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Preface

“Ever since the world began it has been in a constant state of change. Ever since humans

learned to wield a stone axe, their ability to add to the process of change has increased.

Science and technology have accelerated and deepened change over the last three

centuries. These changes have created many benefits, but are now causing considerable

concern. To address these social, economic and environmental concerns, education must

prepare people for their role as active learners engaged in the dynamic process of

understanding and applying sustainability principles to all aspects of their lives.”

Peter Martin, former Director of Development, WWF-UK 

WWF takes action to conserve endangered species, protect endangered

spaces, and address global threats to the planet by seeking sustainable

solutions for the benefit of people and nature. We are strongly

committed to a balanced approach to conservation that addresses social

and economic issues in the context of the environment. We place

communities’ well-being and learning at the centre of our efforts to

build a future in which humans live in harmony with nature.

WWF-UK has been working with education professionals since

1981. Recently, the well-developed and distinct fields of development

education, global education, environmental education, citizenship

education, peace education and others have been challenged by

education for sustainable development (ESD). ESD integrates many of

these specialist fields in a true-to-life way that helps learners make

better sense of their world and the complex challenges it presents. The

tensions created between existing fields and the ESD newcomer

resulted in some organisations changing the way they describe their

work – adopting the ESD label – and others strengthening their resolve

to retain their discreet identities.

WWF continues to recognise and promote innovative work in all

these fields. We’re also continuing to develop our unique approach to

engaging with formal education professionals, non-governmental

organisations and government. This includes work that contributes to

ESD, as well as work that can be more appropriately described as

‘Learning for Sustainability’.

Learning for sustainability

“Subtle shifts in language often conceal more fundamental shifts in meaning and

understanding. It is therefore important to consider how words are used and why.

Learning is a process that influences the way people think, feel and act. We learn

through experiences througout our entire lives. Learning happens consciously and

subconsciously. We often learn by interacting with other people and our environment.

Education, of course, is closely connected to learning. The word ‘education’ comes from
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“Learning for Sustainability is about

developing pupils’ skills and confidence

as informed and active citizens. It has to

involve pupils and take learning beyond

the classroom to show they can change

things for the better.”

Cross-curricular Coordinator, Royton and

Compton School

the Latin words edcare, meaning to rear or foster, and educere, meaning to draw out or

develop. Over time its meaning has changed significantly and today it’s usually associated

with the formal education system. But because we learn throughout our lives, it’s

important to look beyond education in schools.

Another way of distinguishing between learning and education is to think of them 

in this way:

Learning is more of a psychological phenomenon, a process in which we develop ways

to see and interact with the world around us.

Education is more of a sociological phenomenon, more focused on what educators do

to facilitate learning in others.

It’s also important to remember that we learn not just as isolated individuals. Learning

and education take place within a social context, and organisations are also involved 

in learning.

Sustainability is the goal of sustainable development – an unending quest to improve the

quality of peoples’ lives and surroundings, and to prosper without destroying the life-

supporting systems on which current and future generations of humans depend. Like

other important concepts, such as equity and justice, sustainability can be thought of as

both a destination and a journey.”

New Zealand Parliamentary Commission for the Environment

In the context of WWF’s formal education work, Learning for

Sustainability refers to all the different processes that advance

knowledge, skills, values and attitudes, and empower individuals,

schools and communities to pursue social justice, economic security,

environmental stewardship and civic democracy as complementary

goals – now and in the future.

Learning for Sustainability is a lifelong process, or journey,

influenced by the social and environmental contexts in which it takes

place. It’s not a new field or merely a cross-cutting theme; it’s the

essence of a whole school or community ethos that helps people of 

all ages make better sense of their world. It’s a standard against which

communities (and schools) can measure their contributions to their

futures and the learners they serve.

Each school’s Learning for Sustainability journey will be unique.

Learning for Sustainability is different in each place it is practised. 

Its key concepts, processes and design practices will reflect the

character of your local community – its environment, social setting,

economic development practices and links to the global community.

And each school will set off on its journey with a range of human and

financial resources, and a range of institutional capacities to embrace

and develop a whole school approach to Learning for Sustainability.
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Introducing the 
Development Framework

What this document is about

The Development Framework is a practical guide for schools and

school communities who want to develop good practice through

Learning for Sustainability. 

Good practice is developed through a whole school participatory

approach to Learning for Sustainability. It’s a cyclic process that enables

your school community to learn from your own experiences through

planning, implementing, reflecting on and taking action to build good

practice.

We offer the Development Framework as a non-prescriptive, flexible

and dynamic set of sequential activities and tools. We’ve designed the

Framework recognising that each school community is unique and will

approach Learning for Sustainability in ways that best meet its needs.

Use as much or as little of this process as you deem suitable for your

own school. 

