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This thesis aims to critically examine how Education for Sustainable
Development (ESD) is represented in key international education policy
reports and documents. It focuses on identifying gaps and limitations and
explores how these documents can be made more inclusive and
comprehensive, in response to global sustainability challenges.

All analysis in this thesis is guided by three theoretical perspectives. Critical
theory provides an insightful lens through which to examine how inclusivity,
ecological justice, and participation are represented in the policy documents.
Posthumanist theories offer a valuable viewpoint by drawing attention to the
degree of anthropocentrism, the emphasis on interconnectedness, and the role
of human-nature relationships within the texts. Finally, experiential learning
serves as a practical framework to assess the extent to which the reports
prioritize student voices and emphasize meaningful, hands-on engagement
with sustainability. While these three theories share some overlapping
concerns, each contributes a distinct perspective that enriches the overall
analysis.

A qualitative, comparative research design is employed to analyze two major
international policy documents: UNESCO’s Education for Sustainable
Development: A Roadmap (2020) and Eurydice: Learning for Sustainability in
Europe (2024); as well as a supporting document: UNESCO Education for
Sustainable Development Goals: Learning Objectives (2017). The documents
are examined for inclusivity, comprehensiveness, and their capacity to support
transformative and context-sensitive educational practices.

The analysis revealed key gaps in global ESD frameworks, including failure to
address the tension between economic growth and environmental
sustainability, limited attention to Indigenous knowledge, and a lack of
ecological humility. Student-centered, developmentally appropriate learning
and hands-on engagement are largely absent, reflecting a top-down approach.
Additionally, the focus on SDGs overlooks cultural diversity and systemic
inequalities. Without addressing these issues, ESD reporting risks falling short
of its potential to drive deep, systemic educational and ecological
transformation.



Foreword

This thesis was born out of a simple yet pressing question: where do we stand globally on
Education for Sustainable Development (ESD)? After two years of studying the subject in
depth during my master's, [ was surprised to find that no single global report existed to answer
this. While visual data and publications about climate change and related topics were
available, ESD itself seemed fragmented and underreported. I initially wanted to gather all the
data and produce a full picture, but soon realized the complexity and limitations involved.
That led me to wonder why institutions like UNESCO hadn’t done this already, and when I
encountered the Eurydice 2024 report, it felt like a breath of fresh air. Comprehensive and
relevant to much of what we had studied, it became a key reference, but also raised a new

question: is it enough for global reporting? That question became the foundation of this thesis.

My background as a teacher, from kindergarten to secondary levels, has taught me the value
of translating complex problems (like sustainability) into simple, actionable insights. I wanted
this thesis to reflect that practicality, and to blend my passions: sustainability, international
education, and curriculum design. I also hoped to write something that was meaningful,
something I’d be proud of, and that could be useful even in its theoretical form. I enjoy the
process of organizing, monitoring, and improving systems, especially in ways that make them
more inclusive and responsive to diverse educational contexts. This interest continues to

guide my work as a curriculum designer and has deeply shaped this research.

I am incredibly grateful to my supervisor, whose insight and encouragement helped shape the
direction of this work, and to the professors whose teaching inspired many of the questions
explored here. I’d also like to thank my friends and family for their ongoing support and
patience during this process. Without their belief in me, this project would not have taken

shape.

This thesis was conducted independently, though it aligns with broader conversations
happening within UNESCO and other organizations about how to better monitor progress in
ESD. It was shaped by my academic journey and by the practical realities I’ve observed in

schools and education systems.

On a more personal note, I’ve always found curriculum design and cultural diversity

fascinating, especially when considered through a global lens. I hope this work speaks to that



complexity, and that some of the recommendations can inspire curriculum developers,
researchers, or monitoring teams to consider perspectives that may currently be
underrepresented. For fellow curriculum nerds (those passionate about both education and
sustainability) I hope this work offers a few valuable insights into how international reports
shape what gets taught, and what doesn’t. Ideally, I would love to contribute to future global
reporting efforts and perhaps pursue this path further in a PhD. Above all, I hope this thesis
helps keep the conversation going about where ESD is headed, and how it might better serve

a diverse and changing world.
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Introduction

What inspired the topic of this thesis is the lack of a global report about Education for
Sustainable Development (ESD). While UNESCO has collected substantial data and
published reports in specific areas of ESD, these focus mainly on the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) rather than ESD itself. At a national and regional level, some
initiatives exist, such as the Asia-Pacific Education 2030: SDG 4 Midterm Review (2024) or
the ESD for 2030 Global Network, but global monitoring remains fragmented. A
mid-evaluation global report on ESD, stemming from the UNESCO Roadmap (2020) is
expected to be published this year, 2025, and while it remains to be seen what aspects of ESD

it will focus on, current documents can give us a clue of the direction they are heading.

As a response to this gap, this thesis analyzes international documentation on the inclusion of
ESD on national education policies, mainly UNESCO Education for sustainable development:
a roadmap (2020); and Eurydice: Learning for Sustainability in Europe (2024). Where the
first document gives guidelines for countries to monitor ESD, the second is an actual report
that monitors progress on ESD at a European level. The thesis also considers a third document
to broaden the analysis of UNESCO: UNESCO Education for Sustainable Development
Goals: Learning Objectives (2017) which aims to contribute to achieving the Sustainable

Development Goals and is closely connected to the already mentioned 2020 roadmap.

The study uses these documents to highlight the need for a more comprehensive and inclusive
global analysis of ESD. When we speak of comprehensiveness, we mean that the analysis
should be broad and thorough in its coverage of ESD knowledge. When we speak of
inclusivity, we mean that the analysis should be broad in its coverage of ESD voices and
perspectives. It is also worth mentioning that these two terms are interlinked, since diverse
voices will bring up diverse knowledge on ESD and vice versa. For example, when we
examine the limitations of these documents, we identify gaps in areas such as the dominance
of a Western and anthropocentric perspectives (indigenous voices and colonialism
knowledge), the contradiction of sustainability and economic growth (knowledge on Earth
capacity and capitalism) or the lack of student centered approaches (student voices). Based on
the findings, the thesis proposes key guidelines for creating a more inclusive and

comprehensive global report framework on ESD in educational policies.



Returning to the main problem, currently, the available data is scattered, making it difficult to
assess ESD’s global progress. And regardless of the complexity of defining ESD, a global
report is essential for monitoring its development. International comparative reports not only
track key achievements but also identify effective strategies and highlight areas for
improvement. When used adequately, they can foster collaboration and create opportunities

for countries to learn from each other.

However, designing appropriate assessment and monitoring frameworks for international
reports is key to their validity. And creating these designs is not short of obstacles, as the
literature review suggests. There are a number of cultural differences, as well as divergences
in education systems that can complicate the comparison and interpretation of data (Braun
and Singer, 2019). Additionally, the design of the framework will necessarily be shaped by
the perspective of the authors, deciding what counts in education (Morgan and Shahjahan,
2014). This is the case of the Eurydice 2024 report, which among other limitations, does not

consider Indigenous knowledge and is imbued in a Eurocentric perspective.

That is not to say that this report cannot be used as a foundation to design a global one. In

fact, what it lacks in inclusion, it makes up for in thoroughness analyzing ESD. It considers a
wide variety of educational theories, it includes examples of initiatives at country levels, and
it covers ESD in different educational contexts. Compared to UNESCO’s fragmented data, it

presents a more cohesive overview of ESD’s status, though limited to the regional level.

This thesis will critically assess the strengths and weaknesses of the Eurydice 2024 report and
UNESCO’s 2020 Roadmap, as well as its supporting 2017 document (Education for
Sustainable Development Goals: learning objectives); and propose recommendations for a

more inclusive and comprehensive assessment framework for a future global ESD report.

All analysis will be done from the point of view of three theories. Critical theory offers an
insightful lens to analyze the research question, as it helps examine how inclusivity,
ecological justice and participation are portrayed in the reports. Posthumanist theories provide
another valuable perspective by highlighting the extent of anthropocentrism,
interconnectedness and contact with nature. Additionally, experiential learning is a useful

approach to assess how much emphasis the reports place on student voices and



meaningfulness on ESD. All of these theories have common aspects but bring something

unique to the discussion, as we will see later.

To carry out this analysis, the thesis adopts a qualitative, comparative research design that
focuses on how ESD is constructed in key international documents. As mentioned before, the
study centers on the 2024 Eurydice report Learning for Sustainability in Europe and selected
UNESCO publications (2020 Roadmap and 2017 Education for Sustainable Development
Goals), treating these documents not as neutral sources but as socially embedded texts shaped
by institutional and cultural contexts. Through comparative documentary analysis, guided by
three theoretical frameworks, critical theory, posthumanism, and experiential learning, the
study identifies key thematic elements and assesses how comprehensively and inclusively

they are represented.

The findings of this analysis are presented and interpreted in the discussion section, which
will be organized around the research question. Thus, it focuses primarily on identifying the
limitations of the selected documents for each of the key elements derived from the three
frameworks. By structuring the analysis around these elements, the discussion offers a
detailed and theory-informed critique of the current international discourse on ESD and it
allows us to evaluate how the documents engage with the political, ecological, and
pedagogical dimensions of ESD. The concluding section then brings together the broader
picture, synthesizing the main strengths and limitations identified throughout the analysis, and
offering a summarized set of recommendations for developing a more inclusive and

comprehensive global ESD assessment framework.

Research question

Q1: In what ways are current global ESD reports limited, and how can they become more

inclusive and comprehensive in response?



Background

Sustainability

The definition of sustainability has been widely debated, with many different authors offering
their own perspectives (Jensen, 2002; Seghezzo, 2009; Wiek et al., 2011; UNESCO 2020,
WWEF report, 2016). Generally, sustainability can be viewed from two main perspectives: a
weak one and a strong one (Ruggerio, 2021). The strong sustainability perspective stresses the
importance of preserving ecological and natural systems, recognizing their limits, and not
prioritizing economic growth over environmental health. This contrasts with the later,
mainstream view of sustainability, which typically focuses on the relationship between human

needs and the environment.

The mainstream view of sustainability is often analyzed through an anthropocentric lens,
typically summarized by the “3P’s”: People, Planet, and Prosperity (Seghezzo, 2009). This
view defines sustainability as an interconnected system involving environmental protection,
economic performance, societal welfare, and political, ethical, and ecological considerations
(Glavic & Lukman, 2007). This human-centered approach is widely accepted and recognized
by global institutions such as the United Nations, which sees sustainability as encompassing
environmental, economic, and social dimensions (UN, 2015). One of the most widely known
frameworks based on this approach is the United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable

Development, which focuses on improving human well-being, eradicating poverty, and

promoting social and economic development while addressing environmental challenges.

On the other hand, the ecological view of sustainability places inherent value on the Earth and
its ecosystems, regardless of human needs. The UN's approach has been criticized for being
too focused on human needs and neglecting nonhuman species and the intrinsic value of
nature (Keitsch, 2018). Additionally, Torpman and Rocklinsberg (2021) argue that the 2030
Agenda centers economic growth and technological progress, potentially overlooking the
importance of broader ecological concerns. Broom (2019) suggests that sustainability should
be understood more broadly, considering not just human resources but also the welfare of
animals and the preservation of the environment. This brings up questions about the validity
of concepts like the Anthropocene and the relationship between technology, economic growth,

and sustainability (Boscardin, 2017).



From this ecological perspective, sustainability has been defined in several ways. One of the
most accepted is that from Steffen et al. (2015), who defines sustainability as the ability of
human societies to operate within the Earth’s planetary boundaries. This definition focuses on
staying within safe limits for environmental processes such as climate regulation, biodiversity,
and biogeochemical cycles in order to maintain a stable and resilient Earth system. An
interesting extension of this definition is brought by Folke et al. (2010), who argue that
sustainability should not be seen as a fixed goal, but rather as a continuous process of

maintaining resilience, adaptability, and transformation in social-ecological systems.

All in all, the ongoing debate over the definition of sustainability is especially urgent given
the environmental crises we currently face (Pedersen et al., 2021). Different perspectives on
sustainability can lead to different actions, and understanding these perspectives may result in

more effective solutions.

Why is sustainability important?

Sustainability is crucial from an ecological perspective because it helps preserve the Earth’s
ecosystems, which provide vital services for life. Steffen et al. (2015) emphasize that
exceeding planetary boundaries could destabilize these systems, threatening the well-being of
future generations. UNESCO (2009) highlights the importance of sustainability in addressing
human rights, equity, and social justice. It argues that sustainability ensures social and
economic development while also protecting future generations' ability to thrive. Therefore,
sustainability promotes a more just and equitable society, balancing human needs with the
care of the environment. Without sustainability-focused policies, environmental degradation,

economic instability, and social unrest will continue to rise (UN, 2015).

Education for Sustainable Development (ESD)

Achieving sustainability requires significant changes in education systems, particularly in
curriculum and leadership, to promote innovative strategies and transformative pedagogies.
These changes aim to integrate sustainability competencies into education (Sterling et al.,

2017). This foundational idea is the core of ESD, which itself has multiple definitions.

According to Kidman et al. (2019), ESD aims to foster environmental and ethical awareness,

values, skills, and behaviors that support sustainable development. It prepares learners to



address sustainability challenges across social, economic, environmental, cultural, and

political contexts.

Similar to sustainability, ESD is interpreted in two main views, a narrow view and a broader
view. In the former, some institutions equate ESD with the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goal (SDG) 4.7, focusing primarily on human benefits and often overlooking
the intrinsic value of nature. However, in the latter view, ESD extends beyond environmental
awareness to include social justice, economic stability, and ecological preservation. Here,
sustainability is not merely about "growing green"; instead, global ecology is considered to

have intrinsic value and is an end in itself (McFarlane & Ogazon, 2011).

Thanks to the rapid development of ESD in recent years, there is now the opportunity to
envision new courses of action and continue advancing ESD. For the purposes of this thesis,
the perspective we adopt on ESD is influenced by three main theories: critical theory,
posthumanist theories, and experiential learning theory. From the first lens, ESD can be
understood as aiming to teach for a more just and sustainable world by engaging students in
active, participatory learning. The second lens emphasizes the interconnectedness of all
lifeforms, encouraging students to engage with nature and inspiring collective action and a
sense of responsibility for environmental challenges. The final lens focuses on creating
meaningful and student-centered experiences by fostering curiosity and a deep connection to

the material learnt.

These theories share common ideas that help define ESD within the context of this thesis,
such as the importance of promoting action. ESD relies on the principles of agency,
participation, and democracy, focusing on real-world issues and raising awareness (Wals,
2011). Through ESD, students not only gain a deep understanding of environmental problems
and their consequences but also learn the actions required to solve them (Wals & Benavot,
2017). And this is particularly important in a context of social paralysis against sustainability
and ethics, where we are constantly confronted with new challenges, making it difficult to
prepare responses in advance. As Wals (2011) suggests, it is often unclear what the best
course of action is. The author explains Ulrich Beck’s concept of the Risk Society, noting that
it has never been as difficult to be ethical as it is today, and this can be overwhelming for

young people (Wals & Benavot, 2017).



