengths, wisdom and resources 
of diverse cultures if we are to 
become sustainable societies.

Education for sustainable 
development will need to develop 
inter-personal and inter-cultural 
competences to achieve this aim.
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