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EDUCATION FOR SUSTAINABLE 
DEVELOPMENT BEGINS WITH TEACHERS: 
LEARNING FROM A TEACHER EDUCATION 
PROJECT IN SOUTHEAST ASIA?

By Jose Roberto Guevara, Julie Harris and Fumiko Noguchi

Sustainability Begins with Teachers is a project of the 
United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO) funded by the Government 
of Japan under the Global Action Programme 
(GAP) on Education for Sustainable Development 
(ESD), aiming to enhance the capacities of teacher 
education institutions in Central Asia, Southeast 
Asia and Southern Africa to integrate ESD in 
pre-service teacher education. Its component in 
Southeast Asia is implemented jointly by UNESCO 
Bangkok and the Southeast Asian Ministers of 
Education (SEAMEO).

These three brief articles cover three areas of the 
project that we have been fortunate to contribute to. 
Fumiko Noguchi summarises the review of available 
ESD resources and modules for teacher education. 
Robbie Guevara gives an overview of the proposed 
framework and approach that we conducted with 
10 teacher education institutions (TEIs) from six 
Southeast Asian countries (Cambodia, Indonesia, 
Laos, Philippines, Thailand and Vietnam) in Chiang 
Rai, Thailand, from 5 to 9 July 2017. Julie Harris 
concludes with reflections of the school visit that 
was conducted to facilitate seeing the concepts in 
practice.
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IT  ISN’T ABOUT THE LACK OF ESD 
RESOURCES – FUMIKO NOGUCHI

The reorientation of the education system towards 
sustainability has been one of the priorities for 
ESD. A key component of this priority is building 
the capacity of teachers to embed holistic and 
integrated approaches in all forms of education; 
including preschool, primary, secondary, tertiary, 
vocational and adult education. During the 
Decade of Education for Sustainable Development 
(2005–2014), a number of guidelines, modules and 
case studies on ESD were published with the aim of 
supporting ESD integration into school education. 
They mostly targeted teachers and teacher trainers 
in the pre- and in-service teacher training institutes, 
and the policymakers at the global, regional or 
national levels. As UNESCO identified the need of 
pre- and in-service teacher training for sustainability 
(Álvarez-García et al., 2015, p. 73), they were the 
key publishers of these ESD resources.

This wealth of ESD modules, however, did not seem 
to be effectively integrated into teacher training. 
Nor did they effectively develop teachers’ capacity 
to successfully integrate ESD into their teaching 
and learning programs. Álvarez-García et al. (2015) 
argue that ESD continues to be poorly integrated 
into teacher training. In fact, UNESCO’s final 
report on the Decade of Education for Sustainable 
Development found, despite the obvious progress 
in implementation of ESD in schools, the “absence 
of clearly articulated ESD strategies and policies 
and the lack of ESD educator competencies” 
(UNESCO, 2014, p. 11) to enable effective capacity 
building of teachers and school leaders who are key 
actors in this reorientation of education to address 
sustainability.

Integration of ESD in pre-service teacher education 
has been both an opportunity and a challenge 
globally, including in the Southeast Asian context 
and here in Australia. Pre-service teacher education 
in particular is a potentially effective and efficient 
approach to responding to this reorientation 
challenge; compared with the time and resources 
that would be required to re-train current teachers 
through in-service training. Having observed the 
problem that ESD resources were being underused 
in teacher training, we were motivated to review 
over 30 ESD resources, including modules, 
guidelines and cases studies.

We asked two questions:

• Why do these ESD integration modules and 
guidelines continue to be underused?

• What framework for teacher trainers could 
enhance the teachers’ capacity building and 
optimise use of the existing ESD resources, 
rather than merely perpetuating the underuse 
problem?

The review found itself in two contextual settings 
in which the project is situated: the Southeast Asian 
context and pre-service teacher training. Guided 
by these two contextual factors, four key gaps were 
identified that contributed to the ongoing underuse 
of ESD integration modules.

First, there was a strong tendency for modules 
to be developed and disseminated in a top-down 
approach. These resources emphasised the need to 
raise the teachers’ understanding of ESD, sustainable 
development (SD), education for sustainability 
(EfS) and environmental education. These are often 
regarded as ‘politically symbolic acts’ (Álvarez-
García et al., 2015), particularly when they focus on 
specific environmental protection and conservation 
issues, which often are the global and national 
priorities (for example, sustainable development 
goals, climate change and biological diversity). We 
acknowledge that top-down approaches are still 
effective for informing large numbers of people 
about global, regional and national issues. However, 
ESD integration, which is grounded in the local 
context through developing more effective and 
educationally constructive pedagogic practices, 
continues to fall short of the aims of ESD.