Hence, both accountability and anti-fragility measures are essential to meet the UNESCO
Sustainable Development Goals (Notarstetano, 2022), as well as other ecologically-centered
sustainability issues. We need new ways of thinking about the environment, especially if we
want educators to respond to mentioned social paralysis created by a consumerist society that
often prioritizes individualization and globalization (Jensen, 2002). In this line, ESD follows
an emancipatory approach or a problem-solving approach, where students engage with
authentic problems they can relate to and feel responsible for solving (Sandell et al., 2010).
This approach aims to equip students not only with knowledge but also with the agency to

actively contribute to solving sustainability challenges in their communities and the world.

In summary, the view of ESD presented here reflects the three theoretical frameworks that
guide this thesis. It highlights the importance of addressing real-world issues, fostering
interconnectedness, and empowering students to take active roles in building a sustainable

future, all of it through meaningful experiences.

Global Reporting on ESD

Global reporting on ESD has steadily increased over the last decades (Kolk, 2005), and is
essential for tracking progress, sharing best practices, and identifying gaps in educational
systems. It serves as a vital tool for aligning educational frameworks with global
sustainability goals, facilitating cross-country collaboration, and ensuring that educational
policies are responsive to emerging challenges. Through global reporting, continuous
improvement is encouraged, resources can be mobilized, and accountability is strengthened,
all of which contribute to a more equitable and sustainable future. Moreover, global reporting
guides governments and stakeholders in refining strategies to better integrate sustainability
into curricula and teaching practices, ensuring that education remains relevant to the pressing

challenges of the 21st century.

Challenges in global ESD reporting
As mentioned in the introduction, global reporting on ESD is not short of obstacles. Several

challenges are inherent to monitoring such an amount of data.

On the one hand, there are variations in implementation. Education systems prioritize
different aspects of ESD, meaning that reports may emphasize various components of

sustainability depending on the country’s specific educational context and priorities. This



leads to discrepancies in how ESD is implemented and reported across countries (Braun &
Singer, 2019). Furthermore, the structure and focus of these reports are shaped by the
priorities of the reporting institutions, which influences what aspects of ESD are monitored

and assessed (Morgan & Shahjahan, 2014). Such is the case of UNESCO and the SDGs.

On the other hand, western dominance represents another challenge in global reporting. Many
global ESD reports tend to reflect Eurocentric perspectives, often marginalizing Indigenous
and alternative knowledge systems. This issue has been widely noted, as Western educational
frameworks dominate the reporting landscape, making it difficult for diverse worldviews and
approaches to sustainability education to gain equal representation. Reports often overlook or
underrepresent Indigenous ways of knowing and alternative educational practices that could
enrich the global understanding of sustainability (Battiste & Henderson, 2009; Eriksen et al.,
2024; Labonne, 2024; Sandoval-Rivera, 2019). This can limit the global scope of ESD

reporting and prevent a more holistic approach to sustainability from being fully recognized.

Main institutions conducting global ESD reporting

The main issue addressed in this thesis is the lack of a comprehensive global report on ESD.
While institutions like UNESCO report on ESD to some extent, no single global report
encapsulates the full scope of ESD initiatives worldwide. This gap in global reporting
presents a challenge in understanding the collective progress of ESD and its integration into
educational systems across different countries. However, by examining the data from

UNESCO and Eurydice documents, valuable insights can be drawn.

This thesis delves into the documents of these institutions to evaluate their contributions to
ESD reporting and explore potential solutions for creating a more inclusive and

comprehensive global ESD assessment framework.

Firstly, Eurydice (European Commission) issued the Eurydice report, Learning for
Sustainability in Europe (2024), which provides an in-depth analysis of how 39 European
education systems integrate sustainability within their curricula. This report focuses on key
areas such as the development of sustainability competences, the role of teachers and school
leadership, and whole-school approaches to sustainability. The Eurydice 2024 report draws
heavily on the GreenComp (2022) framework, which examines twelve key sustainability

competences. These competences are explored across different subjects, including science,



citizenship, and dedicated sustainability courses. By utilizing GreenComp, the report
highlights the interdisciplinary nature of sustainability education, showing how
environmental, economic, social, and political dimensions are interwoven throughout
European curricula. This framework serves as a guide for identifying how sustainability is
taught and how schools prepare students to engage with global sustainability challenges. The
Eurydice report, thus, provides valuable insight into the specific ways European countries are
addressing sustainability in their education systems and offers recommendations for further

integrating ESD across Europe.

UNESCO has not yet published comprehensive global reports specifically focused on ESD
from an ecological perspective, but it plays a crucial role in advancing and tracking ESD
progress through various global initiatives. Key programs like the Global Action Programme
on Education for Sustainable Development and the ESD for 2030 Global Network work to
integrate sustainability into education systems worldwide, addressing challenges such as
climate change, inequality, and environmental degradation. Additionally, UNESCO’s Country
Initiatives program supports national efforts by providing resources for policy development,
curriculum design, and teacher training on sustainability. While UNESCO has not issued a
global ESD report yet, it maintains a database that compiles ESD best practices, trends, and
policy recommendations from around the world. This resource aligns with SDG 4.7, aiming to
ensure inclusive and equitable ESD, and helps policymakers and educators access valuable
data to strengthen global sustainability education. Finally, UNESCO has developed a
framework called Education for sustainable development: a roadmap (2020), which aims to
guide countries to monitor each of the SGDs through five action areas: policies, education,
teachers training, youth mobility and local actions. A mid-evaluation in 2025 and a final
report on 2030 are expected to stem from this Roadmap. Hence, this document will be a

primary focus of analysis in this thesis.

The third document analyzed in this thesis is UNESCO Education for Sustainable
Development Goals: Learning Objectives (2017). It is closely related to the Roadmap, serving

as a supportive document, and aims to contribute to achieving the SDGs.

Another institution that contributes to the conversation of ESD is the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), but its focus is often limited and aligned

even more narrowly with the SDGs than UNESCO. While the OECD includes sustainability



in some of its publications, such as the Education at a Glance 2024 report, its approach is
primarily anthropocentric, emphasizing human development and economic growth over
ecological sustainability. This focus on human dimensions of sustainability often overlooks or
downplays the ecological aspects, which are essential to a comprehensive understanding of
sustainability. Additionally, it does not focus on education to the same extent as UNESCO
documentation. As a result, we reject the OECD’s approach to ESD reporting in this thesis, as
it fails to fully address the broader ecological and educational concerns of sustainability,

limiting its relevance in promoting a more holistic and balanced view of sustainability.

In conclusion, while there is no single global report on ESD, the data and insights provided by
UNESCO and Eurydice documents are valuable in understanding the state of ESD globally
and regionally. The Eurydice 2024 report offers a comprehensive look at how sustainability is
integrated into European curricula, using the GreenComp framework to examine the
competences needed for sustainable development. UNESCO institution, on the other hand,
provides important resources through its global programs and database, although it does not
offer a comprehensive global report on ESD itself. This thesis examines the strengths and
weaknesses of selected documents published by mentioned institutions and proposes
recommendations for creating a more inclusive and comprehensive framework for global

ESD assessment.

To begin this thesis, we will review literature that critically analyzes international comparative
education policies in general, as well as ESD assessment frameworks in particular. This
review aims to uncover limitations within the Eurydice 2024 and UNESCO 2020 and 2017
documents, helping us identify key gaps and areas for improvement in the current global ESD

reporting landscape.

Next, we will analyze these limitations from three distinct perspectives: critical theories,
post-humanist theories, and experiential learning. This multi-perspective approach is essential
in ensuring that the reports adequately address ecological justice, reflect the meaningfulness
of ESD for students, and assess the extent to which anthropocentric views dominate the

discourse surrounding sustainability education.
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Literature review

There are a number of studies addressing the limitations of monitoring ESD. Firstly, some
focus on the design and format of the assessment scales. This is because tracking progress on
global education policies is challenging due to the involvement of many groups and the
reliance on data to measure success. While some authors call for stronger sustainability
assessments, including rankings that consider curricula, teaching methods, and infrastructure
(Sinnes and Eriksen, 2015), others claim that relying too much on standardized data often
leads to rigid policies, narrow curriculums, and unhealthy competition (Benavot and
Williams, 2023). Since there’s no global test for skills like sustainability and global
citizenship, countries are judged based on policies and programs instead. Institutions such as
UNESCO or Eurydice oversee this process, but getting accurate and useful data is still a
major challenge. Authors claim there is a need for alternative measures when it comes to

skills like sustainability and global citizenship.

A further exploration of this critique on formatting, is that the approaches behind the
assessment frameworks reflect a largely Western European perspective on "relevant" learning
outcomes (Morgan and Shahjahan, 2014). Some authors argue that there is a risk of focusing
too much on measurable outcomes of ESD, while other important aspects (such as attitudes,
emotions, and attitude-driven actions), that could have a bigger impact, remain less
quantifiable (de Haan, 2010). Hence, it will be important in this thesis to examine documents
within their context to acknowledge their biases in terms of both format and content, as

suggested by Prior (2003).

Secondly, other studies are concerned about how international documents (such as those from
the 2020 UNESCO and 2024 Eurydice), promote several Eurocentric values. These values

reflect varied limitations in inclusiveness and comprehensiveness, as explained below.

On the one hand, authors criticize international assessment frameworks, such as the UN
Developmental Goals, by emphasizing the conflict between economic growth and
sustainability (Labonne, 2024), calling for a shift in education to promote solutions that
balance human well-being with sustainability (Dhara and Singh, 2021). The key question is
how to redefine prosperity while respecting planetary boundaries, recognizing that no nation

has achieved human development goals without exceeding these limits. This highlights the
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need to rethink concepts like growth, well-being, and our relationship with nature through

transformative education.

When this Western perspective becomes globalized, it necessarily shapes education by
defining challenges and imposing standardized solutions that often restrict alternative
approaches. As Ball already suggested in 1998, these policies, influenced by global forces,
reshape education’s purpose, commodify knowledge, and align learning with economic
interests. When adapted locally, they can reinforce social hierarchies related to class, race,
gender, and ability, reflecting middle-class concerns over maintaining advantage. Ultimately,
education policies and thus, reporting on ESD, must be scrutinized to reveal whose interests

they truly serve.

On the other hand, perhaps one of the most currently criticized aspects of Western
perspectives is still the neglect of indigenous traditional knowledge about ESD (Battiste and
Henderson, 2009, Eriksen et al., 2024, Labonne, 2024, Sandoval-Rivera, 2019). Although
2030 Agenda “refers to Indigenous Peoples 6 times, three times in the political declaration;
two in the targets under Goal 2 on Zero Hunger (target 2.3) and Goal 4 on education (target
4.5) — and one in the section on follow up and review that calls for Indigenous Peoples’
participation” (UN, 2025), indigenous perspectives often struggle to align with international
sustainability frameworks, due to a gap between global and local efforts, as well as the
inherent limitations of global models that overlook traditional knowledge. Let’s explore this

further.

On the one hand, from an indigenous perspective, it can be complicated to use international
sustainability frameworks, finding international guidelines meaningless for their context due
to diverse reasoning systems and ecological injustice (Sandoval-Rivera, 2019). Sustainability
education often overlooks indigenous perspectives, relying on decontextualized,
mono-cultural approaches that prioritize global frameworks and technology transfer while

undervaluing traditional knowledge and its role in meaningful learning.

Incorporating indigenous knowledge into education involves decolonizing the curriculum,
avoiding fixed solutions and creating space for diverse approaches that explore alternative
ways of coexistence through education (Eriksen et al., 2024). It requires addressing racism

and colonialism, and integrating Indigenous languages, philosophies, and histories. Effective
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teaching requires decolonizing practices, creating learning spaces, and understanding their

emotional and cultural journey.

Although reconciling indigenous knowledge with mainstream education remains a challenge,
it is a vital and urgent task for the future of education systems (Battiste and Henderson, 2009,
Labonne, 2024). By integrating indigenous knowledge with the SDGs' learning goals, we can
link global agendas with local wisdom, enhancing the potential for sustainable environmental

education and the success of the SDGs (Sandoval-Rivera, 2019).

Thirdly, another interesting, but perhaps less mentioned critique about Western perspective is
that it also conflicts with authoritarian political contexts, such is the case of Korean, since
ESD has shifted from “a soft global citizenship education” to a more “hardliner and critical”
one (Chung and Park, 2016). If an international assessment framework is to be designed, it

should address this conflict between ideologies.

Finally, there are also another number of authors concerned about how education systems
respond to international reporting demands. These challenges are not merely theoretical, but
manifest in tangible ways, often reshaping educational priorities. For example, in Taiwan,
efforts to align with global SDGs have successfully introduced sustainability into national
policies, but at times have compromised local and cultural forms of learning (Hung & Pan,
2025). The reason is that standardized frameworks, with their emphasis on measurable
outcomes, tend to simplify complex issues and marginalize pedagogical approaches that
center justice, culture, and community (Sleeter & Flores, 2017). This poses a risk that global
reporting mechanisms will continue to shape education in ways that fall short of their most
transformative goals. Addressing these issues requires more than refining measurement tools;

it calls for a reimagining of what is considered valuable in education.
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Theory

My approach to analyzing these documents is grounded in an educational perspective, as [ am
a teacher. I am particularly focused on values like inclusion, political awareness, and
meaningful learning. As educators, we are accustomed to adopting different viewpoints to
connect more effectively with our students. The broader the range of perspectives we

consider, the more students we can reach and the more diverse situations we can address.

This is why I have approached my thesis from a multi-perspective standpoint. It's not just
about ensuring a global report on ESD addresses ecological justice; it's also about how it will
measure if ESD is meaningful for students, and if it enables them to experience genuine
learning. It is also about the report monitoring if students understand they are a small part of
an interconnected system, not the center of it, and that their perspective, while important, is

just one among many human viewpoints.

In the following paragraphs I will be exploring how all of these viewpoints can ensure that a
global report becomes more comprehensive and inclusive. Therefore, I will be addressing the
different limitations and strengths of the Eurydice report and UNESCQO’s documents from the

lenses of critical theory, post-humanist approaches and experiential learning lenses.

Critical theory

Critical theory is a key lens through which to examine the limitations and strengths of current
documents, as well as to design a global report. It will help us assess whether the framework
used to evaluate ESD is inclusive and comprehensive, taking into account the political,

economic, and social contexts of different regions and countries.