Objectives

The Development Framework process is designed to help each school

community to:

• understand and support the processes and practices that advance 

a whole school approach to Learning for Sustainability

• take stock of what has come before and what others have learned

using a set of  Learning for Sustainability elements 

• create a strategic work plan, implement the plan, monitor and

evaluate progress, and apply learning to future endeavours

• increase their capacity and motivation to engage in Learning for

Sustainability and enhance all aspects of school performance.

1
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Who this document is for

The participatory processes in this Development Framework are intended

to build capacity among the adults in the school community, including:

• teachers who place pupils’ needs at the centre of their efforts to

deliver the full breadth and depth of the (national) curriculum

• head teachers and senior management teams interested in

transforming business decisions about sustainable school build,

development, management and procurement into real-life learning

experiences for pupils, and in supporting teachers’ efforts to build

good practice

• local authorities and local education authorities who support the

development of good practice

• other organisations, institutions, agencies and businesses working

with schools, school systems and their communities to advance

Learning for Sustainability and good practice

• education consultants working to promote the development and

dissemination of good practice among teachers and schools.

We recognise that pupil involvement is critical to Learning for

Sustainability. We also recognise that adults with experience of

running and engaging in inclusive participatory processes are better

prepared to design similar processes that engage pupils as essential

school community stakeholders. We hope that, if you want to engage

pupils, you will find the activities and tools here suitable to use with

pupils, or that they can be modified easily.

The Development Framework and ESD

Sustainable development and education for sustainable development

(ESD) entered the public consciousness following the 1992 publication

of Agenda 21 (United Nations Conference on Environment and

Development). Agenda 21 presents a wide range of policy goals that

aim to balance development needs and environmental concerns for 

the benefit of current and future generations. It was one of the first

international documents to call for education for sustainable

development.

Of course the concepts of sustainable development and

humanitarian principles in education predate the 1992 conference.

Learning for Sustainability can trace its social concerns to the 1948

International Declaration of Human Rights, the 1989 Convention on

the Rights of the Child and other significant international events. 

Curriculum guidelines in England, Northern Ireland, Scotland and

Wales include a range of statutory subject requirements and cross-

cutting themes that build understanding of sustainable development

and the civic processes that guide policy and practice (see ‘ESD across

the UK’ below). 

"The well-being of all future generations

depends on the skill and effectiveness 

with which we inform and inspire the

knowledge base and values of those

currently in our schools… it ultimately

comes down to individual teachers and

whole departments seizing hold of this

challenge in their own classrooms in

their own schools. As parents, teachers,

or education professionals, we all have a 

part to play in this turning point."

Jonathon Porritt
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"If we take care of nature, nature will

take care of us... This is the essence of

what we call sustainable development.

There are many dimensions to

sustainability. First, it requires the

elimination of poverty and deprivation.

Second, it requires the conservation and

enhancement of the resource base.

Third, it requires a broadening concept

of development so that it covers not

only economic growth, but also social

and cultural development. Fourth, and

most important, it requires unification of

economics and ecology in decision-

making at all levels."

Prime Minister H Gro Bruntland, Sir Peter

Scott Lecture, Bristol, 1986

To support schools’ efforts to fulfill curriculum requirements, a number

of existing speciality fields, including environmental education,

development education, global education, citizenship and peace

education have expanded or modified the scope of their work to

embrace sustainable development principles.

Groups addressing these speciality fields, and other aspects of

Learning for Sustainability, have identified ways in which their 

distinct approaches to teaching knowledge, skills, values and attitudes

can support statutory requirements to educate for sustainable

development. New organisations and initiatives have also emerged 

to address this challenge.

So, as an educator, you are now faced with statutory ESD

requirements and a rich diversity of organisations to support your

efforts. But what you need now is a participatory process you can use

to assess your needs effectively, build your capacity and plan a way

forward. You’ll also need significant resources. By clearly articulating

your achievements and strategically outlining your aspirations, you’ll

be in a better position to identify your professional development as

well as your classroom resource and funding needs. You’ll be better

prepared to build the good practice that will advance Learning for

Sustainability and improve school performance.

Over the next ten years – 2005 to 2015 – the United Nations 

will observe the Decade of Education for Sustainable Development.

Educators throughout the UK will have unprecedented opportunities 

to learn from and contribute to ESD efforts around the world. The

participatory approach we offer in this Development Framework 

places learning at the heart of developing good practice. This approach

prepares you as an education professional to advance your personal

practice, as well as to contribute to a collective understanding of

Learning for Sustainability.
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ESD across the UK

In the UK, education for sustainable development is grounded in a

variety of sustainable development policy and national curriculum

documents. For more information, try visiting the websites listed under

the quotes below:

England 
“The school curriculum should pass on enduring values, develop pupils’ integrity and

autonomy and help them to be responsible and caring citizens capable of contributing to

the development of a just society… It should develop their awareness and understanding

of, and respect for, the environment in which they live, and secure their commitment to

sustainable development at a personal, local, national and global level.”