Second, these modules were very diverse. While the 
modules included very similar strategies, approaches, 
perspectives and contents, some recommendations 
seemed contradictory. This highlights why it is 
necessary to build the capacity of teachers and 
teacher educators to evaluate these resources and to 
identify the most appropriate ones for their students 
and their local context. Without these capacities, the 
modules may confuse rather than clarify teachers’ 
understanding of ESD.

Third, despite the emphasis on a practical 
approach, the modules were primarily developed 
with traditional formal education thinking, and 
infrequently mentioned non-formal and informal 
ESD. There were few links with community-based 
education and community development processes. 
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Figure 1: Proposed ESD Integration Framework for  
pre-service teacher education
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This made it very hard for teachers to realistically 
link their educational activities to the sustainability 
efforts in a local community, especially if they had 
to deal with the issues arising from socioeconomic 
and cultural inequality and interests in/outside of 
the school community. 

Fourth, these ESD modules tended to be developed 
with a short-term project understanding. They 
lacked ongoing mentoring and peer-learning to 
support pre-service teachers and teacher educators, 
yet these are the long-term elements that can result 
in institutional change.

Identifying these four gaps led us to develop two 
aims for our UNESCO-SEAMEO TEI project:

• To provide a framework for promoting the use 
of ESD modules. We did this by developing 
the capacity of teachers to understand ESD and 
SD in a global context. In particular, we helped 
them develop ownership of lessons and subjects 
they design and conduct by letting them choose, 
and perhaps adapt, the locally relevant ESD 
modules.

• To develop a supporting network of teacher 
educators and facilitators within the respective 
TEIs who could help set up local support 
networks that would provide pre-service teacher 
educators with ongoing support.

INCREASING TEACHERS’ SENSE  
OF OWNERSHIP OF ESD –  
J .  ROBERTO GUEVARA

Here I discuss how we addressed the first aim 
(above) of our UNESCO-SEAMEO TEI project.
Specifically, we wanted to address the top-
down tendency of resource development and 
dissemination, and the identified gap in the ability 
of these modules to address the challenge of 
“institutionalizing ESD –  
to ensure strong political support to implement 
ESD on a systemic level” (UNESCO, 2014, p. 11).

Our first contribution was the development of a 
conceptual framework of ESD integration that 
addresses the gaps identified earlier. At the Chiang 
Rai workshop, we offered the framework – not 
as a top-down prescription, but as a proposal for 
conversation and for adaptation, or even better, 
for ongoing contextualisation. The challenge is to 
keep the integrity of the holistic nature of ESD 
integration, while acknowledging the local and 
institutional contexts that will make this  
framework relevant.

This contextualisation approach (a more bottom-up 
approach) will involve TEI leaders and pre-service 
teachers (both of whom were present from each TEI 
in the workshop) conducting their own situational 
analysis of the attempts, the successes and the 
challenges of ESD integration within their own 
TEIs. This approach ensures that the institution, 
and more specifically the teacher educators and 
pre-service teachers, develop greater ownership 
of the ESD integration and reorientation purpose 
and process. This is consistent with the earlier 
observation about the limited success of ESD 
integration and the need for institutionalising ESD 
whereby “educators must be more than instruments 
of delivery for the ESD message. They must be 
centrally involved in developing the concepts, 
content, pedagogy, evaluation and research that 
will support the creation of ESD”  (Hopkins & 
McKeown, 2002, p.23).

The proposed ESD Integration Framework  
(Figure 1) recognises that the core of any attempt 
at ESD integration is a basic understanding of ESD 
as a holistic and integrated vision of education 
that draws on the evolving concept of sustainable 
development. It acknowledges the interrelatedness 
of the social, economic and environmental 
dimensions, as illustrated, but recognises that 
these three dimensions are embedded in culture 
and influenced by the prevailing political context. 
These contextual realities are further informed and 
advanced by multidisciplinary or cross-disciplinary 
thinking, which recognises that sustainability is by 
nature holistic and interconnected. 
 



CURRICULUM

Volume 40 No. 02 December 2017 

Six interrelated elements were identified in the ESD 
Integration Framework, namely:

• Content – the knowledge element, often linked 
to specific issues and themes that identify 
the entry-points for learning for sustainable 
development

• Methods – the teaching and learning approach 
element, often described as learner-centred and 
participatory methods

• Curriculum mainstreaming – the element that 
identifies the teaching and learning approaches 
(for example, new subjects, cross-disciplinary 
teaching and project-based learning) applied by 
teacher education institutions to integrate ESD 
within the larger aim of curriculum change

• Frameworks – this element includes policies 
at global, national and education ministry or 
department levels, and in school-based policies 
and initiatives (such as EcoSchools, Green 
Schools, Enviroschools and ResourceSmart 
Schools)

• Contexts – this element includes the local and 
community realities and the key stakeholders 
(for example, students, teachers, parents, 
community, private sector, civil society and the 
local government) that shape and contribute to 
education and sustainability

• Institutional mainstreaming – the element 
of transformative leadership that includes the 
development of policies, identification and wise 
use of resources, and nurturing of partnerships 
that supports ESD integration within the larger 
goal of institutional transformation.