Critical theory emphasizes the need to critically engage with the structures and power
dynamics that shape societies (McLaren, 2015; Freire, 1970; Kopnina, 2017). It encourages
the recognition of inequalities and injustices (Warlenius et al., 2015), and challenges dominant
ideologies, such as those overlooking indigenous perspectives (Battiste and Henderson, 2009;
Eriksen et al., 2024; Labonne, 2024; Schlosberg and Carruthers, 2010) or non-human
perspectives (Kopnina and Cherniak, 2015; Gunnarsson and Pedersen, 2016; Kahn and
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Humes, 2009). From an educational perspective, critical theory views teaching as a political
act and emphasizes the need to address the contradictions inherent in modern economic and
social systems, such as the tension between economic growth and sustainability (Labonne,
2024; Dhara and Singh, 2021; Torpman and Rocklinsberg, 2021; Griffiths, 2020; Kopnina,
2020). It calls for a curriculum that is not just neutral, but one that empowers students to
understand and challenge these systems. This perspective also emphasizes the importance of
fostering critical thinking, problem-solving, and reflection, ensuring that students are not
passive recipients of information but active participants in their learning (Taimur and Sattar,
2020; Kopnina, 2017, 2014; Ohman, 2007; Kahn, 2009). Furthermore, critical theory
advocates for participatory education, where students engage in decision-making processes,
reflect on their own roles in society, and develop the capacity to act collectively for a more

just and sustainable world (Linné & Pedersen, 2016; Sterling, 2001; Aguilar, 2016).

In this section, we will explore key themes within critical theory as applied to ESD: first, how
ESD should aim to teach for a more just and sustainable world by acknowledging that
teaching is inherently political, addressing the contradiction between economic growth and
sustainability, and promoting social justice and equity; second, the question of whether
students are learning passively or actively by fostering critical thinking, problem-solving, and
reflection, while avoiding indoctrination; and third, how ESD should be participatory,
engaging students in decision-making processes that influence both their learning and the

broader world.

Let's explore how critical theory can already influence current documents and how deeply
these theories could further improve them, making them more inclusive and comprehensive

by addressing potential gaps and limitations.
Teaching for a more just and sustainable world: politics, economic growth and social
justice

Acknowledge that teaching ESD is political
A comprehensive and inclusive global report must ensure that ESD is designed to create a
more just and sustainable world. To achieve this, we must acknowledge that teaching, and by

extension, any system for evaluating teaching; is inherently political.
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Curricula are shaped by specific times and places, meaning they inevitably reflect social
contexts and existing power dynamics. Recognizing these political dimensions allows for a
more critical analysis of curricula, empowering us to challenge dominant narratives and
decide whether we wish to perpetuate or transform existing ideologies (McLaren, 2015;
Freire, 1970). If ESD discourages debate, it risks becoming a rigid doctrine rather than an
open discussion (Kopnina & Meijers, 2014). This highlights the need for an approach that
fosters critical engagement with the content rather than a passive acceptance of predefined

ideas.

When this Western perspective becomes globalized, it necessarily shapes education by
defining challenges and imposing standardized solutions that often restrict alternative
approaches. As Ball (1998) suggested, these policies, influenced by global forces, reshape
education’s purpose, commodify knowledge, and align learning with economic interests.
When adapted locally, they can reinforce social hierarchies related to class, race, gender, and
ability, reflecting middle-class concerns over maintaining advantage. Ultimately, education

policies must be scrutinized to reveal whose interests they truly serve.

A global report on ESD must address conflicts between ideologies to ensure a more inclusive
and balanced approach. This critique is especially relevant when assessing other political
systems, such as authoritarian contexts. ESD has shifted from “a soft global citizenship
education” to a more ‘“‘hardliner and critical” one, which could reflect on Western views, but

may not be reflective of other systems, such as the Korean (Chung & Park, 2016).

All in all, ESD is a vast field encompassing multiple perspectives, often with a shared goal. A
global report must address these perspectives by focusing on sustainability efforts in their
various forms. This requires recognizing that effective sustainability measures differ across
contexts. A country may lack formal recycling systems or clean energy in schools, yet have
lower emissions due to reduced consumption. Capturing this variation prevents the imposition
of a singular, often Western-centric, view of sustainability. Designing appropriate assessment
and monitoring frameworks is key to their validity, but this is not without its challenges.
Cultural differences and divergences in education systems complicate the comparison and
interpretation of data (Braun & Singer, 2019). Furthermore, the design of the framework will
necessarily be shaped by the perspectives of its authors, who decide what counts in education

(Morgan & Shahjahan, 2014).
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Ultimately, teaching and monitoring ESD is political, and a global report must first situate
itself ideologically before striving for inclusivity in its monitoring design. While complete

neutrality is unattainable, transparency and collaboration can enhance comprehensiveness.

Addresses the contradiction of economic growth and sustainability

An important consideration in teaching for a more just and sustainable world is the role of the
economy. While ESD aims to equip individuals to contribute to a sustainable future, there is a
risk that it could be co-opted to support capitalist growth, which undermines its
transformative potential. This contradiction between sustainability and economic growth must
be addressed in curricula and global reports on ESD. Mainstream educational approaches
often prioritize economic expansion over ecological integrity (Kopnina, 2020). Some
curricula emphasize environmental care but fail to address deeper ethical issues, such as the
environmental impact of industrial production (Linné & Pedersen, 2016). As a result, global
reports risk assessing sustainability efforts through a capitalist lens, focusing on actions that

do not challenge economic or technological growth.

Griftiths (2020) critiques the potential of the SDGs and ESD to reinforce capitalist systems.
He argues that while SDG 4 links education to economic growth through human capital
development, this approach overlooks broader social, political, and ecological goals. The
author highlights that ESD, in its current form, often focuses on individual actions rather than
addressing systemic inequalities and environmental justice, which risks maintaining the status
quo. However, he also recognizes that ESD has the potential to facilitate critical education by
challenging dominant narratives, such as the contradiction between economic growth and
climate change. To promote genuine social and environmental justice, Griffiths (2020)
advocates for educators to engage critically with the SDGs and push for systemic change

rather than simply reinforcing capitalist frameworks.

Similarly, Torpman and Rocklinsberg (2021) argue that the 2030 Agenda, while focusing on
economic growth and technological progress, often overlooks the importance of broader
ecological concerns. A truly comprehensive and inclusive global report on ESD must
critically examine these economic assumptions, as they fundamentally shape sustainability
goals. It must assess whether sustainability efforts are being directed toward transformative

change or merely reinforcing existing economic structures.
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This critique is further echoed by scholars like Labonne (2024), who emphasize the conflict
between economic growth and sustainability, calling for a shift in education to promote
solutions that balance human well-being with sustainability. As Dhara and Singh (2021)
argue, redefining prosperity while respecting planetary boundaries is crucial, as no nation has
achieved human development goals without exceeding these limits. This highlights the need
to rethink concepts like growth, well-being, and our relationship with nature through

transformative education, ensuring that sustainability efforts are truly equitable and just.

Addresses inequities and social justice in ESD.

A key aspect of teaching for a more just and sustainable world is recognizing how
environmental issues are intertwined with social injustices, particularly for marginalized
communities. A truly inclusive global report must acknowledge the ways in which race,
gender, and class shape education systems and contribute to systemic oppression. Without
this recognition, reports risk reproducing these inequalities rather than challenging them. To
foster critical ecological awareness, ESD must be framed through the lens of power
dynamics, social justice, and systemic inequities (Kopnina, 2017).

One significant challenge in global ESD reports is their tendency to reflect Eurocentric
perspectives, often marginalizing Indigenous and alternative knowledge systems. As Battiste
and Henderson (2009), Eriksen et al. (2024), and Labonne (2024) note, Western educational
frameworks dominate the global reporting landscape, making it difficult for diverse
worldviews and approaches to sustainability education to gain equal representation. This
marginalization of Indigenous ways of knowing limits the global scope of ESD, preventing a
more holistic approach to sustainability from being fully recognized. As Schlosberg and
Carruthers (2010) highlight, environmental injustices take away the ability of individuals and
communities to function, affecting their identities, traditions, and ways of life. Recognizing
these injustices is essential in creating constructive and efficient discussions about
environmental crises (Warlenius et al., 2015).

Furthermore, ESD must engage with broader notions of intersectionality, not only between
humans but also in relation to non-human beings. Scholars like Kahn (2003), Kahn and

Humes (2009), Kopnina and Cherniak (2015), and Gunnarsson and Pedersen (2016) argue
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that non-human animal perspectives should be integrated into sustainability education. ESD
must go beyond merely focusing on human concerns and address the ethical and emotional
relationships that humans have with non-human animals. As Gunnarsson and Pedersen (2016)
suggest, this involves rethinking how we relate to non-human animals, approaching them with
respect and empathy. Similarly, Kahn (2009) advocate for critical inquiry, while Kopnina and
Cherniak (2015) highlight the human responsibility to protect sentient beings, seeing it as an
act of love. Such an approach is important for making power relations visible in ESD,
ensuring that it does not reproduce existing inequalities. By considering the intersectionality
between humans, animals, and the environment, global reports can present a more inclusive,

holistic view of sustainability that embraces all forms of life and their rights.

Are we learning passively? Critical discussions, indoctrination and agency for social
change

A comprehensive and inclusive global report must ensure that ESD is taught deeply and
extensively, avoiding passive learning and indoctrination. Given its complexity, sustainability
cannot be reduced to memorizing rules or following generic guidelines. Moreover, ignoring
student agency and critical engagement makes learning less inclusive. As many scholars
argue, education should encourage discussion and critical reflection. Therefore, ESD must be
an active process that fosters deep thinking and real-world application.

1t includes critical thinking, problem solving and reflection

Engaging students with complex ideas and open-ended questions allows them to connect
personally with sustainability issues, fostering deeper reflection and problem-solving skills.
This approach equips them to navigate real-life dilemmas, such as choosing between two
equally unsustainable options as consumers, by critically evaluating trade-offs and

considering long-term consequences. In contrast, simplistic guidelines like “use less water”

fail to address systemic issues or provoke meaningful change.

Taimur and Sattar (2020) identify critical thinking as a key cognitive competency in ESD,
essential for developing "sustainability citizens" who can address complex global challenges.
They argue that mainstreaming ESD across all educational levels and integrating it into
various subjects, rather than treating it as a standalone discipline, is vital for fostering critical
thinking. To achieve this, they emphasize the need for systemic changes, including teacher

training, curriculum reforms, and policy support that enables educators to promote

19



sustainability effectively. Their proposed Sustainability Mainstreaming Model combines
action research with a whole-system approach, ensuring that sustainability is deeply

embedded into education for long-term, meaningful change.

Discussing ethical dilemmas and sustainability challenges strengthens students’ ability to
analyze sustainable development and the SDGs (Kopnina, 2017). Such engagement empowers
students to challenge the root causes of unsustainability, fostering fairer and more resilient
futures. As Freire (1970) argues, “only dialogue, which requires critical thinking, is capable
of generating critical thinking” (Freire, 1970, p. 92). By embedding this approach into
curricula and educational policies, an international report on ESD can provide a more
comprehensive and inclusive vision for sustainability education, ensuring that students

develop the analytical skills necessary to drive meaningful change.

1t ensures ESD is not indoctrinating

A major risk of passive learning is indoctrination, where students are presented with
sustainability as a set of fixed rules rather than an evolving, reflective process. Students
naturally develop values through education and life experiences, and forcing specific
responses or ignoring their perspectives can hinder critical engagement (Ohman, 2007).
Kopnina (2014) warns that if ESD discourages debate, it risks becoming a rigid doctrine
rather than an open discussion. As Ohman (2007) also cautions, failing to provide space for
students to critically explore various interpretations of sustainability can lead to passive

acceptance, rather than genuine engagement with the issues at hand.

To prevent this, ESD must promote moral meaning-making, open dialogue, and critical
thinking. Education should not merely present sustainability as a predefined set of rules but
should encourage students to examine ethical dilemmas, navigate complex sustainability
issues, and question assumptions. This approach allows students to engage deeply with the
subject matter, fostering a more nuanced understanding of sustainability. Democracy, debate,
and action-taking are essential components of an education that fosters true agency,
empowering students to be active participants in their own learning rather than passive

recipients of information.
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Is ESD participatory?

Community-based actions and individual actions

A comprehensive and inclusive global report on ESD should reflect its participatory nature,
emphasizing community-based actions rather than isolating sustainability efforts into a series
of individual tasks. Addressing sustainability challenges effectively requires teamwork,
solidarity, and collective empowerment. Only by prioritizing community-driven approaches
can ESD challenge systemic barriers and contribute to a fairer, more sustainable future (Linné
& Pedersen, 2016). Ecological thinking supports this shift, advocating for collaboration,
empowerment, and self-organization rather than separation, control, and manipulation

(Sterling, 2001).

Aguilar (2016) underscores the growing emphasis on community-based environmental
education, highlighting that the most successful ESD programs are deeply embedded in local
issues, involve multiple stakeholders, and encourage civic action. These programs move
beyond individual behavioral change, instead fostering collective strategies that address
structural challenges. A crucial aspect of this approach is recognizing community values and
socio-cultural contexts in program design. By shifting from traditional, behavior-focused
education to more emancipatory practices, ESD can empower both individuals and
communities to challenge existing power structures and contribute to long-term, systemic

change.

Rather than focusing solely on individual actions, such as recycling or reducing carbon
emissions, ESD should encourage efforts that tackle the root causes of unsustainability, such
as industrial farming, fossil fuel dependence, and consumerism. Global reports should
therefore assess whether ESD initiatives are fostering collaboration and community-driven
solutions rather than reinforcing an individualized, consumer-based approach to sustainability.
By documenting and analyzing participatory, community-led sustainability efforts worldwide,
an international report on ESD can provide a more comprehensive and inclusive perspective

on the transformative potential of education in achieving sustainable development.
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Post-humanist theories

Post-humanist theories are another important perspective to examine the limitations and
strengths of current documents, as well as to design a global report. They will also help us
analyze if the assessment framework is inclusive and comprehensive, ensuring that it captures

the essential principles of interconnectedness and ecological humility.

Post-humanist theories challenge anthropocentrism, the belief that human beings are the
central and superior species on Earth (Weldemariam, 2017; Elliott & Davis, 2018; Lysgaard et
al., 2019; Keitsch, 2018). These theories argue for a more holistic worldview, where humans
are seen as part of a larger, interconnected ecosystem (Jeong et al., 2021; Riley, 2023). This
perspective acknowledges the intrinsic value of non-human life and the environment,
encouraging us to consider the roles that other species and natural systems play in sustaining
life (Broom, 2019; Gannon, 2017; Weldemariam, 2020; Nxumalo & Pacini-Ketchabaw, 2017;
Isaksson & Weldemariam, 2024). A comprehensive and inclusive report on ESD must
incorporate these perspectives, ensuring that students understand their responsibility not as
dominators of nature but as participants in a shared, fragile world. It should also assess
whether ESD encourages students to view themselves as part of a broader ecological system,

promoting environmental responsibility and ethical awareness.