The National Curriculum Handbook for Primary Teachers in England

Visit…

The National Curriculum for England at www.nc.uk.net

Teachernet at www.teachernet.gov.uk/wholeschool/sd/

Northern Ireland
“Education for sustainable development is an approach to the whole curriculum and

management of a school, not a new subject. It has roots in environmental education 

and development education. As a result, many of the building blocks for education for

sustainable development are already present in every school.”

QCA Northern Ireland

Visit the Council for the Curriculum, Examinations and Assessment at www.ccea.org.uk

Scotland
“An education for sustainable development initiative should: be an integrative process,

building connections and a coherent view of the whole; be an inclusive process,

dependent on active participation; build in local and global dimensions; build on the

knowledge and understanding underlying the principles of sustainable development and

encourage explanation of how the world works through systems; build in decision-making

and critical thinking skills; lead to the development of people’s values and attitudes; and

lead to an increase in the number of people individually, collectively and corporately

choosing to act in ways consistent with sustainable development.”

Scottish Environment Protection Agency

Visit Learning and Teaching Scotland at www.ltscotland.org.uk/

Wales
“The National Assembly for Wales will promote development that meets the needs of the

present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.

This means that we will take social, economic and environmental issues into account in

everything that we do. We will integrate the principles of sustainable development into

our work and seek to influence others to do the same.”

National Assembly for Wales Sustainable Development Scheme

Visit the Qualifications, Curriculum & Assessment Authority for Wales at www.accac.org.uk
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How this guide was developed

WWF has used a participatory, action learning approach to develop the

activities and tools in this Development Framework. Since 1981, we’ve

worked with small groups of schools, supporting them and learning

from their efforts to address the barriers and challenges they’ve

encountered as they’ve worked to advance Learning for Sustainability

through a whole school approach. These schools have documented

their experiences in case studies available online at

www.wwflearning.co.uk.

In 2001, we entered into a partnership with London South Bank

University to look for ways to summarise our experiences with schools

and to present them in a development framework that UK schools can

use to advance their own practice. We developed the Development

Framework in consultation with schools, education professionals, non-

governmental organisations and government. The activities and tools

were tested with groups of teachers and the pilot edition (March 2004)

trialed by 11 UK schools. Their experiences have been reflected in this

first edition.

Evolution
The Development Framework is an evolving document. In the same way

that we’ve taken an action learning approach to its initial development,

we hope to apply what we learn from you as practitioners using the

document to improve its effectiveness. Learning for Sustainability is a

lifelong process and the way we think it can best be advanced through

formal education settings is certain to change. Please let us know how

you use this publication and your ideas for ways we can improve it. Send

your constructive criticism and suggestions to abirney@wwf.org.uk so

that we may consider changes to future editions.

Getting started

‘Things take time’ and the Development Framework is no exception.

The whole school approach presented in this document cannot be

achieved though a one-off inset. The process offered is one that is best

achieved with whole school understanding, support and involvement.

After all, sustainability is not something you or your school achieve and

tick off a list before moving on to the next item. It is a goal that engages

the whole school – including staff – as learners. As such, building good

practice requires vigilant and on-going planning, monitoring,

evaluation and learning.

The Development Framework’s six activities and three tools each take

about one to two hours to complete, and, like any worthwhile initiative,

require additional preparation and follow-up. The activities may be

completed one-at-a-time or in clusters. Note that they are presented

sequentially and that the outputs from one activity are often needed for

the next. If the order of the activities is changed, or if certain activities

are omitted, be aware that the activity may need to be modified.

“We don’t yet know what exactly we

shall need to learn in relation to

sustainable development. It’s hard to

know in detail what needs to be taught

– except, perhaps, how to learn.”

Professor William Scott, University of Bath
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Before you begin to use the Development Framework, you should

recruit and convene a group of around five people who will share

responsibility for planning, organising, facilitating and following-up

the activities. Ideally this group would include people from senior

management, the teaching staff, the non-teaching staff, and even

parents or school governors. The role of this group is to develop and

run a process in which the whole school participates in decision-making.

This group is responsible for building whole school ownership of the

process and its Learning for Sustainability journey.

Group members should take some time, before engaging the greater

school community, to develop their personal understanding of Learning

for Sustainability, action learning (or action research), meeting

facilitation and in-service training. As process guides, it is neither

expected nor perhaps desirable for the members of the group to be

sustainable development experts. It is necessary, however, for this

group to have the skills to be able to facilitate group decision-making

and learning. This will require familiarity with participatory decision-

making processes, facilitation methods, curriculum guidelines, and

available resources and support. There are many agencies, institutions,

educator networks and organisations that support these professional

development needs.