This framework responds to the observation that 
earlier ESD integration approaches have often 
focused on the inclusion of relevant content, using 
appropriate teaching and learning methods, within 
the curriculum, or what we have called curriculum 
mainstreaming. These are the three elements in the 
upper half of the framework: content, method and 
curriculum mainstreaming.

As the review of literature identified, successful 
integration requires institutionalisation, or what 
we called institutional mainstreaming. This is 
further informed by relevant policy frameworks and 
contextual realities, which are the three elements 
in the lower half of the framework: institutional 
mainstreaming, frameworks and context.

The framework also sets the standards that ESD 
integration aims to achieve, recognising the inherent 
interrelatedness of these six elements.

ESD integration needs to be effective, through 
identifying content that develops knowledge, skills 
and attitudes; via teaching and learning approaches 
that are appropriate for the specific stakeholders and 
their local contexts and relevant to current policy 
frameworks. Thus, ESD integration efforts need to 
be mainstreamed within both the institution that 
demonstrates a commitment to transformation and 
a curriculum that continues to be adaptable to the 
dynamic context of change.

This is an evolving framework, and we hope that, 
together with the TEIs, we can continue to fine-tune 
this ESD Integration Framework as our practice and 
institutions change. Stay tuned.

REFLECTIONS ON THE SCHOOL VISIT –  
JULIE HARRIS

As is often the case, the best way to see, hear and feel 
the effects of good teacher training is to walk into a 
school, and observe and immerse yourself into what 
is going on during the school day. A key feature of 
the UNESCO-SEAMEO Chiang Rai workshop, and 
indeed the main reason for locating the workshop 
in Chiang Rai, was a visit to Ban San Kong School, 
arranged by the Ministry of Education of Thailand. 
I’d heard much about this school and how they 
integrated ESD into their school life through a 
seven-step methodology based on problem-solving 
(similar to inquiry-based learning), so I was excited 
to experience it all for myself and see what learnings 
could be brought back to the Australian context.

Students were cleaning up the vast school grounds 
as our bus pulled into the driveway just before 8am 
and the start of the school day. None were asked, 
cajoled or even punished into doing so, and it wasn’t 
just for the ‘special visitors’ either, we found out. 
The largely Akha (an upland ethnic group that lived 
in the borders of Northern Thailand, Myanmar, Laos 
and North Vietnam) or low socioeconomic Thai 
student population genuinely take pride in, and care 
for, their school grounds on a totally voluntary basis 
before their school day even begins.

And so, the day unfolded with talks by the school 
council, community members, the humble but 
visionary principal (who sadly was soon to retire), 
parents and ex-teachers, all of whom were actively 
engaged in the school’s life, followed by a student-led 
tour.
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Inside classrooms, we observed students: presenting 
findings of their studies into their most recent 
environmental issues (in this case litter in the 
community); employing STEM thinking to create 
a toy using a renewable energy source; and learning 
how to create a nutritious breakfast. Waste, 
energy, food security, nutrition and hygiene are all 
important local sustainability issues. Each classroom 
had a poster of the UN Sustainable Development 
Goals and the seven-step problem-solving process 
on display; both were explicit and underpinned the 
curriculum and teaching and learning activities.

Without getting into a deep discussion about 
the key pillars of sustainability (environmental, 
economic and social – some argue political should 
also be included and all pillars are surrounded by a 
cultural context), it was what we observed outside 
the classroom that brought it all together for me to 
show how deeply embedded and integrated ESD was 
at Ban San Kong.

The vegetable gardens, composting bays, fish 
farm and large chicken coop, all large enough to 
contribute to the school’s lunch program, were 
all managed by students. Students applied to take 
on these roles of responsibility, worked in small 
groups and were supported by a farm manager. 
The students’ most recent foray into sustainable 
production, learning valuable life and enterprise 
skills along the way, was the goat farm. The milk was 
used to make goat milk soap – sold in the on-site 
community/family-run shop, which of course fed a 
percentage of sales profits back into the school.

So far, you might say ‘same same’ as you compare 
Ban San Kong to a five-star ResourceSmart school; 
however, given the economic circumstances of the 
students, one key difference is that the students are 
paid (a small amount) for their efforts. The school 
has an on-site bank where students are able to bank 
any excess money made from selling produce back 
to the school for the lunch program. The money 
accumulated helps them to build sufficient funds to 
go to high school when they leave Ban San Kong at 
the end of Year 8.