In this section, we will explore the following themes: how ESD should emphasize the
interconnectedness of all life forms, challenging anthropocentric views and promoting
ecological humility; the importance of engaging students with nature, through outdoor
education and direct contact with non-human beings; and how ESD should inspire collective
action and a sense of responsibility, addressing human-induced environmental impacts on

future generations and encouraging systems thinking.

Let’s explore how post-humanist theories can influence current documents and how they
could be more fully integrated to make them more inclusive and comprehensive, addressing
the gaps and limitations that still exist in fostering a deeper connection between students,

nature, and the environment.
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We need to make sure ESD emphasizes the interconnectedness of all lifeforms

Anthropocentrism and ecological humility

If a global report aims to be more inclusive, it must decenter humans enough to recognize the
often-neglected and marginalized non-human actors, emphasizing the interconnectedness of
all living and non-living systems. Addressing unsustainable practices requires a shift away
from anthropocentrism and toward ecological humility, acknowledging that human well-being

is deeply entwined with the more-than-human world.

The mainstream view of sustainability is often analyzed through an anthropocentric lens,
typically summarized by the “3P’s”: People, Planet, and Prosperity (Seghezzo, 2009). This
view defines sustainability as an interconnected system involving environmental protection,
economic performance, societal welfare, and political, ethical, and ecological considerations
(Glavic & Lukman, 2007). It is widely accepted by global institutions, such as the United
Nations, which sees sustainability as encompassing these three core dimensions (UN, 2015).
One of the most well-known frameworks based on this human-centered approach is the
United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, which focuses on improving
human well-being, eradicating poverty, and promoting social and economic development
while addressing environmental challenges. However, this anthropocentric approach has been
criticized for focusing too much on human needs, neglecting non-human species and the
intrinsic value of nature (Keitsch, 2018). As Broom (2019) argues, sustainability should be
understood more broadly, considering not just human resources but also the welfare of

animals and the preservation of the environment.

From the perspective of ESD, post-humanist theories reject human exceptionalism and, in
doing so, redefine agency and responsibility. These perspectives promote ecological humility
and a deeper sense of interconnectedness (Jeong et al., 2021). Humanness, in this context, is
understood through our responsibilities and relationships with the more-than-human world,
emphasizing shared futures built on ethical engagement and accountability (Riley, 2023).
Thus, true humanness is found not in placing humans at the center of existence but in acting

alongside and with others, both human and non-human.

This shift is particularly relevant in the context of the Anthropocene, an era marked by

human-driven environmental change. Bringing the notion of the Anthropocene into the
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classroom has both challenges and potential. On one hand, it can provoke anxiety about
environmental limits and the future of humanity (Pawson, 2015). However, if education is to
prepare students for contemporary challenges, it must also equip them with the critical tools
and resilience to navigate this uncertain reality. As Lysgaard et al. (2019) argue, recognizing
that education must happen in the context of the Anthropocene requires a change in how we
teach. It’s not just about teaching students about the Anthropocene, but about shifting the

approach so that students are empowered to become responsible change-makers.

A broader transformation in pedagogy is needed, moving from traditional education toward
critical ecopedagogy as a means of addressing environmental crises. Post-humanist and new
materialist theories advocate for a relational approach, where children are recognized as
interconnected with the more-than-human world (Weldemariam, 2017). This shift calls for
sustainability education that fosters deeper ecological awareness and ethical engagement,
challenging unsustainable practices, materialism, and capitalist exploitation while reimagining

education beyond anthropocentric frameworks (Elliott & Davis, 2018).

By embracing these ideas, an international report on ESD can assess whether global education
systems are truly preparing students for the realities of the Anthropocene. A comprehensive
and inclusive approach to sustainability education must go beyond human-centered narratives,

fostering a sense of shared responsibility and interconnection across all living systems.

We need to engage students with nature

If a global report aims to be truly comprehensive, it needs to address how humans engage
with nature, how it affects us, by promoting outdoor education and contact with animals, as
well as with other non-human entities. The reason is that engaging with nature helps students
understand their role within ecosystems (Isaksson & Weldemariam, 2024), while relationships
with animals can foster ethical awareness and environmental responsibility (Gannon, 2017;

Weldemariam, 2020; Nxumalo & Pacini-Ketchabaw, 2017).

Promoting outdoor education

Currently, students spend most of their time indoors, and education rarely takes place in
nature, even when discussing ESD. This disconnection from nature can lead to a sense of
alienation, making it difficult for students to feel part of the world and understand their

interconnectedness with it. Outdoor education, often emphasized in early childhood, helps
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students connect with nature, engage with their instincts, and better understand their roles in
complex ecological systems. Indigenous knowledge, deeply rooted in nature, highlights the
significance of this connection, suggesting that outdoor education should be integrated across

all age groups to foster a stronger relationship with the environment.

By engaging in outdoor learning experiences, students understand their roles in complex
systems (Jeong et al., 2021), engage with nature spontaneously, breaking from rigid
human-centric views, challenging the nature/culture divide and collaborating with non-human
entities (Isaksson & Weldemariam, 2024). Additionally, the unexpected outcomes from

outdoor experiences can inspire shifts away from conventional curricula (Gannon, 2017).

While outdoor education can provide valuable learning experiences, simply adding it to the
existing curriculum may not be enough to drive long-term behavioral change. There is limited
understanding of the direct connections between outdoor education and the development of
sustainable habits. As Lugg (2007) points out, the mere presence of outdoor learning is not

sufficient to significantly shift students' behaviors toward sustainability.

A more comprehensive global report should go beyond simply acknowledging outdoor
education as part of the curriculum. It should assess whether policies have mechanisms to
track the effectiveness of outdoor education in influencing behavioral changes. Additionally,
the report should examine which specific components of outdoor education are being
implemented, the goals they aim to achieve, and the outcomes they produce. By
systematically monitoring the role of outdoor education in ESD, a global report could ensure
that it contributes meaningfully to sustainability education, empowering students to adopt

sustainable practices in their everyday lives.

Promoting contact with animals and non-human entities

Humans are deeply interconnected with the ecological world, yet modern education often
neglects this relationship. Encouraging deeper connections and interactions between children
and non-human beings is essential for fostering an awareness of the broader ecological
system. Researchers advocate for a transformative shift in education, one that reevaluates how
children engage with animals and the environment, moving beyond passive observation to
meaningful interactions (Weldemariam, 2020). Some scholars argue that simple interactions

with animals can spark affection and care (Gannon, 2017), while others emphasize the
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importance of examining how these relationships are formed and maintained (Weldemariam,
2020; Nxumalo & Pacini-Ketchabaw, 2017). Given the environmental challenges children
will face in the future, developing emotional and ethical connections with non-human beings
is critical for fostering responsibility and empathy toward the planet (Weldemariam, 2020;

Nxumalo & Pacini-Ketchabaw, 2017).

Incorporating contact with animals into education requires acknowledging the broader
material and environmental factors that shape learning. Researchers highlight how aspects
such as classroom design, technology, and outdoor settings influence children's experiences
and their ability to form relationships with non-human entities (Weldemariam, 2020; Fenwick
& Edwards, 2011). Learning is increasingly seen as a collaborative process, where
interactions with nature, animals, and objects actively contribute to knowledge creation, rather

than simply being external subjects of study (Weldemariam, 2020).

A similar critique to outdoor education applies here, there is limited understanding of how
exposure to animals and non-human entities translates into long-term environmental
responsibility. While fostering interactions with animals may generate curiosity and emotional
connections, simply incorporating these experiences into the curriculum, without deeper

integration, may not be enough to drive significant behavioral change.

In this sense, comprehensive global reports could assess whether policies systematically
incorporate these interactions and track their impact. A well-rounded global evaluation should
not only determine whether contact with non-human beings is present in educational policies

but also examine the specific methods and objectives pursued.

Inspire collective action and sense of responsibility for environmental challenges

For a global report to be truly comprehensive, it must address how education fosters a sense
of collective responsibility toward environmental challenges. This involves acknowledging
the long-term impact of human actions and integrating systems thinking into education. By
considering these aspects, global assessments can better evaluate whether education policies
are equipping students with the knowledge and mindset needed to engage meaningfully with

sustainability challenges.
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Humans cause environmental impact in future generations

Human-caused environmental changes will deeply affect future generations, highlighting the
need for a more responsible and interconnected environmental approach (Weldemariam,
2020). However, engaging young people in responding to environmental destruction presents
significant pedagogical challenges. As Weldemariam (2020) notes, preparing students for a
rapidly changing world requires carefully crafting the narratives and stories we share. By
centering these narratives in environmental education, educators can foster both a sense of
urgency and empowerment, helping students see themselves as active participants in

sustainability efforts rather than passive observers.

One of the key pillars of ESD, from this theoretical lens, is to promote action. ESD relies on
the principles of agency, participation, and democracy, focusing on real-world issues and
raising awareness (Wals, 2011). Through ESD, students not only gain a deep understanding of
environmental problems and their consequences but also learn the actions required to solve
them (Wals & Benavot, 2017). In the context of social paralysis against sustainability and
ethics, where we are constantly confronted with new challenges and struggle to prepare
responses in advance, ESD’s emphasis on agency is particularly crucial. As Wals (2011)
suggests, it is often unclear what the best course of action is, and this uncertainty can be
overwhelming, especially for young people. The concept of the "Risk Society," as explained
by Ulrich Beck, points to the increasing difficulty of making ethical decisions in an era

marked by global challenges (Wals & Benavot, 2017).

Hence, both accountability and anti-fragility measures are essential to meet the UNESCO
Sustainable Development Goals (Notarstefano, 2022) and other sustainability issues. There is
a need for new ways of thinking about the environment, particularly if we want educators to
respond to the social paralysis created by a consumerist society that often prioritizes
individualization and globalization (Jensen, 2002). In this regard, ESD follows an
emancipatory or problem-solving approach, where students engage with authentic, real-world
problems they can relate to and feel responsible for solving (Sandell et al., 2010). This
approach equips students not only with knowledge but also with the agency to actively

contribute to solving sustainability challenges in their communities and the world.

Incorporating these ideas into an international report on ESD can significantly enhance its

comprehensiveness and inclusivity. By emphasizing the importance of human responsibility
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in causing environmental damage and its impacts on future generations, the report can foster a
deeper sense of accountability among current and future learners. It can encourage a critical
approach to understanding sustainability, where students are not only taught about
environmental issues but also equipped with the agency and tools to address them. This
reflective approach, which acknowledges the complexities of ethical decision-making in a
rapidly changing world, ensures that the report does not merely present sustainability as a set
of fixed rules but as an evolving process requiring active participation and real-world
problem-solving. Additionally, by recognizing the challenges posed by global crises and the
need for local, context-sensitive solutions, the report can create space for diverse voices and
knowledge systems. In doing so, it can move beyond traditional, Western-centric frameworks
and embrace a more inclusive, participatory model of education that reflects the

interconnectedness of humanity with the environment and future generations.

The need for Systems Thinking

If a global ESD report aims to be truly comprehensive, it must evaluate the extent to which
systems thinking is embedded in education policies. Sustainability challenges are inherently
complex and interconnected, requiring a holistic approach that acknowledges interdependent
relationships (Hofman-Bergholm, 2018). Unlike traditional educational models that
compartmentalize knowledge, systems thinking integrates multiple dimensions, intellectual,
practical, and perceptual, aligning with the ecological paradigm and fostering a more

inclusive worldview (Sterling, 2001).

However, policies alone are insufficient. Research shows that even in countries with strong
education systems, sustainability is often not meaningfully integrated due to a lack of teacher
training (Wolff et al., 2022). Even in high-performing systems like Finland’s, educators often
struggle to teach sustainability effectively due to gaps in their own education
(Hofman-Bergholm, 2018). A truly comprehensive global report should not only assess
whether systems thinking is present in curricula but also examine whether teachers receive

adequate training to implement it effectively.
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Experiential learning

Experiential learning offers a valuable lens through which we can evaluate both the strengths
and limitations of current documents, while also guiding the design of a global report. By
examining this perspective, we can determine whether existing assessment frameworks are
truly inclusive and comprehensive, ensuring they account for students' authentic engagement

with sustainability topics.

Experiential learning emphasizes the importance of students as active agents in their own
learning processes (Dewey, 1938). For this to happen, education must be meaningful and
relevant to students in the present (Mezirow, 2000; Spiteri, 2020; Weldemariam, 2017), not
just for their future roles. A global report on ESD that overlooks whether learning is
meaningful to students or how they engage with its core values, without considering students'
input, would fail to be inclusive from the start. To be effective, ESD must connect with
students on a personal level, acknowledging their individual experiences and their evolving
role in a larger, interconnected world (Tassone & Wals, 2014; Hebe, 2017; AlAfnan and
Dishari, 2024; Olsson, 2014; Korsager and Scheie, 2019). Ideas within experiential learning,
much like those in critical theory and post-humanist views, suggest that learning must honor
both individuality and collective responsibility, highlighting how students' personal growth

intersects with larger systems.

Experiential learning aligns with the previously discussed theories, with an emphasis on
agency, democracy, and open dialogue. Its distinct contribution lies in its strong focus on
hands-on activities (Spiteri, 2020), fostering curiosity (Bostad and Hessen, 2019; Dahl, 2013;
Dewey, 1938), and emphasizing project-based learning (Weldemariam, 2017). These
components help students actively engage with sustainability and understand it from a

personal, practical perspective.

While earlier critiques have focused on issues such as Eurocentric biases and the exclusion of
indigenous perspectives, we must also consider the lack of authenticity in current assessments
of ESD. Experiential learning offers a potential solution to this gap, aligning with the idea that

learning should be meaningful, personal, relevant, and transformative.
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Knowledge must be meaningful and student-centered

For a global report to be truly comprehensive and inclusive, it must address the importance of
making knowledge meaningful and student-centered. This involves ensuring that curricula
evolve to meet the intellectual needs of students and providing interactive, hands-on learning
opportunities. By fostering student agency and ensuring that curricula are flexible and
adaptive, global reports can better assess whether education policies are effectively equipping

students for a sustainable future.

Despite policy efforts at international levels, student engagement in ESD remains a challenge
(Tassone & Wals, 2014). An emancipatory approach, where students have the freedom to
determine their course of action, has been explored as a way to counteract passivity and social
paralysis. Transformative learning, as described by Mezirow (2000), places emphasis on what
students want to learn, ensuring that education is personally relevant and fosters critical
reflection. Additionally, Ausubel’s theory of meaningful learning suggests that students
acquire knowledge most effectively when they can link new information to their prior
experiences. Instead of treating learning as the passive absorption of facts, this perspective
highlights the importance of constructing knowledge through active engagement and personal

connection.

By integrating these principles, an international report on ESD can assess whether education
policies truly support student-centered learning. Evaluating how curricula incorporate
transformative and experiential learning approaches will provide deeper insights into how
sustainability education can be made more relevant, engaging, and impactful for students

across diverse contexts.