To best assess your group’s training needs, begin by reviewing the

Development Framework’s activities and tools. These are outlined in

Section 2.
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Activities and tools

The Development Framework offers a logical sequence of activities and

tools intended to help you plan, implement, monitor and evaluate your

Learning for Sustainability journey. You can use the activities and tools

individually, in combination, or in their suggested sequence, depending

on what best meets the needs of your school.

There are six activities and three tools. To help you identify your

schools’ needs and your starting point for your Learning for

Sustainability journey, consider the following questions and the

activities that address them.

1 Does my school know why we’re interested in developing good

practice through Learning for Sustainability and what the 

journey’s destination might look like?

Activity 1 Understanding Learning for Sustainability explores sustainability

and the characteristics that will prepare pupils to address the challenges of decision-

making and action that will shape and define communities in the future.

Activity 2 Defining Learning for Sustainability builds a working definition of

Learning for Sustainability

2 Does my school know where we are on our Learning for

Sustainability journey? 

Activity 3 My personal Learning for Sustainability journey helps you

identify key influences that have shaped your personal and professional

understanding of Learning for Sustainability and better understand the opportunities

and barriers that may affect your efforts to advance a whole school approach.

Activity 4 My school’s Learning for Sustainability journey helps you

identify and understand the key influences that have shaped your school’s

understanding and practice of Learning for Sustainability and the opportunities and

barriers that may affect efforts to advance a whole school approach.

Activity 5 Taking stock is a self-assessment tool you can use to recognise

accomplishments and identify opportunities for improving a whole school approach 

to Learning for Sustainability.

3 Does my school have targeted ideas for advancing a whole school

approach to Learning for Sustainability?

Activity 6 Action proposals is a process for generating objectives and quick

wins that may advance your whole school approach to Learning for Sustainability.

2

Activity 1

Activity 2

Activity 3

Activity 6

Activity 4

Activity 5
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4 Does my school have tools for planning a new project or initiative

and capturing learning during and after, so that the lessons learned

can inform future activities?

Tool 1 Work plan presents a basic work plan model that your school can use to

organise the development and implementation of its ideas.

Tool 1 Learning during offers a process for a 30-minute structured reflection

that can be used to monitor progress.

Tool 1 Learning after contains evaluation guidelines for summarising and

capturing learning at the end of a project or initiative.

evaluates learning

monitors learning
School action

creates a work plan  

for school action

Planning a new direction

         

contextualises sustainability and 

identifies learner characteristics

builds a working definition of  

Learning for Sustainability

explores the roots of staff Learning  

for Sustainability interest and practice

maps the school’s Learning for  

Sustainability journey

audits the school’s Learning for  

Sustainability progress

develops strategic action proposals  

for advancing Learning for  

Sustainability

Activity 1

Tool 1

Activity 2

Activity 3

Activity 4

Activity 5

Activity 6

Tool 2

Tool 3

Tool 1

Tool 2

Tool 3
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Objectives
• To explore and understand

sustainability in the context of the

local community.

• To explore the characteristics that

will prepare pupils to address the

challenges of sustainability.

• To build the precursor to a working

definition of Learning for

Sustainability.

Outputs
• A web of factors relating to

sustainability in your locality.

• A list of characteristics of effective

learners and ideas for better

cultivating them in school.

Time
• Allow approximately 75 minutes for

this activity.

Materials
• local postcards or postcard-size

pictures that reflect your

community’s diverse landscapes,

built features, history, people, etc

(up to 20 images, depending on the

number of participants)

• coloured marker pens

• large sheets of paper

• postcard-size pieces of coloured

scrap paper (four different colours,

one piece of each colour for each

postcard)

• writing paper (preferably scrap

paper that has been used on one

side)

• pencils or pens for each participant

• tape or Blu-Tack

• Resource Sheet 1.1: ‘Characteristics

of effective learners‘ (one A4 copy

for each participant)

Background
Sustainability has been defined as the goal of a system of development

that recognises environmental limits, respects the tenets of social

justice and seeks to meet the needs of current and future generations.

Sustainability changes the way we view the relationships between and

among traditionally discreet economic, social and environmental

aspects of development issues. 

At its best sustainability is not imposed on communities or their

schools, but is developed as an integral part of community life, by

schools working in concert with the community.

Sustainability is not simply about the perpetuation of the way things

are or the way they were in the past. In fact, some aspects of past or

present community life – no matter how revered – may contradict the

basic tenets of sustainability. Understanding those aspects of

community life that advance or contradict its aspirations for

sustainability is fundamental to developing school-based initiatives

that address real-life challenges and offer meaningful opportunities for

strengthening school/community relationships. 