Still, the best was yet to come, in the form of 
the meeting with community ‘elders’ and lunch 
with community members. Older members of the 
community, both men and women, visited the 
school several days each week to participate in craft 
activities. Many were grandparents of the students 
or just other community members wanting to stay 
connected through the school. The crafts were sold 
through the community shop, and helped keep both 
the program and school economically sustainable. 
However, it was the social and cultural sustainability 
that was evident here. The ‘vibe’ in the room was 
hard to capture but it was warm, friendly, supportive 
and, most of all, it was abuzz with much fun, 
laughter and social cohesion between old and old, 
and old and young.

It was also these same community members that 
joined us for an amazing lunch in the school hall. 
Over 100 people of all ages sat down to a delicious 
shared meal of local dishes prepared by parents, 
while being treated to a cultural display of ethnic 
dances, drums and music – just in case we hadn’t 

Left: Julie Harris and Robbie Guevara with workshop participants and students at Ban San Kong School. Right: Students engaged 
in STEM problem-solving activities related to renewable energy. Photography: SEAMEO Secretariat 
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received the message loud and clear that all of this 
ESD integration was firmly sitting within a cultural 
context and that cultural sustainability was very 
much a part of the picture.

The ESD Integration Framework (Figure 1) 
developed for the UNESCO-SEAMEO workshop 
provided a very useful tool to weave the story above 
of how Ban San Kong has integrated ESD into 
everyday life, and could be equally useful to both 
ask the question and reflect on our own journey of 
ESD/EfS integration in pre-service teacher education 
here in Australia and Victoria. No doubt we are 
doing many things well; we talk often of ‘whole-
school approaches’, but are we seeing enough of true 
integration of EfS in Victorian schools? How could 
we improve our preparation of pre-service teachers 
to work in a more integrated fashion so they do 
not ‘burn out’ from trying to navigate a perceived 
‘overcrowded curriculum’? Are the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals included or referred to when 
teaching Environmental Science, for example? 
Where does EfS currently sit within our TEI’s? Who 
has responsibility for leading the integration of EfS? 
Is EfS curriculum- or content-based; in other words, 
is it addressed within a particular subject area? Are 
pre-service teachers learning about community, and 
even school, contextual issues?

There are many questions our TEI’s can ask 
themselves, and we hope that this article and the 
framework for ESD/EfS integration will inspire all 
involved in pre-service teacher education to progress 
that discussion at an institutional level, or even 
take a small step and start a staff room chat among 
colleagues to get the ball rolling.

FURTHER INFORMATION

The project is ongoing, with in-country workshops 
scheduled until early 2018. We acknowledge, in particular, 
Ethel Valenzuela (SEAMEO Secretariat), Ushio Miura 
(UNESCO Bangkok), Wongduan Suwansiri (Office of 
the Basic Education Commission, Ministry of Education, 
Thailand) and the 20 participants of the Chiang Rai 
workshop for sharing their knowledge and experiences. 
For more information please contact J. Roberto Guevara 
(roberto.guevara@rmit.edu.au).

Jose Roberto ‘Robbie’ Guevara is an educator with 
extensive experience in adult, community and popular 
education with a focus on education for sustainable 
development and global citizenship education. He is currently 
an associate professor at the Royal Melbourne Institute 
of Technology (RMIT University) Melbourne, Australia, 

and the program manager of the Master of International 
Development Program at RMIT. He is a long-standing 
member of EEV and was the editor of Eingana from 2003 to 
2008.

roberto.guevara@rmit.edu.au

Julie Harris, Executive Officer at EEV, has over twenty 
years’ experience in education and EfS/environmental 
education (EE) at all levels of schooling and within the 
broader community sector. She has worked as a teacher, zoo 
educator and project manager in government and not-for-
profit organisations.  Julie also spent two years volunteering 
as an environmental education and eco-tourism technical 
advisor in Laos, and has consulted on environmental 
education projects in Cambodia.

eo@eev.vic.edu.au 

Fumiko Noguchi has twenty years’ practical experience in 
non-formal and informal education areas of EE, EfS and 
ESD for local communities; in particular, working with 
socially marginalised peoples including indigenous peoples, 
mothers with babies and infants, and small-scale farmers. 
She worked for ESD-J, an NGO based in Japan, throughout 
the UN Decade for Education for Sustainable Development, 
engaging the projects with Asian NGOs. She is now 
finalising her doctoral degree at RMIT, while doing several 
international projects for the Asia–Pacific region. 

fmk.noguchi@gmail.com
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