The curriculum should evolve as students grow

For a global report on ESD to be truly comprehensive and inclusive, it must address how
curricula evolve alongside students’ intellectual, social, and developmental growth. Research
highlights the importance of aligning sustainability education with cognitive and social
development theories. Hebe (2017) notes that while Piaget’s cognitive stages and Vygotsky’s
social learning theories are widely applied in education, their potential for shaping
environmental education (EE) remains underexplored, particularly in early childhood

education. These theories provide a strong foundation for tailoring ESD to different
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developmental stages, ensuring that young learners acquire the knowledge, skills, and values

necessary to engage with environmental issues from an early age.

Building on this, AlAfnan and Dishari (2024) argue that curricula must evolve to align with
students’ cognitive growth. By integrating Piaget’s constructivist approach and Vygotsky’s
concept of the zone of proximal development, educators can design lessons that are both
developmentally appropriate and meaningful. Additionally, critical and radical constructivism
encourage students to challenge existing knowledge, fostering the creative and critical

thinking necessary for addressing sustainability challenges.

Empirical studies further support the need for age-specific ESD approaches. Olsson (2014)
found that while younger students in Swedish schools benefit from explicit sustainability
education, engagement tends to decline in adolescence, particularly around ages 15-16. This
adolescent dip underscores the need for progressive, targeted approaches that maintain
students’ interest in sustainability topics throughout their schooling. Similarly, Korsager and
Scheie (2019) emphasize that younger students respond well to experiential, affective
learning, while older students require more in-depth, interdisciplinary sustainability education
that integrates cognitive and emotional engagement. They also highlight the importance of
equipping teachers with the competencies needed to adapt sustainability education across

developmental stages.

A truly comprehensive global report on ESD should explicitly track and analyze these
developmental shifts, ensuring that curricula are designed to foster a lifelong commitment to
sustainability. By collecting and comparing educational approaches across different age
groups and cultural contexts, the report could identify best practices for integrating
sustainability into education at all levels. This would contribute to a more adaptive, inclusive,

and impactful global approach to sustainability education.

Knowledge must be interactive and hands-on learning

For students to actively engage with the challenges of sustainability, knowledge must be both
interactive and hands-on. Dewey (19238) advocates for a student-centered approach where
learners interact with their environment and acquire knowledge through experience. This
experiential learning process fosters practical skills, critical thinking, and problem-solving

abilities, key competencies for addressing sustainability challenges. Traditional, lecture-based
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instruction, while useful for certain knowledge transfer, often falls short in promoting
transformative learning (Sterling, 2001). Instead, sustainability education benefits from a
constructivist approach that encourages students to critically analyze problems and engage

deeply with them through exploration and real-world application.

In early childhood education, Spiteri (2020) highlights the role of play-based, hands-on, and
meaningful learning in fostering sustainability awareness. Rather than replacing traditional
learning, sustainability education should be integrated into existing play-based pedagogies,
using intentional teaching strategies to help children develop social understanding,
environmental awareness, and problem-solving skills. Hands-on experiences (such as outdoor
play, collaborative projects, and democratic decision-making activities) allow young learners
to develop sustainability-related values in a meaningful and engaging way. These

foundational experiences are crucial in shaping long-term environmental responsibility.

Embedding interactive, inquiry-based learning into education policies is essential, as policies
directly shape classroom practices. Global reports should assess whether education systems
prioritize hands-on, participatory learning approaches that integrate sustainability concepts
through student-led projects and experiential learning opportunities. The widespread use of
project-based learning in sustainability education (Weldemariam, 2017) demonstrates its
effectiveness in helping students connect classroom knowledge to tangible actions in their
own communities. By highlighting best practices across different educational systems, an
international report on ESD can ensure that sustainability education remains dynamic,

inclusive, and deeply embedded in real-world learning experiences.

ESD should foster curiosity

Critical theories have long emphasized the importance of problem-solving and critical
thinking. However, experiential learning introduces an additional element: the fostering of
curiosity. This student-centered approach emphasizes the personal, engaging nature of
education, even when addressing complex topics like ESD. Curiosity plays a crucial role in
how students engage with the world and with sustainability issues, driving them to ask
questions, explore problems, and seek answers independently. In a world where sustainability
issues are often complex and fluid, it is essential that education promotes curiosity as a key

part of the learning process. Educators must create environments where students feel
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motivated to think creatively, engage with uncertainty, and adapt to evolving challenges,

rather than relying solely on established, authoritative solutions (Dahl, 2013).

Research consistently suggests that curiosity is foundational in sustainability education. Dahl
(2013) and Dewey (1938) argue that curiosity compels students to ask questions,
independently explore problems, and develop a deeper understanding of complex topics.
Bostad and Hessen (2019) further highlight that curiosity and passion bridge the gap between
scientific knowledge and meaningful engagement with sustainability. They caution that an
overemphasis on critical thinking, without integrating curiosity, could reduce students’ sense
of wonder and personal connection to nature. Acknowledging curiosity not only as a tool for
inquiry but as a vital aspect of student engagement would allow students to form more

profound connections with sustainability challenges.

Current global reports generally focus on critical thinking, problem-solving, and
multi-perspective approaches. While these are vital elements of curiosity, there is little
emphasis on curiosity itself as an intrinsic educational value. The joy of learning, a crucial
aspect of education, is often overlooked in favor of more practical, outcome-driven
objectives. Some might argue that focusing on curiosity is unnecessary, given that the primary
goal of sustainability education is to address global challenges effectively. However, an
international report on ESD must also address curiosity as an essential educational aspect. Not
only does curiosity drive engagement, but it also fosters intrinsic motivation in students,
encouraging them to explore and connect with ESD in ways that feel meaningful and

personal.

By including curiosity as a central value in global reports on sustainability education, the
reports can better support an education system that empowers students to become actively
involved in sustainability efforts. Promoting inquiry-driven, curiosity-focused environments
encourages students to not only gain knowledge but to build emotional and intellectual
connections with the material. This will contribute to improving sustainability education
overall, ensuring that students are not only prepared to address the challenges they face but

also remain actively curious, engaged, and motivated to seek innovative solutions.
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Method

Research design

This study adopts a comparative, qualitative approach to analyze how ESD is represented in
international reports and documents, focusing primarily on the Eurydice report Learning for
Sustainability in Europe (2024) and selected UNESCO documents: UNESCO’s Education for
Sustainable Development: A Roadmap (2020) and UNESCO Education for Sustainable
Development Goals: Learning Objectives (2017). A qualitative approach was chosen to
emphasize the interpretation of policy narratives, the identification of thematic gaps, and the
assessment of inclusivity, rather than the quantification of data. The comparative method
allows for a structured contrast between the documents, highlighting differences in scope,
theoretical underpinnings, and cultural framing. This provides insight into how ESD is
constructed within global education policies, exploring both the limitations and possibilities

for more inclusive global reporting.

Building on Prior’s (2003) conceptualization of documents as “fields of research in
themselves,” this study treats policy documents not as neutral texts but as socially situated
products embedded in institutional contexts. Rather than isolating content from form, this
approach foregrounds how the structure, authorship, intended audience, and discursive
choices of the Eurydice (2024) and UNESCO (2017, 2020) documents shape the way ESD is
represented. This perspective supports a critical, comparative inquiry into how different
institutions construct, prioritize, and disseminate sustainability education, and how these

constructions reflect broader social and political frameworks.

The analysis employs comparative documentary analysis to assess the content composition of
the reports. The 2024 Eurydice report serves as the primary reference, offering a unified and
in-depth overview of ESD within European education systems. In contrast, UNESCO’s
documentation is fragmented across multiple documents, each of which provides partial
insights into ESD discourse. Given that UNESCO has not yet produced a single
comprehensive ESD report, this study analyzes two of its most comprehensive documents to
form a comparable dataset: UNESCO’s Education for Sustainable Development: A Roadmap
(2020) and UNESCO Education for Sustainable Development Goals: Learning Objectives
(2017). The research is guided by three theoretical frameworks: critical theory,
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posthumanism, and experiential learning. These frameworks help uncover implicit biases,
highlight thematic exclusions, and suggest potential improvements for assessing and

implementing ESD on a global scale.
Data Collection

Information Sources

The primary data for this study consists of international policy documentation, specifically:
Eurydice Report: "Learning for Sustainability in Europe" (2024); UNESCO Documentation:
“Education for sustainable development: A roadmap” (2020), “Education for Sustainable

Development Goals: Learning objectives” (2017).

Additional sources

Additional sources are used to contextualize findings and support the application of the
selected theoretical frameworks. These are peer-reviewed academic articles that will further
substantiate the analysis and that are primarily sourced from academic databases such as

Google Scholar and the Gothenburg University Library.

Search Strategy
Databases: The UNESCO database, Google Scholar, and university library portals

For the research question, the main keywords included: “Education for Sustainable
Development,” “Global reports,” “Education curricula,” “International reports,”

“Sustainability”

Keywords for literature review and critique: “Critiques of ESD,” “Limitations of global
education reports,” “Anthropocentrism in education,” “Indigenous knowledge in education,”
“Posthumanism in education,” “Experiential learning in education,” “UNESCO ESD reports,”

“Eurydice reports on sustainability education”

Framework-specific searches: “Critical theory in education,” “Posthumanist theory in

education,” “Experiential learning in education”

If any critiques or gaps were identified in the initial literature review, further searches were
conducted to explore them in more depth, ensuring a comprehensive understanding of the key

issues addressed in the reports.
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Search Limitations
Language: Searches were conducted primarily in English. Due to language barriers, reports

from some regions, particularly Asia and Africa, may be underrepresented.

Publication Year: Preference was given to reports published in the last 10 years to ensure the

relevance and timeliness of the data.

Access: The availability of reports may be limited by countries with lower digital
infrastructure or those not sharing data with UNESCO or similar organizations, which may

result in underrepresentation from certain regions.

Additional Strategies
A citation review was conducted within the reports to identify additional relevant sources and
data. This helped expand the range of literature included in the study and ensure

comprehensive coverage of the topic.

Data Analysis

This study employs a comparative, qualitative approach to analyze and compare the Eurydice
(2024) and UNESCO (2017, 2020) documents on ESD. Following Prior (2003), the analysis
attends to the structure, language, and organizational logic of the documents, recognizing that
what is emphasized, how it is framed, and the context of its production all shape the
construction of ESD discourse. The goal is to assess how comprehensive and inclusive these

documents are in addressing key aspects of ESD.

Data Extraction and Synthesis

The analysis began with a careful review of the Eurydice (2024) and UNESCO (2017, 2020)
documents. The aim was to find and highlight sections that related to the key ideas from the
three theoretical frameworks used in this study: critical theory, posthumanist theory, and
experiential learning. These theories were the base for the research question (/n what ways are
current global ESD reports limited, and how can they become more inclusive and

comprehensive in response?).
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During this process, it became clear that some parts of the theories were not fully covered in
the documents, and hence, the comprehensiveness and inclusivity were compromised. In
some cases, ideas were only briefly mentioned or hinted at, without much detail or

development.

Once the relevant information was identified, the next step was to organize it. The data was
sorted based on the main themes from each theory. A total of 6 key elements were identified
for Critical Theory, 5 for Posthumanism, and 3 for Experiential Learning. The number of
elements varied because some themes overlapped across theories, and only the most relevant

and clearly measurable themes were included in the analysis.

Each key element was given a code, for example, CT1 stands for Critical Theory element 1:
“Teaching ESD is political.” These codes made it easier to compare how the themes were

treated in each document.

A comparative chart was created to summarize the findings. For each key element, the

documents were assessed based on four levels:
A: Addressed fully

B: Addressed to some extent

C: Mentioned briefly

D: Not mentioned at all

To decide on the level, I looked at how often the theme or related words were used, how
clearly the idea was explained, where it appeared in the document (for example, as a section
title or just a passing reference), and whether any methods for evaluating or applying the idea
were described. If a theme was not directly mentioned, I looked for indirect references,
especially in sections about goals, values, or reflections. This was the case for elements like
indoctrination (CT5) and student-centered learning (EL2), which were often implied rather

than stated.

Even though I aimed to be as consistent and objective as possible, I recognize that some of the
interpretation depends on the reader’s perspective, especially when judging how fully an idea

was addressed.
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Handling Divergences

During the analysis, it became important to recognize and understand the differences between
the UNESCO (2017, 2020) and Eurydice (2024) documents, both in how they are structured
and in how they approach ESD.

First, UNESCO spreads its ESD information across several documents. For example, the
Global Education Monitoring (GEM) reports usually focus on specific aspects of ESD, while
other publications like the ESD Roadmap (2020) aim to guide countries in their monitoring
efforts as they work toward the 2030 global goals. In contrast, Eurydice (2024) presents its
findings in one single, comprehensive report. This difference makes direct comparisons more
complex. Instead of comparing two full international reports, I have compared a finished
product (Eurydice 2024) with pieces of a broader, ongoing process (UNESCO 2017, 2020),

which at times can feel more predictive than conclusive.

Second, the UNESCO institution operates on a global level and includes data from a wide
range of countries with different cultural, social, and political contexts. This naturally leads to
more variation in how ESD is presented and implemented. The Eurydice institution, on the
other hand, focuses only on European countries, which often follow similar educational
policies due to shared EU frameworks. As a result, Eurydice’s (2024) data tends to be more
consistent and easier to compare across countries. UNESCO’s (2017, 2020) documents’

broader reach, while richer in diversity, bring greater complexity.

Third, there are differences in the institutional influences guiding each body’s work.
UNESCOQO’s (2017, 2020) documents are strongly shaped by the United Nations SDGs.
Eurydice institution, as part of the EU system, is not directly tied to the UN's SDG
framework, and its approach to ESD is influenced more by EU-level education strategies and

policies.

These differences matter because they are not just about methods, they also reflect the larger
goals and roles of each institution. As Prior (2003) highlights, documents are shaped by the
systems they’re part of. For example, the UNESCO institution's emphasis on international
cooperation and flexibility is different from Eurydice’s more structured, regional focus.
Cultural and political contexts also influence how ESD is framed, what priorities are set, and

how problems are defined.
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Once these divergences were identified, we examined how they influenced the study’s
findings. In most cases, these differences could be explored using the same theoretical lenses,

critical theory, posthumanism, and experiential learning.

Research quality

To ensure the quality of this research, I focused on two key principles: reliability and validity.

This means the aim was to make sure the findings are both accurate and consistent.

The analysis followed a clear and structured process when reviewing the Eurydice (2024) and
UNESCO (2017, 2020) documents. I carefully read each report, identified recurring themes,
and analyzed them through the lens of the three chosen theoretical frameworks. These
frameworks helped assess how the reports addressed important ideas such as social justice,

the relationship between humans and the natural world, and student-centered learning.

Using this method made it possible to analyze the documents in a fair and consistent way. By
comparing data from different sources and applying the same theoretical lens across both, the
study aims to give a more complete and balanced view of how ESD is presented in these key

documents.