Although sustainability is locally based, it also needs to be globally

placed. Central to responsible global citizenship is a good

understanding of how your local community’s sustainability initiatives

are shaped by and influence other communities’ efforts to advance

sustainability in other parts of the country or world.

Educators have an important role in articulating and preparing

children for a future where, despite its uncertainty, human cultures

thrive. By definition, people interested in sustainability are concerned

with human well-being. But human well-being depends on living in

harmony with the natural environment and with one another. 

What pupils learn in schools, and the ways in which they learn, are

essential to prepare young people for the complex decisions they must

be prepared to make as responsible community members and leaders.

Pupils need to be able to construct knowledge, explore and articulate

values and attitudes, and practise skills. They also need to recognise

that the ways in which they integrate these traditional education

Activity 1

Understanding Learning for
Sustainability
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outcomes will define both the characteristics by which people will

judge them and the personal characteristics that will guide their

individual decision-making and actions.

Learning for Sustainability requires the purposeful development of

characteristics that will serve pupils now and in the future.

Recognising that developing the characteristics of effective learners is

an essential purpose of formal education may help shape the ways we

approach and integrate knowledge, skills, values and attitudes in core

and non-core curricula and in school life.

Process
1 Before running this activity, you will need to assemble a collection

of images of your ‘community’. 

• Your community may be as small as your catchment area or as large as the

county in which your school is located. Each school is different and the images

that you collect should reflect your school’s perception of the ‘community’ it

relates to.

• Try to get a good mix of images that show landscapes, built structures, cultural

history, activities and people.

• Local postcards work well and may be available for purchase.

• Photographs are a good alternative to postcards, but require a bit more

preparation time. Plain paper prints of digital images work well.

2 Display the postcards or pictures so participants can view them

easily. 

• Ask the participants to choose one image that is of interest to them. The image

may remind them of a favourite place to visit; it may resemble the place where

they live; or it may be a place they feel strongly about changing or conserving.

Ask participants to take their selected images back to their seats.

If there are more than 20 participants, or you were not able to collect enough

images to provide one for each person, post the images around the room and

ask participants to stand beside the image of their choice. This may result in

individuals, as well as small groups, standing beside each image. Ask the

individuals or small groups to remove the picture from the wall and return 

to their seats. Newly formed groups should sit together.

3 Distribute four postcard-size pieces of paper (one piece each of four

different colours) and coloured marker pens to each individual or

group. 

• Explain that you would like them to examine the picture they have chosen and 

to identify one social, one environmental, one economic, and one

citizenship/governance factor relating to their image. This could be a factor that 

is represented by the picture, or a factor that influences or is influenced by the

picture.

• Allocate different paper colours for each or the four types of factors: social factor,

economic factor, environmental factor, and citizenship or governance factors.

• Ask individuals or groups to record their responses on the specified paper colour.
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transport

government policy

climate change

society culture

'Our community'

4 Label a sheet of paper with the heading ‘Our community’. Display the

sheet at the front of the room.

• Beginning with one social factor, ask an individual or group to offer their response.

Do not evaluate or judge the response. Post it on the large sheet of paper.

• Ask for another factor (from any of the four areas) that relates to that factor.

• Place it next to the first factor and draw a line connecting the two.

• Continue the process until the group has no more related factors and no more lines

can be drawn.

• If the group can find no more related factors, ask for someone still holding a factor

to offer a new starting point.

• Continue this process until all factors have been shared.

• If you created two or more webs, can the group find factors that now connect the

separate webs? Draw these connecting lines.

5 Ask participants to look at this interconnected web of factors and to

think about how they are influenced or how they may influence

external factors – regional or global factors outside the community. 

• Ask participants to share their ideas with the group.

• Record the ideas on open areas of the large sheet of paper. Do not judge the

responses.

6 Ask participants to describe the kind of person who could sort 

out and respond to the complex relationships that exist among the

many factors identified in the first part of this activity, and

represented in the ‘Our community’ webbing poster.

• Record participants’ responses on the large sheet of blank paper.

7 Explain that Learning for Sustainability is a lifelong process. 

• Discuss ways in which primary and secondary education prepares pupils for lifelong

learning.

Example of participants’ web diagram (steps 4 – 5)
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We cultivate and recognise inquirers by:

• taking pupils on discovery walks

• engaging pupils in critical thinking about product advertising

• providing a variety of objects, related to units of study, that 

• pupils can handle and investigate

• offering a discovery activity station in the classroom

• practising the basics of the scientific method in science lessons

• teaching pupils ICT research skills

• starting the day with reading time – 20 minutes where

• children can choose their own reading.

What else could we do?