That said, the quality of this research could be improved further. Collaboration and peer
review would allow different perspectives and interpretations to emerge, which is especially
useful when working with complex topics. In the case of the data extracted from UNESCQO’s
institution, because its information is spread across various documents, continuing to explore

related publications could help refine or expand the current findings.

Most importantly, a review of this thesis will be essential once the official UNESCO Global
ESD Report is published. A midterm evaluation is expected in 2025, and that upcoming report
will offer a more complete dataset for analysis, helping confirm or reconsider the conclusions

presented here.
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Collaboration and Participation

Although this study was carried out independently and did not include direct collaboration
with other researchers or institutions, it recognizes the essential role that collaboration plays

in shaping strong and inclusive global ESD reports.

For example, the Eurydice (2024) report brought together national teams from across Europe
to help interpret data accurately and represent each country’s perspective fairly. This
collaborative process made the report more detailed and sensitive to national differences.
Similarly, UNESCO (2017, 2020) documents are the result of ongoing global cooperation.
Many organizations and countries contribute to its documents and databases, particularly
through initiatives like the 2030 Global Network, where new data and insights help inform

future planning.

This research suggests that future global reports would benefit greatly from even broader
collaboration. Involving regional experts, local educators, policymakers, and community
voices (including indigenous groups) would lead to a more inclusive and culturally grounded
understanding of ESD. These diverse perspectives could help create frameworks that are not

only globally relevant but also respectful of local realities.

In conclusion, while this study is limited to analyzing existing documents, it strongly supports
the idea that future research and policy development in ESD should actively involve a wide
range of contributors. This kind of participation would help build stronger, fairer, and more
meaningful education systems that reflect the needs and values of different communities

around the world.

Ethical considerations

As this study is based exclusively on the analysis of publicly available policy documents and
reports, no formal ethical approval was required. The research does not involve human

participants, personal data, or sensitive information.

However, ethical reflection remains important in the design and interpretation of the study.

The choice of research question and the selection of literature inevitably reflect the
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researcher’s own positionality and values. This project is informed by a view of sustainability
as a shared moral responsibility and is situated within a value ethics framework that

emphasizes collectivist principles.

The study also reflects on how my own background might shape the research. Coming from a
Western academic context, | am aware that this perspective may not fully capture more
culturally rooted or informal ways of teaching sustainability, such as those found in
indigenous communities, where knowledge is often passed on through lived experience rather

than through written policies or curricula.

Finally, since the research relies on large-scale reports, it tends to focus on what can be
measured, like how often sustainability is mentioned in curricula or which policies are in
place. This means it may not fully reflect deeper changes, such as shifts in attitudes or
classroom practices. These limitations are acknowledged, and the study aims to present its
findings openly while highlighting the need for future research that includes a broader range
of perspectives and experiences. This is in line with Magnusson et al. (2019), which stresses
the necessity of acknowledging the political and contextual forces that shape policy and
research in inclusive education, urging for research that considers broader, more diverse

viewpoints, rather than being confined to narrow, predefined frameworks.
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Results

This section presents the results of an in-depth analysis of three documents on ESD: the
Eurydice Report (2024), the UNESCO Roadmap (2020) and UNESCO Education for
Sustainable Development Goals: Learning Objectives (2017). These documents offer valuable
insights into the current state of sustainability education and the extent to which core ESD
components are integrated into educational systems globally. The analysis critically examines
the inclusivity and comprehensiveness of these texts, assessing whether they reflect diverse
perspectives and provide a holistic approach to sustainability education. To identify strengths,
weaknesses, and potential gaps, the documents were analyzed through the theoretical lenses:
critical theory, posthumanism, and experiential learning. The findings were synthesized in a
chart that categorizes key elements from each lens and evaluates them using a four-tier
grading system: A (Addressed comprehensively), B (Addressed to a certain extent), C
(Mentioned but not really addressed), and D (Not mentioned). The following section presents
the results in the same order as the chart, detailing the observations from each document

accordingly.

Table 1
Inclusivity and comprehensiveness of Eurydice and UNESCO documents

How critical theories can make a report more Eurydice =~ UNESCO
comprehensive and inclusive

CT1: Teaching for a more just and sustainable world. A B
Acknowledge that teaching ESD is political.

CT2: Teaching for a more just and sustainable world. C C
Addresses the contradiction of economic growth and

sustainability

CT3: Teaching for a more just and sustainable world. B B

Addresses inequities and social justice in ESD.

CT4: Are students learning about ESD passively? It A B
includes critical thinking, problem solving and reflection

CTS5: Are students learning about ESD passively? It ensures B B
ESD is not indoctrinating
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CTé: Is ESD participatory? Addresses both individual and A B
community actions

How post humanist theories can make a report more Eurydice =~ UNESCO
comprehensive and inclusive

PH1: ESD should emphasize the interconnectedness of all D D
lifeforms. Anthropocentrism and ecological humility.

PH2: ESD should engage students with nature. Promoting C D
outdoor education

PH3: ESD should engage students with nature. Promoting D D
contact with animals and non-human entities.

PH4: ESD should inspire collective action and sense of A A
responsibility for environmental challenges. Addressing

how humans cause environmental impact in future

generations.

PHS: ESD should inspire collective action and sense of B D
responsibility for environmental challenges. Addressing the

need for Systems Thinking

How experiential learning can make a report more Eurydice =~ UNESCO
comprehensive and inclusive

EL1: ESD must be meaningful and student-centered. The C C
curriculum evolve as students grow

EL2: ESD must be meaningful and student-centered. C B
Knowledge must be interactive and hands-on learning

EL3: ESD should foster curiosity D D

Note. A (Addressed comprehensively) / B (Addressed to a certain extent) / C (Mentioned but

not really addressed) / D (Not even mentioned)

C.T. 1. “Acknowledge that teaching ESD is political”:

The Eurydice (2024) report highlights political agency as a key sustainability competence. It

specifies that understanding political systems and advocating for sustainable policies are

integral parts of ESD. This competence is incorporated into the monitoring framework,

indicating that the political dimensions of sustainability are considered. However, if we were

to highlight a minimal gap, we would mention the report does not fully reflect on how their
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own monitoring framework emphasizes different aspects of sustainability education. In other

words, the report does not deeply discuss the political values of their monitoring process.

The UNESCO Roadmap (2020) recognizes the need for transformation in sustainability
education, calling for disruption of the status quo and a shift in mindset, behavior, and living
patterns. It emphasizes that such change requires personal conviction, courage, and
persistence, which can indeed reflect political agency at different levels. Additionally, the
document emphasizes collective and individual actions, youth participation, and a focus on
inequalities and democracy later in the roadmap, which may contribute to an implicit
recognition of the political aspects of sustainability education. However, unlike the Eurydice
(2024) report, the Roadmap (2020) does not explicitly recognize political agency as a key

competence within the framework of ESD.

The ESDG: Learning objectives for achieving SDGs (2017) includes “Normative
competency,” which aligns with the idea of understanding and reflecting on the norms, values,
and principles behind actions, and negotiating sustainability values in contexts of conflict and
trade-offs. This competency indirectly acknowledges the political nature of sustainability

education, especially in terms of navigating different values and political interests.

C.T. 2. “Addresses the contradiction of economic growth and sustainability”:

The Eurydice (2024) report acknowledges the connection between sustainability and the
economy, focusing on sustainable production, consumption, and circular economy principles.
It also recognizes that lifestyle factors affect sustainability and that we require adaptation.
There is no mention of the contradiction between sustainability and economic growth.
Instead, it frames sustainability as a tool for economic prosperity, reinforcing a growth-centric
approach. Its definition of ESD, “ESD embraces development, in other words, economic
growth, provided that it is sustainable”, reflects this stance. There were no findings of

critiques of capitalism, Anthropocene or unlimited economic expansion.

Similarly, the UNESCO Roadmap (2020) does not directly challenge the contradiction
between economic growth and sustainability. Although the report acknowledges the need to

address the structural causes of unsustainable development, it approaches the issue cautiously.
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In its reflection section, it highlights the environmental consequences of industrial and
consumption patterns, emphasizing resource depletion, waste production, and global
warming. It also encourages alternative values such as sufficiency, fairness, and solidarity
while promoting circular and sharing economies. In that same reflection section, they mention
the importance of educating private sector stakeholders, enhancing financial literacy, and
pushing for systemic change through stronger environmental policies and regulations.
However, when it comes to monitoring, the document’s objectives do not include curbing
economic growth. Instead, they focus on preparing learners for “inclusive and sustainable

economic growth,”.

C.T. 3 “Addresses inequities and social justice in ESD”

The Eurydice(2024) report emphasizes equity, gender equality, shared responsibility, and
intercultural understanding. However, terms such as oppression, class, or race are notably
absent, leaving significant gaps in addressing deeper systemic inequalities. While there is
some emphasis on social justice, sustainability, and equity, the reports fail to confront
inequalities related to colonialism, highlighting the need for a more comprehensive and

explicit approach to social justice in ESD.

A small remark on behalf of UNESCO Roadmap (2020), is that it places a stronger emphasis
than Eurydice on addressing inequalities in ESD, aiming to build a more just and sustainable
world. Unlike Eurydice (2024), which focuses on Europe, UNESCO’s (2020) approach is
global, tackling disparities at a broader scale. It highlights ecological justice, particularly in
Africa, where climate change and unsustainable development disproportionately affect
vulnerable populations. The roadmap prioritizes reducing inequalities by emphasizing gender
equality, multiculturalism, and support for marginalized communities, including those in
extreme poverty and refugee populations. Additionally, the SDGs acknowledge Indigenous
Peoples six times across key sections, including the political declaration and education
targets. However, while Indigenous Peoples are recognized, their knowledge systems and
sustainability practices are not central to the report’s framework. Moreover, the document
does not critically engage with how racism and colonialism contribute to ecological injustices,

avoiding deeper structural critiques. While it actively promotes equity and inclusion, it stops
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short of seeking true justice by failing to address the historical and systemic power

imbalances that sustain these inequalities.

C.T. 4. “It includes critical thinking, problem solving and reflection”

The Eurydice (2024) report effectively incorporates critical thinking, problem-solving, and
reflection within its approach to ESD. By focusing on action-oriented pedagogy and
participatory decision-making, it encourages students to engage with sustainability issues and
develop practical skills. This approach helps students analyze challenges and take action
toward social change. If we were to highlight a minimal gap, we could note that the report
may not fully assess whether students are critically reflecting on sustainability. While the
report acknowledges action and participation, they do not explicitly track the development of

critical thinking, reflection, or students' ability to engage in social change.

The UNESCO Roadmap (2020) recognizes the importance of critical thinking,
problem-solving, and reflection in ESD, particularly in response to technological
advancements. It acknowledges that while technology may help address some sustainability
challenges, it also introduces new risks, making critical thinking more essential than ever.
However, when it comes to monitoring, the roadmap does not establish clear mechanisms to
assess whether learners are truly engaging in critical reflection or using problem-solving to
drive transformative change. In its reflection section, UNESCO Roadmap (2020) emphasizes
the need for learners to engage with disruptive ideas, fostering critical perspectives that can
drive systemic change. It also highlights the importance of non-formal and informal
education, including intergenerational and community-based learning, as key spaces where
learners can develop critical thinking and take meaningful action. These reflections are not

translated into concrete monitoring strategies.

C.T. 5 “It ensures ESD is not indoctrinating”

The Eurydice (2024) report recognizes critical thinking, democracy, and personal reflection as
essential to ESD, fostering independent thought and personal responsibility. By encouraging

students to actively engage with sustainability topics rather than passively receiving
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information, it helps safeguard against indoctrination. However, the report does not explicitly
address indoctrination as a potential concern. While it promotes key competencies that
support open inquiry, it lacks a clear emphasis on structured discussions and debates that

would ensure diverse perspectives are fully explored.

The UNESCO Roadmap (2020) emphasizes the importance of democratic decision-making
processes in sustainability education, encouraging bottom-up approaches where all members,
including students, have a voice in addressing sustainability challenges. It specifically
advocates for youth inclusion, recommending that young people be fully involved in the
design, delivery, and monitoring of sustainability policies, with secured seats in
decision-making bodies. While this fosters participatory engagement, it does not directly
address the concern of indoctrination. The UNESCO ESDG Learning Objectives (2017)
further emphasize “normative competency,” urging students to reflect on the values and
principles behind their actions and navigate sustainability’s complexities, such as trade-offs
and contradictions. However, neither document explicitly ensures the exploration of diverse

perspectives or safeguards against indoctrination.

C.T. 6 “Community-based actions and individual actions”

The Eurydice (2024) report highlights the importance of community engagement and
emphasizes participation both locally and globally. It dedicates a chapter to community-based
actions, tracking individual and collective actions as competencies. By prioritizing "doing
collaboratively" over mere "understanding," the report acknowledges the significance of
cooperative and active engagement in ESD. Same as in other areas, if we are to identify one
gap is that it may not adequately assess the effectiveness of these actions or the long-term

impact they have on fostering sustainability at different levels.

The UNESCO Roadmap (2020) emphasizes the importance of action-oriented, innovative
pedagogy that empowers learners to take concrete steps toward transforming society into a
more sustainable one. It highlights competencies such as empathy, solidarity, and
action-taking, aiming to contribute not only to individual success but also to the collective
survival and prosperity of the global community. The roadmap also stresses the importance of

embedding ESD within education quality assurance frameworks to track how well curricula
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develop learners’ capacities as change agents. Similarly to Eurydice (2024), UNESCO (2020)
highlights the significance of community-based actions and individual involvement in driving
sustainability efforts. However, like Eurydice (2024), the roadmap does not fully outline how
to assess the effectiveness or long-term impact of these actions on sustainability at different
levels. It is worth mentioning, though, that their 2030 database includes examples of

initiatives at country levels that could potentially throw some light to this topic.

P.H. 1. “Anthropocentrism and ecological humility.”:

The Eurydice (2024) report omits the term "Anthropocene" and continues to place humans as
the primary agents in sustainability education. While acknowledging nature’s intrinsic value
in its definition of ESD, it primarily focuses on human impact and connection to the
environment, without considering how humans are influenced by nature in return.
Additionally, the report overlooks non-human animal perspectives and fails to contrast a

"human view" with a "species view." This anthropocentric gap remains significant.

Similarly, the UNESCO Roadmap (2020) calls for transformative change in our relationship
with the planet, emphasizing that human survival depends on learning to live sustainably. It
advocates for educational transformation, yet remains largely anthropocentric, focusing on
humans as key agents in ensuring sustainability. Like the Eurydice (2024) report, it does not
challenge the human-centered approach or explore how non-human perspectives (such as

those of animals, ecosystems, or the Earth) should be integrated into sustainability education.

P.H. 2 “Promoting outdoor education”:

The Eurydice (2024) report addresses outdoor education but only minimally, acknowledging
its presence in several countries as part of the measures supporting teachers in delivering
ESD. It does not directly monitor outdoor education as a key component but recognizes its
importance: “Being outdoors might be less feasible to achieve in a school context, but it
supports hands-on learning and development and could also be a step forward towards a

sustainable future” (Eurydice, 2024, p. 49). Despite this recognition, there is a lack of
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systematic monitoring, making it difficult to determine its actual impact on students'

understanding of sustainability.

The UNESCO Roadmap (2020) does not mention outdoor education.

P.H.3 “Promoting contact with animals and non-human entities”:

The Erudyce (2024) report acknowledges the importance of experiential learning but does not
extend this to direct interactions with animals or other non-human beings. While it
emphasizes connecting with nature as part of sustainability (highlighting environmental care,
respect for nature, and ecosystem restoration) it does not assess whether students actively

engage with living beings in educational settings.

Similarly, the UNESCO Roadmap (2020) highlights the importance of wilderness and
biodiversity in sustainability education but does not specifically mention direct contact with

animals as part of ESD learning.

P.H. 4 “Humans cause environmental impact in future generations”

The Eurydice (2024) report emphasizes adaptability as a key competence and highlights its
integration into curricula, encouraging students to reflect on the sustainability implications of
their actions. Futures literacy is embedded in the report through the promotion of
forward-thinking skills and scenario-based evaluations, although there is limited evidence of a
direct link between adaptability and long-term action planning. The report supports
problem-solving approaches where students engage with real-world sustainability challenges,

with a focus on equipping them with transferable competencies.

The UNESCO Roadmap (2020) similarly identifies adaptability and futures thinking as
essential for sustainability education. It promotes anticipatory competencies, encouraging
learners to assess multiple future scenarios, address emerging technological and
environmental challenges, and reflect on long-term consequences. The roadmap includes

references to knowledge, skills, and values relevant to future-oriented decision-making but
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does not provide detailed guidance on operationalizing these competencies within education

systems.

Both documents incorporate futures thinking and adaptability into their frameworks,
highlighting them as critical competencies for sustainability. However, their coverage differs
in scope and depth, with the Eurydice (2024) report offering more structured monitoring of

how these competencies are implemented at national policy levels.

PH. 5 “The Need for Systems Thinking”

The Eurydice (2024) report already monitors the presence of systems thinking in education
policies, evaluating whether it is integrated as a subject-specific competency or a
cross-curricular approach across different levels of education. The findings, illustrated in
Figures A1 to A3 of the report, indicate that most European countries recognize the
importance of systems thinking, at least at the policy level. Additionally, the Eurydice (2024)
report provides an example of a thorough evaluation, as it monitors which countries include

sustainability learning objectives in teacher training programs (Figure 2.2).

The UNESCO Roadmap (2020) emphasizes various key competencies for sustainability,
including critical thinking and the ability to navigate complex systems. However, it does not
explicitly address systems thinking as a competency in the same way the Eurydice (2024)
report does. While the roadmap mentions the need for learners to understand relationships and
analyze complex systems, it lacks a direct focus on evaluating whether systems thinking is
incorporated into education policies or teacher training programs. The competency of
"systems thinking" is indeed highlighted in the document ESDG: Learning objectives for
achieving SDGs (2017), where it states that one of the key competencies for sustainability is
the ability to recognize and understand relationships, analyze complex systems, and navigate
uncertainty. However, unlike the Eurydice (2024) report, which monitors the presence of
systems thinking in policies across European countries, the roadmap does not provide such a
comprehensive analysis or suggest a framework for integrating systems thinking in curricula

or teacher development programs.
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E.L. 1: “The Curriculum Should Evolve as Students Grow”

Currently, the Eurydice (2024) report tracks different levels of education, which could serve
as a starting point for monitoring how curricula evolve across stages. However, the report
does not fully explore how curricula adapt as students progress. While it acknowledges the
importance of student-centered teaching, it does not assess how this approach evolves to
match students' developmental needs. Although interactive and learner-centered methods are

emphasized, their long-term integration and adaptation remain unexamined.

In the same line, the UNESCO Roadmap (2020) does not explicitly mention how curricula
should evolve as students progress. At the same time, the ESDG: Learning objectives for
achieving SDGs (2017) does mention a learner-centered approach, which indirectly addresses
how the curriculum should cater to the developmental needs of students as they grow. This
approach emphasizes the active development of knowledge, where students construct their
own knowledge base starting from their prior knowledge and experiences. It also stresses the
importance of reflection, with educators playing the role of facilitators rather than mere
knowledge transmitters. However, the specific dynamics of how the curriculum would evolve

over different stages of education are not fully explored.

E.L. 2 “Knowledge Must Be Interactive and Hands-On Learning”

The Eurydice (2024) report highlights the role of project-based learning in sustainability
education, dedicating an entire chapter to its implementation. It emphasizes the experiential
nature of learning, where students engage with real-world issues beyond traditional subject
boundaries. However, while the report acknowledges the importance of hands-on,
student-centered learning, it does not deeply examine how this approach is embedded within
curricula. Its focus remains on tracking the presence of project-based learning rather than
assessing its effectiveness or how interactive methods are applied across different educational

contexts.

Similarly, the UNESCO Roadmap (2020) acknowledges the importance of project-based
learning as an essential tool in sustainability education, aligning with the growing emphasis

on experiential learning. It highlights that educational policies should encourage this
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approach, recognizing the value of learning that extends beyond traditional subjects and
fosters real-world engagement. In the "reflections" section, it emphasizes that for learning to
be meaningful, it must resonate with learners' personal experiences, stating, “Empathy can
turn into compassion if the exposed realities bear relevance to the learners’ own lives and
their sense of identity.” However, while the roadmap suggests the necessity of contextually
relevant learning, it does not explore in detail how learning experiences should be tailored to

the personal level of each learner.

E.L.3 ”ESD Should Foster Curiosity”:

All documents analyzed emphasize critical thinking, problem-solving, and a multi-perspective
approach, which are related aspects to curiosity and inquiry. However, they place no emphasis
on curiosity as an intrinsic educational value. The joy of learning, a crucial aspect of

education, is often overlooked in favor of more practical objectives.
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Discussion

Q1: In what ways are current global ESD reports limited, and how can they become
more inclusive and comprehensive in response?

This discussion explores how global reporting on ESD can become more inclusive and
comprehensive by analyzing key theoretical and practical gaps identified in this study.
Inclusivity is understood in terms of whose voices, perspectives, and experiences are
represented, while comprehensiveness refers to the range and depth of knowledge considered.
The findings reveal consistent shortcomings in global ESD documents: they under-engage
with critical perspectives on power, justice, and ideology; they overlook posthumanist and
ecological values; and they fail to prioritize experiential, developmental, and relational

dimensions of learning.

These findings are explored through a set of key themes that help highlight where current
ESD reporting falls short and where there’s room to grow. By looking at how these issues
show up in existing documents, the discussion points to ways we could bring in a wider range
of voices and include more kinds of knowledge in future global reports. This opens up
possibilities for making ESD reporting not only more inclusive, but also more meaningful and

relevant to the complex challenges we face today.

On the one hand, in relation to power, justice, and ideology, current ESD documents tend to
take a narrow approach in some areas. While some equity issues, such as gender, are
acknowledged, broader questions of structural inequality, historical responsibility, and
colonial legacies are often left out. Reports rarely question the deeper values behind economic
growth or recognize the ways in which dominant global models can marginalize Indigenous
and local voices. To be truly inclusive and comprehensive, reporting needs to take these
power dynamics seriously and reflect a wider range of social and cultural perspectives. Let’s

explore this deeper.

Both the Eurydice (2024) report and the UNESCO Roadmap (2020) present ESD as aligned
with economic growth, largely avoiding engagement with deeper structural critiques. While
they emphasize sustainable development, neither critically examines the contradiction

between economic expansion and ecological limits. Eurydice (2024) in particular frames
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sustainability as compatible with continued growth, reflecting the tendency Kopnina (2020)
identifies in mainstream sustainability education to prioritize economic priorities over
environmental integrity. Linné and Pedersen (2016) similarly point out that while curricula
may promote environmental care, they often fail to confront the ethical and ecological costs
of industrial production. Although the UNESCO Roadmap (2020) offers more thoughtful
language by acknowledging structural causes of unsustainability and promoting alternative
values like sufficiency and fairness, it ultimately continues to promote “inclusive and
sustainable economic growth” as a guiding principle. This reflects a broader concern raised
by Griffiths (2020), who argues that the SDGs and their associated educational frameworks
often reinforce capitalist assumptions, presenting sustainability as achievable within the
existing economic system and overlooking the need for more radical structural change. As
Keitsch (2018) and Torpman and Rocklinsberg (2021) also emphasize, this focus can limit the

potential of ESD to challenge anthropocentric and growth-oriented approaches.

A similar pattern emerges in the treatment of equity and justice, directly related to inclusivity.
While both reports reference these concepts, their engagement is uneven and often limited in
scope. The Eurydice (2024) report tends to reduce social justice to gender equality and shared
responsibility, neglecting broader intersectional concerns such as class, race, and colonial
legacies. This narrow framing is symptomatic of what Ball (1998) calls the “policy spectacle”
of global education, where reforms appear progressive but often reproduce existing power
hierarchies. The absence of Indigenous knowledge systems and the lack of attention to
diversity in Eurydice (2024) also reflects what Battiste and Henderson (2009) and Eriksen et
al. (2024) identify as the marginalization of Indigenous ways of knowing within global
educational discourses. While UNESCO (2017, 2020) documents offer a more global
perspective, acknowledging ecological injustice in the Global South and integrating
Indigenous perspectives in some sections, it still falls short of addressing the root structures of
injustice. Warlenius et al. (2015) argue that without a clear critique of colonialism,
environmental debt, and capitalism, discussions of justice remain superficial. The UNESCO
Roadmap’s (2020) global framing is more inclusive, but its unwillingness to confront these

deeper structures ultimately limits its transformative potential, hindering comprehensiveness.

All documents analyzed also address the importance of fostering critical engagement and

democratic participation in ESD, which helps guard against indoctrination. They emphasize
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the value of reflection, open dialogue, and active citizenship, creating space for learners to
form their own views on sustainability. Eurydice (2024) highlights critical thinking and
democratic engagement in curricular design, echoing Kopnina and Meijer’s (2014) call for
reflexivity and open-ended debate in sustainability education. UNESCO (2017, 2020), for its
part, encourages youth participation in governance and promotes competencies such as
normative thinking, which enable students to reflect on trade-offs and contradictions.
However, while documents promote pluralism and agency, they do not explicitly
acknowledge the risk that ESD itself might become prescriptive. Ohman (2007) warns that
even well-meaning education can become doctrinal if alternative viewpoints are not actively
encouraged. In this respect, Eurydice (2024) and UNESCO (2017, 2020) could strengthen
their frameworks by more directly questioning how ESD is framed and by clarifying
strategies to ensure that sustainability education remains genuinely open-ended. Their current
commitments to participatory pedagogy are strong but the missing piece is a more explicit

recognition of the importance of safeguarding ESD against becoming fixed or uncritical.

The incorporation of critical thinking, reflection, and problem-solving is one of the stronger
areas of both documents, aligning with Freire’s (1970) call for critical pedagogy and with
Kopnina’s (2017) argument that ethical dilemmas should be central to sustainability learning.
However, documents are still marked by asymmetries. Eurydice (2024) adopts a structured
approach by tracking these competencies across teacher training programs and curriculum
design. In contrast, UNESCO (2017, 2020) promotes these competencies more abstractly and
emphasizes their importance in informal and non-formal education. Yet it provides limited
information on how they will be implemented or evaluated, raising concerns similar to those
voiced by Taimur and Sattar (2020) about the need for clear policy frameworks and

institutional support to embed critical thinking meaningfully in ESD.

Lastly, all documents highlight the value of action-oriented learning and stress the importance
of empowering learners to engage with sustainability at both individual and community
levels. Eurydice (2024) supports participatory models and collective responsibility, while
UNESCO (2017, 2020) explicitly encourages democratic participation and local engagement.
This reflects a shared alignment with the literature emphasizing active citizenship and
collaboration as key to long-term change (Wals, 2011; Aguilar, 2016). Yet despite their strong

rhetorical commitment, the documents lack robust systems for evaluating the long-term
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impact of these actions. Wals and Benavot (2017) argue that the complexity of sustainability
demands adaptive and context-specific assessment tools, something that is only partially
addressed in the analyzed documents. While UNESCO (2020) hints at developing such
mechanisms through its forthcoming evaluations, these remain speculative for now. As a
result, although frameworks promote action as central to ESD, they risk remaining
aspirational without deeper monitoring strategies and a stronger theoretical grounding in

transformative justice

On the other hand, in relation to ecological, post-humanist values, current frameworks often
overlook the deep interconnections between humans and the more-than-human world.
Although sustainability is a central theme, there’s little attention to developing ecological
humility, building ethical relationships with nature, or encouraging outdoor and place-based
education. Documents also tend to ignore perspectives that challenge anthropocentrism, such
as Indigenous worldviews, which limits their ability to reflect the full complexity of

ecological systems and our place within them.

Both the Eurydice (2024) report and the UNESCO Roadmap (2020) adopt a predominantly
anthropocentric approach to sustainability education, emphasizing human responsibility as
stewards of nature. Eurydice (2024) frames sustainability largely in terms of human actions
and decisions, positioning individuals as central agents of ecological stewardship, in line with
authors such as Seghezzo (2009) and Glavic & Lukman (2007). While this focus on agency is
important for mobilizing action, it risks reinforcing a human-centered mindset that places
human needs above all else. Scholars like Weldemariam (2017) argue that sustainability
education must move beyond this framing to recognize the intrinsic value of non-human life
and ecological systems. A shift in mindset, from managing nature for human benefit to acting
in respectful relationship with the more-than-human world, can preserve agency while
decentering the human perspective. Without incorporating this broader ethical orientation,
both documents fall short of fostering a more holistic and interconnected understanding of

sustainability, which hinders their comprehensiveness.

Similarly, while the UNESCO Roadmap (2020) promotes transformative change in

sustainability education, its framework remains rooted in a human-centric narrative,
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compromising its inclusivity. The report places human well-being, participation, and
empowerment at the forefront, but neglects to consider the intrinsic value of non-human
entities and ecosystems (Broom, 2019). Keitsch (2018) critiques the UN's approach for
prioritizing human needs, often ignoring ecological concerns, while Torpman and
Rocklinsberg (2021) point out that the UN's focus on economic growth and technological
innovation risks overshadowing the moral and ecological considerations of non-human life.
By excluding these perspectives, both documents miss an opportunity to encourage learners to
reflect on their role within the broader web of life, not only as stewards but also as

interdependent actors within planetary systems.