• develop a way to recognise this characteristic as a 

• school community. 

Example of participants’ responses 
(step 6)

8 Distribute a copy of Resource Sheet 1.1 to each participant.

9 Explain that learners develop the characteristics through complex

processes that involve the construction of knowledge, the

exploration of values and attitudes, and the practise of skills. 

• Note that while knowledge, skills, values and attitudes are the attributes of

learning that are at the heart of the curriculum, it is the complex interactions

among them that define an individual’s characteristics, and that underlie

individual and collective action and decision-making.

10 Explain that you are going to briefly discuss each characteristic 

and make a list of ways they could be cultivated in your school. 

• Name the characteristic.

• Read the definition and clarify as necessary.

• Ask, “How is this characteristic cultivated and recognised in our school? If it 

isn’t, how could it be?”

• Record responses. Your list will serve as a touchstone for Activity 2: ‘Defining

Learning for Sustainability’ and Activity 6: ‘Action proposals’.

• Note that a ’carusel’ approach – displaying the 12 posters around the room and

having groups of participants move from poster to poster, adding their responses

– can be used for this activity.
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Taking things forward
• Discuss whether there are any additional characteristics that should 

be added to the list.

• Adapt this activity for use with students. 

• Consider how their responses can inform and advance good practice.

• Establish study groups to identify opportunities to advance

Learning for Sustainability within the context of the curriculum.

Note that organisations like WWF-UK and Oxfam have printed

(and online) guides that make these national curriculum

connections.

• Contact organisations and agencies that offer support for integrated

and cross-disciplinary approaches through materials developed 

to address education for sustainable development, development

education, global education, environmental education, conservation

education, economics education, multi-cultural education and

outdoor education.

• Form study groups to investigate innovations in learning including

brain-based learning, learning styles, constructivism and systems

thinking, among others. Invite the groups to report their findings.

• Form study groups to investigate the international roots of Learning

for Sustainability including the United Nation’s Universal

Declaration of Human Rights (1948), Convention on the Rights 

of the Child (1989), Agenda 21 (1992), Decade on Education for

Sustainable Development (2005 – 2015).

• Form a study group to investigate the UK-based roots of education

for sustainable development including: the 2003 Ofsted report,

Taking the First Steps Towards an Education for Sustainable

Development, the Department for Education and Skills’ 2003

Sustainable Development Action Plan for Education and Skills, the

Panel for Education for Sustainable Development’s 1998 report

Education for Sustainable Development in the Schools Sector, and

similar documents from Estyn, Scotland and Northern Ireland.

• After you have developed a working definition of Learning for

Sustainability, examine your school’s philosophy or ethos

statements. 

• Are these characteristics of effective learners or a similar list included? 

• Does the statement address lifelong learning and articulate the role of your

school in the lifelong learning process?
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Resource sheet 1.1 Characteristics of effective learners

Inquirers are naturally curious. They have acquired the skills necessary 

to conduct purposeful, constructive research. They actively enjoy learning

and their love of learning will be sustained throughout their lives.

Thinkers exercise initiative in applying thinking skills. They creatively

use a full range of thinking skills – critical thinking, systems thinking,

dialectical thinking, and others – to make sound decisions and solve

complex problems.

Communicators receive and express ideas and information confidently 

in more than one language, including the language of mathematics.

Risk takers have the confidence and independence of spirit to explore

new situations, roles, ideas and strategies. They are courageous and

articulate in defending those things in which they believe.

Knowledgeable learners have spent time in school exploring themes that

have both local and global relevance and importance. In doing so, they

have acquired a critical mass of significant knowledge.

Principled learners have a sound grasp of moral reasoning. 

They have integrity, honesty, and a sense of fairness and justice.

Caring learners show sensitivity towards the needs and feelings of others,

and the ecological needs of plants and wildlife. They have a sense of

personal commitment to action and service.

Open-minded learners respect the views, values and traditions of other

individuals and cultures. They are accustomed to seeking and considering 

a range of points of view. They fully consider the rights and needs of

future generations and non-human organisms in decision-making.

Well-balanced learners understand the importance of physical, mental

and spiritual balance, and personal well-being.

Reflective learners give thoughtful consideration to their own 

learning and analyse their personal strengths and weaknesses in 

a constructive manner.

Global learners understand that all development is locally based and

globally placed. They support and defend peoples’ basic human rights,

and are equally prepared to share with and to learn from different

cultures and nations.

Civically-engaged learners understand and participate in government 

and civic processes. They are active stewards of their greater ecological

communities.

The characteristics used for this activity are adapted from the International Baccalaureate Organisation’s primary student profile

Inquirer

Thinker

Communicator

Risk taker

Knowledgeable

Principled

Caring

Open-minded

Well-balanced

Reflective

Global

Civically-engaged

Characteristic Description
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Objective
• To build a working definition of

Learning for Sustainability.