Furthermore, all documents fall short in their treatment of outdoor education and its role in
fostering ecological awareness, and thus limiting their comprehensiveness. Eurydice (2024)
acknowledges outdoor activities but fails to assess their effectiveness in driving long-term
behavioral change (Isaksson & Weldemariam, 2024; Gannon, 2017). This lack of robust
evaluation limits its ability to monitor the impacts of such activities on students’ relationships
with nature. Lugg (2007) highlights that simply including outdoor education is insufficient
without clear mechanisms for assessing its impact on sustainability practices. UNESCO
(2017, 2020) documents, by contrast, do not mention outdoor education at all, missing an
important opportunity to integrate nature-based learning into sustainability education, which
could foster deeper emotional and ethical connections to the environment (Isaksson &

Weldemariam, 2024; Gannon, 2017).

In all documents, there is also a notable absence of engagement with non-human beings and
their role in sustainability education. While Eurydice (2024) recognizes the value of
environmental care, it does not address whether students are encouraged to interact with or
reflect on the ethical treatment of animals within educational contexts, as suggested by
authors such as Kahn & Humes (2009) and Kopnina & Cherniak (2015). This oversight limits
the ability of both documents to promote a fuller ecological understanding of sustainability.
Scholars like Weldemariam (2020) and Nxumalo & Pacini-Ketchabaw (2017) emphasize the
need to foster ethical and emotional connections with animals, which are crucial to
developing a more profound sense of interconnectedness with all living beings. The failure to

include such interactions leaves a significant gap in the pedagogical approach of both
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Eurydice (2024) and UNESCO (2017, 2020), hindering their ability to cultivate the empathy

and respect necessary for meaningful sustainability education.

Finally, the Eurydice (2024) report acknowledges the importance of systems thinking in
sustainability education and provides a thorough assessment of its integration across
European education policies. It evaluates whether systems thinking is adopted as a
subject-specific competency or a cross-curricular approach, noting that most European
countries recognize its importance at the policy level. However, the report does not delve
deeply into how these policies are implemented in practice, particularly in terms of teacher
training. As prior research (e.g., Wolff et al., 2022; Hofman-Bergholm, 2018) highlights,
policies alone are insufficient if not supported by robust teacher preparation. A more
comprehensive approach would involve a closer look at how systems thinking is
operationalized in the classroom. In contrast, the UNESCO Roadmap (2020) does not
mention systems thinking at all, leaving a notable gap in its framework. While it touches on
the importance of understanding relationships and analyzing complex systems, it lacks any
detailed guidance on how these competencies should be integrated into educational policies or
teacher development programs. This omission limits the roadmap's potential to address the

complexities of sustainability education and its implementation on a global scale.

Finally, in relation to experiential learning, documents reflect a top-down, standardized view
of education that misses the importance of curiosity, engagement, and developmental
relevance. There’s little discussion of whether learning is hands-on, emotionally resonant, or
connected to students’ lived experiences. Without attention to how students actually encounter
and make sense of sustainability in their own contexts, ESD risks remaining abstract, focused

more on reporting outcomes than on meaningful, transformative learning.

Both the Eurydice (2024) report and the UNESCO Roadmap (2020) touch on the importance
of experiential learning, but both fall short in addressing critical elements of student
engagement, hindering both comprehensiveness and inclusivity. In particular, both documents
fail to explore how curricula should evolve as students grow, tailoring learning experiences to
their developmental stages. Although both emphasize interactive, student-centered

approaches, neither provides a framework for how curricula should adapt as students
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progress. This gap reflects findings from researchers such as Hebe (2017) and AlAfnan and
Dishari (2024), who argue that environmental education should align with children's cognitive
and social development. For example, while younger students benefit from affective,
hands-on approaches, older students require more complex, holistic learning that integrates
cognitive and emotional engagement with sustainability (Olsson, 2014; Korsager & Scheie,
2019). Both documents, however, focus more on the presence of student-centered learning

without delving into the necessary evolution of curricula to meet these changing needs.

Another significant gap is the lack of emphasis on fostering curiosity within sustainability
education. The Eurydice (2024) report acknowledges inquiry-based learning, but its focus is
on structured problem-solving, which may limit the recognition of curiosity as an intrinsic
driver of deeper engagement. Curiosity is crucial for sustainability education, as it sparks
independent exploration and deeper connections with the material (Dahl, 2013; Dewey, 1938).
Both documents miss an opportunity to explicitly highlight curiosity as a core value of
sustainability education. As Bostad and Hessen (2019) argue, curiosity fosters a sense of
wonder and personal connection to nature, which is essential for long-term engagement with
sustainability. Without integrating curiosity into the framework, both institutions risk reducing
sustainability education to a purely analytical exercise, lacking the emotional and personal

engagement necessary for transformative learning.

Finally, while the examined documents acknowledge the importance of hands-on, interactive
learning, their treatment of experiential learning lacks depth. The Eurydice (2024) report
tracks where project-based learning is implemented but does not assess its effectiveness or
integration, missing an opportunity to analyze how deeply these experiences engage students.
The UNESCO Roadmap (2020), in contrast, embraces a broader concept of experiential
learning, incorporating emotional and reflective dimensions, but fails to provide concrete
mechanisms for ensuring these principles are realized in practice. As Sterling (2001) notes,
policies alone are insufficient; there must be systematic evaluation to ensure these methods
are meaningfully applied. The absence of such evaluation limits the ability of these reports to
influence policy effectively and ensure that experiential learning is truly transformative for

students.
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Projection: Reimagining global ESD reporting

At stake in global ESD reporting is not only how sustainability education is measured, but
also how its goals, values, and possibilities are imagined and legitimized. If reporting
continues to rely heavily on standardized indicators and economic objectives, as it often does
through the SDG framework, we risk reducing education to a tool for managing development
goals, rather than a space for reimagining futures (Griffiths, 2020; Torpman & Rocklinsberg,
2021). This approach often overlooks deeper, justice-oriented perspectives on sustainability,
ignoring Indigenous and non-Western knowledge systems (Battiste & Henderson, 2009;
Sandoval-Rivera, 2019). It also leaves little room to address the complex ethical and
ecological questions at the heart of sustainability. When reports fail to capture these
dimensions, they risk reinforcing the status quo. Students may end up learning how to
navigate unsustainable systems rather than question them, and policy makers may mistake
surface-level progress for meaningful change. Without a broader, more inclusive vision of
what education for sustainability can be, global reporting may miss its opportunity to drive

real transformation.

These challenges are not theoretical, they show up in real ways, especially in how education
systems respond to international reporting demands. In Taiwan, for example, efforts to meet
global SDG have brought sustainability into policy, but often at the expense of locally rooted,
meaningful learning (Hung & Pan, 2025). Standardized systems tend to flatten complex topics
into measurable outcomes. As Sleeter and Flores (2017) point out, this focus on
accountability can push aside teaching approaches that center justice, culture, and community.
At the same time, the contradictions built into the SDGs, like the tension between economic
growth and environmental sustainability, are often left out of classroom conversations. This
leads to a version of sustainability education that avoids deeper questions about power,
consumption, and justice (Hung & Pan, 2025). If these trends continue, global reporting may
keep shaping education in ways that fall short of its most transformative goals. To move
forward, we don’t just need better tools for reporting, we need a new understanding of what

matters in education.

However, if global ESD reporting frameworks were reimagined through more inclusive and
comprehensive lenses, grounded in critical theory, post-humanist thought, and experiential

learning, they could offer not only more accurate data, but also more meaningful and
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transformative insights. A reporting system that actively listens to teachers, students, and
communities could illuminate overlooked practices, reveal pressing challenges, and identify
areas most in need of attention. This would allow policies to target local realities more
effectively, support the development of culturally relevant curricula, and equip teachers with
the tools to engage diverse learners in meaningful ways. From a critical theory perspective,
such responsiveness would challenge dominant ideologies and bring to light the structural
inequities (economic, social and political) that shape current ESD practice (Freire, 1970;
Kopnina, 2020; McLaren, 2015). In turn, post-humanist approaches would broaden the scope
of reporting, helping to assess whether students are engaging with ecological humility,
recognizing interconnectedness, and relating ethically to the more-than-human world (Jeong
et al., 2021; Weldemariam, 2020). Meanwhile, experiential learning reminds us that
sustainability education should grow with the student, adapting to their developmental stage
and sparking curiosity, not just delivering content (Dewey, 1938; Spiteri, 2020). If we start
measuring these kinds of learning, rather than just progress toward global targets, we could
see real change in how education is designed: making it more relevant, more inspiring, and
more powerful for teachers, for students, and for the planet. Just as importantly, it would offer
a more accurate and grounded picture of where we are globally in terms of sustainability

education.

If the ideas explored above were fully incorporated into global ESD reporting frameworks,
the potential for transformation, both philosophical and practical, could be profound. At the
policy level, reporting could push education systems further along the path they are already
tentatively pursuing: toward a more progressive and just future. But the shift would be more
than superficial. By directly addressing ecological justice, colonialism, and the tensions
between economic growth and sustainability, reports could inspire deeper structural change,
amplifying voices that are often marginalized and questioning assumptions that go
unchallenged. Reports that name and critique the forces driving unsustainability, industries,
systems, lifestyles, could spark global conversations about consumption, responsibility, and
the kind of lives we want to live. Incorporating non-human perspectives would also require us
to confront our anthropocentrism, potentially encouraging a collective reckoning of what it
means to be human in an interconnected world. This could reshape school systems, especially
in industrialized contexts, where outdoor education and direct engagement with animals and

ecosystems might begin to challenge the dominance of abstract, academic learning. If reports
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were to follow how ESD grows alongside students (nurturing curiosity and adapting to
developmental stages) they could help build a more responsive, layered understanding of
sustainability across age groups and learning contexts. In this ideal future, ESD reporting
would be measurable, actionable, and reflective: producing data that is both comprehensive
and courageous. It would offer an honest portrait of where we are, acknowledge its own
limitations (Western biases, economic leanings, human-centered perspectives) and invite the
world to improve collectively. Locally, this could mean policy alignment with community
needs, where ESD feels personal and relevant. Globally, it could foster cooperation rather
than competition, ensuring no nation is sidelined and no voice ignored. And maybe, just
maybe, it would give us the clarity and solidarity we need to do what this moment demands:

save the planet.
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Conclusions

Summary of key findings

This study examined the limitations and potential of current global ESD reporting
frameworks, focusing on UNESCO’s (2017, 2020) documentation and the Eurydice (2024)
report. While these documents offer valuable insights into sustainability education, they often
fail to reflect its full depth and breadth. The analysis revealed several recurring gaps in
inclusivity, understood in terms of voices and perspectives, and comprehensiveness,

understood in terms of knowledge.

First, documents do not address the contradiction between economic growth and
environmental sustainability, nor do they sufficiently challenge anthropocentrism or promote
ecological humility. These gaps, rooted in a Western worldview, often exclude Indigenous
perspectives and ways of knowing. Documents also fall short in promoting outdoor education
and meaningful contact with non-human entities, leaving out opportunities to build ethical

relationships with the natural world.

Second, they do not assess whether curricula evolve alongside students’ developmental stages
or whether they nurture curiosity and interactive, hands-on learning. These shortcomings
reflect a top-down design that overlooks students' lived experiences, particularly those of
younger learners. Additional limitations include a lack of attention to systems thinking and
the need to prevent indoctrination, both of which are crucial to addressing teachers' concerns
and preserving education’s integrity. Finally, while some aspects of inequality are addressed
(mainly gender), broader issues of social justice, historical responsibility, and colonialism

remain largely absent.

By ignoring these critical dimensions, global ESD reporting risks missing the most
transformative elements of sustainability education. This not only limits ESD’s potential
impact but also slows down the pace at which education systems can respond to pressing
ecological and social challenges. In short, if our frameworks are not bold and inclusive

enough, we may not be able to respond in time to the demands of our planetary crisis.
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Recommendations for future Global ESD reporting frameworks

To improve future reporting, global ESD frameworks should deepen and broaden their
engagement with theoretical perspectives (critical theory, posthumanism and experiential

learning) by applying them more inclusively and comprehensively.

Critical theory: While current reports often reflect critical thinking, this perspective needs to
be embedded more deeply. Reports must move beyond growth-centered goals and engage
more seriously with issues of power, justice, and structural inequality. They should explicitly
address colonialism, environmental injustice, and amplify the voices of Indigenous and

non-Western communities

Post-Humanist frameworks: Although some aspects of interconnectedness are acknowledged,
there is significant room for growth. Reports should assess how students are encouraged to
engage with the more-than-human world, develop ecological humility, and recognize
interdependence. They should also promote outdoor education, direct contact with nature, and

the integration of systems thinking to better reflect the complexity of ecological relationships.

Experiential Learning: This approach is barely present in current reports and must be
strengthened. Reports should monitor whether learning fosters curiosity and personal
engagement. They must assess whether educational content is developmentally appropriate
and whether students have opportunities to explore sustainability through interactive,
hands-on experiences. Without this focus, ESD risks becoming another abstract academic

subject, disconnected from students’ lives and from transformative change.

Additionally, current documents are overly centered on the SDG framework, which, while
useful, may not align with the local contexts of all countries or communities. This approach
can result in the exclusion of traditional knowledge systems and a lack of responsiveness to
cultural and ecological diversity. Future reports must continue to embrace localized practices,
aligning more closely with community needs, and question the consumerist assumptions

embedded in global economic models.

Finally, global ESD frameworks must evolve to capture more than just measurable,
standardized progress. They need to account for less quantifiable but equally crucial elements,

like students’ relationships with nature, cultural diversity, and personal development. Future
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reports should be comprehensive, assessing a broad spectrum of educational dimensions; and
inclusive, recognizing their own limitations and incorporating a greater variety of

perspectives, both human and non-human.

Potential for transformation in ESD

At the policy level, more dynamic and inclusive global reporting could support countries in
moving toward genuinely sustainable and just education systems. This shift would encourage

collaboration over competition and promote global solidarity.

At the local level, communities must be given more space to shape the reporting process
itself. Although documents increasingly feature local examples, their frameworks are still
shaped from the top down. This prevents recognition of valuable practices that fall outside the

current reporting lens but may be essential to transformative learning.

Philosophically and practically, addressing key gaps, particularly around anthropocentrism,
economic assumptions, and ecological justice could allow ESD reporting to move beyond a
managerial tool and become a driver of radical change. It could help spark wider
transformations in how societies think about consumption, responsibility, and our place within

the planet’s ecosystems.

Final thought

For global ESD reporting to truly support sustainability education, it must become more
comprehensive and inclusive, serving not just to measure progress, but to imagine and enable
new futures. This means centering ESD as a value in itself, not merely as a tool to achieve
other human-centered goals. If these changes are made, global reporting can play a vital role
in guiding meaningful transformation at every level of education, one that is just, courageous,

and capable of responding to the urgent challenges of our time.
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