Outputs
• Your school’s working definition of

Learning for Sustainability

(necessary for all subsequent

activities and tools).

Time
• Allow approximately 60 minutes for

this activity.

Materials
• large sheets of paper

• writing paper (preferably scrap

paper that has been used on one

side)

• tape or Blu-Tack

• marker pens

• pencils or pens for each participant

• three sticky dots per person

(optional)

• Resource Sheet 2.1: ‘Building a

definition – individual response’

(one A4 copy for each participant)

• Resource Sheet 2.2: ‘Building a

definition – group discussion’ (one

A4 copy for each group of three to

six people)

• webbing poster from Activity 1, with

the heading ‘Our community’

• list of ‘Characteristics of effective

learners’ and how they are

cultivated in your school from

Activity 1

Background
Sustainability is the goal of a system of development that recognises

environmental limits, respects the tenets of social justice, and seeks to

meet the needs of current and future generations. Sustainability

changes the way we view the relationships between and among

traditionally discreet economic, social and environmental aspects of

development issues.

As a school interested in advancing Learning for Sustainability, your

first critical step is to develop a working definition that breaks down

the jargon and complexity of what sustainability actually means to you

and your school, involving as many people as you can in the process.

In Activity 1, you identified the learner characteristics you would like

to cultivate. You also explored the complex relationships among the

social, economic, environmental and citizenship/governance factors

that shape community life now and in the future. Use these to guide

your discussions as you work to define Learning for Sustainability.

Process
1 Ask participants to form small groups of three to six people. 

• Hand out Resource Sheet 2.1 and a pencil or pen to each participant.

• Display at the front of the room the outputs of Activity 1: your web factors

relating to sustainability in your locality, and your list of characteristics of

effective learners and ideas for better cultivating them in your school.

2 Explain that Resource Sheet 2.1 introduces what are considered to

be the cornerstones of sustainability and sustainable development,

and that they relate directly to the four types of factors – social,

economic, environmental, and citizenship and governance – on the

large web they have just created. Emphasise that the terms

presented are jargon and that this individual activity is intended to

help replace the jargon with meaningful terms and explanations.

• Ask group members to take 10 minutes to complete Task 1.

3 Invite the small groups to work together to complete the group task

outlined on Resource Sheet 2.2.

• Hand out a copy of Resource Sheet 2.2, a large sheet of paper and coloured

marker pens to each group.

• Each group will need to identify someone to lead the discussion, record the

group’s responses on a large sheet of paper and report back to the whole group.

• Allow 20 minutes for this part of the activity.

Activity 2

Defining Learning 
for Sustainability
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4 Bring the whole group back together and ask each small group

discussion leader/recorder to share their group’s definition.

• Display the large sheets of paper at the front of the room.

5 As a whole group, discuss the key words or phrases. 

• Do they share common ideas? 

• Are they jargon free? Would parents or governors understand them?

• What phrases or ideas could be incorporated into a definition of Learning for

Sustainability the whole group could endorse?

• Distribute three sticky dots to each participant (or ask participants to use their

pencils or pens to make a tick mark beside their three choices).

• Ask participants to weight the phrases by placing one sticky dot (or tick mark)

beside the three key words or phrases that best describe Learning for

Sustainability.

6 Identify a small group to use the most popular key words or

phrases to continue developing a working definition of Learning 

for Sustainability that the whole group endorses. 

• Record the definition on a large sheet of paper to display and review at the 

start of the rest of the activities. You can refine it as needed.

• This final task may be completed after the activity is finished.



PAT H WAYS : A D E V E L O P M E N T F R A M E W O R K

F O R S C H O O L S U S TA I N A B I L I T Y

23

Social justice

What does social justice look 
like in your community now?

What would you like it to look 
like in the future?

Key words or phrases

Environmental stewardship

What does environmental stewardship 
look like in your community now?

What would you like it to look 
like in the future?

Key words or phrases

Take 10 minutes on your own to think about and record your

responses to the following tasks. 

Task 1 (working individually)
• Refer to the webbing poster you completed in Activity 1. Think

about each of the four sustainability factors. What do they look like

in practice in your community today?

• Think about what you would like your community to be like in 20

years time. How would you like the factors to change?

• Use ‘no-nonsense’ key words or phrases to describe what the factors

mean to your community and how they affect the well-being and

vitality of your community – now and in the future.

Resource sheet 2.1 Building a definition – individual response 
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Economic security

What does economic security look 
like in your community now?

What would you like it to look 
like in the future?

Key words or phrases

Civic democracy

What does civic democracy look 
like in your community now?

What would you like it to look 
like in the future?

Key words or phrases
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Resource sheet 2.2 Building a definition – group discussion

Take 20 minutes, working as a group, to complete the following task. 

Identify a member (or members) of your small group who will facilitate the group’s discussion, record your

responses on a large sheet of paper, and report back to the whole group.

Task 2 (working as a group)
•  Ask participants to refer to their individual responses on Resource Sheet 2.1 to discuss the following:

Social Justice

• What does social justice look like in society now?

• What would you like it to look like in the future?

• What key words or phrases would you use to describe social justice (no jargon)?

Environmental Stewardship

• What does environmental stewardship look like in society now?

• What would you like it to look like in the future?

• What key words or phrases would you use to describe environmental stewardship (no jargon)?

Economic Security

• What does economic security look like in society now?

• What would you like it to look like in the future?

• What key words or phrases would you use to describe economic security (no jargon)?

Civic Democracy

• What does civic democracy look like in society now?

• What would you like it to look like in the future?

• What key words or phrases would you use to describe civic democracy (no jargon)?

Now bring it all together.

• Think about the webbing exercise from Activity 1. How can learning contribute to understanding and addressing the issues

you identified?

• Think about the characteristics of effective learners from Activity 1. How can you summarise the kind of learning that will

cultivate these characteriastics?

• Reflect on the four sustainable development elements you have just discussed. What kinds of learning processes will prepare

learners to contribute to the preferred futures you described?

• Agree five key words or phrases your group would use to describe Learning for Sustainability. Think about the learning

process, as well as the goal of the learning.

• Work out your ideas on the back of this sheet and then record them on the large sheet of paper.
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Learning for Sustainability 

Key words or phrases that build a definition:

*

*

*

*

*
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Objectives
• To help participants identify the key

influences that have shaped their

personal and professional

understanding and practice of

Learning for Sustainability.

• To use this to better understand the

opportunities and barriers that may

affect their efforts to advance a

whole school approach to Learning

for Sustainability.

Outputs
• This is a personal reflection tool that

will prepare participants to complete

Activity 4. Participants can choose

whether or not to share or display

their personal journeys.

Time
• Allow approximately 60 minutes for

this activity.

Materials
• Resource Sheet 3.1: ‘Key influences

reflection tool’ (one A4 copy for

each participant)

• pencils or pens

• ‘Characteristics of effective learners’

– generated from Activity 2

• working definition of Learning for

Sustainability – generated from

Activities 1 and 2

Background
Education professionals willing to invest the time and energy to

develop innovative approaches to curriculum development and

delivery that advance Learning for Sustainability often attribute their

passion for learning to key life experiences. Some of these experiences

may be rooted in childhood and school life. A wide range of people

and events may have influenced other experiences. Experiences may 

be negative as well as positive.

By reflecting on how these experiences have shaped your own

knowledge, skills, values and attitudes, you can get a better perspective

of the limits and opportunities presented by Learning for Sustainability

in your school. 

Process
1 Display the outputs from Activities 1 and 2. Review your working

definition of Learning for Sustainability.

2 Distribute Resource Sheet 3.1, pens or pencils.

• Ask participants to reflect on the outcomes of Activity 1: ‘Understanding

sustainability’ and Activity 2: ‘Characteristics of effective learners’.

• Ask, “How is Learning for Sustainability going to help prepare children for their

lives as productive members of society?”

3 Get them to draw a circle on the blank side of the resource sheet. 

• Explain that the circle represents them.

• Ask them to write their name in the centre of the circle.

4 Ask them to think about all the key influences that have shaped

their personal knowledge, skills, values and attitudes as they relate

to sustainability and Learning for Sustainability. The list of key

influences on Resource Sheet 3.1 may act as a useful prompt.

Emphasise that the list is not inclusive and that individuals can 

add anything else relevant to them.

• Get them to record each key influence in a circle arranged around the one that

represents them. They can describe the key influence generically (friends, for

example) or specifically.

5 Darken the outline of the circle if the influence was positive. 

6 Ask them to consider whether they affected or were affected by the

key influence. 

• Get them to draw arrows between their circle in the centre and each of the key

influences to show the direction of influence.

Activity 3

My personal Learning 
for Sustainability journey
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ecotour travel

me

university

curriculum  
guidelines

church group

ESD conference

parents

local conservation  
organisation

primary school  
teacher

fellow teachers

Example of personal journey map 
(steps 3-7)

7 Have them consider which of the key influences influenced or were

influenced by other key influences.

• Draw dashed lines with arrows at the end to show these relationships.

8 Ask participants to reflect on their personal journey diagrams and

to answer the questions on the bottom of Resource Sheet 3.1.

9 Discuss participants’ responses to the extent that they are

comfortable sharing their personal experiences. 




